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CHAPTER ONE







THE GIRL WAS tied to an old post. She was so vulnerable, alone in that muddy clearing, facing the dark cave.

Endellion pushed aside a branch to get a better view. One hand rested on her bow while her long elf ears listened attentively.

The bound maiden looked surprisingly human. She could have been one of the fresh-faced academy girls Endellion had seen near the adventurer’s guild a week earlier.

Not what she’d expected. She’d pictured a furry woman with six tits. Oh, she knew the girl was supposed to be beautiful, but she’d still imagined her as basically a cat walking upright. However, from Endellion’s vantage point, the girl’s only visible feline feature was her fluffy ears, so oddly natural-looking amidst her lustrous blonde hair.

The ears drooped.

Endellion clicked her tongue. Poor kitty.

The village folk had handled her roughly. She was clothed in skimpy rags and gagged. The coarse rope scraped her soft skin as she squirmed and looked around the clearing, taking labored breaths through her nose.

Her wrists were bound behind her back, tied together on the other side of the post. It looked like it hurt. Endellion smirked. The girl’s handful-sized breasts heaved under a wispy top that occasionally lifted in the breeze.

A shabby scarf clung around the maiden’s waist. Her snow-white stomach was naked, speckled with mud from when the men had dragged her to the post and hastily tied her up. 

As Endellion’s lascivious gaze followed the length of the girl’s legs, she finally spotted it.

A tail.

So she does have one!

Yup, there it was, hanging between her legs, fur puffed out.

Suddenly, the cat girl’s ears pricked up, and she looked across the clearing. There was a snuffling noise, faint but unmistakable, deep inside the cave.

Endellion cursed under her breath and looked at the gray sky; daylight was fading.

By the gods, Hargish; what’s keeping you?

She would rather have gotten out of the forest before dark. Holding up a sigil ring on her pinky finger, she saw that it glowed a dull blue. He couldn’t be too far away. It’s not like they were searching a particularly large area.

Crouching, Endellion grabbed handfuls of dirt and rubbed them over her arms and legs to cover her scent. The girl squirmed and struggled, desperately trying to break free. But she only tired herself out. Her chin fell to her collarbone.

More noises came from inside the cave. Grunting. Scraping. Sniffing. Then came a sort of quickening in the air. The girl must have sensed it, too, because she tensed up and planted her feet firmly on the ground.

A dark shape moved near the mouth of the cave, sniffing like a hound on a trail.

Endellion squatted behind a bush before the beast stepped into the fading light. It was enormous. Even more enormous than Hargish. Thick, gray fur covered its muscular shoulders and barrel chest. Huge arms hung down its sides.

Maybe Endellion could kill it. Maybe. But not without a nasty fight.

The lycanthrope licked its lips and whimpered like a dog. It walked towards the girl, sniffing more frantically as it got closer.

The virgin stared, wide-eyed and motionless, like a frozen prey animal. She noticed something unfurling between its muscular legs. It grew longer and longer, bobbing and swelling with each step.

Endellion saw it too, and a little smirk appeared at the corner of her lips.

If I can’t fight it, maybe I can fuck it.

The cat girl wasn’t the only hot piece of ass in those woods. Endellion was proud of her deadly looks. Cold blonde eyes. Shimmering blonde hair that tumbled down to an athletic backside. Her face was a picture of merciless female beauty, like the face of a sphinx. Its one imperfection—a thin scar that started above the eyebrow and crossed her right cheek—hardly marred her beauty.

Endellion’s ample breasts squished into an armored bralette. Her thin armored panties hooked onto leather garters that were buckled around her meaty thighs.

She looked at the panting werewolf, its member growing stiff.

How great would it be if she sashayed into the clearing, pulled her panties down, and stuck her ass in the air?

It would be worth it just to see the look on Hargish’s face when he stumbled upon the ensuing scene. Endellion covered her mouth to stifle a laugh.

But that was all nonsense. If she actually tried it, she’d get ripped apart in more ways than one.

The werewolf reached for the girl, pointing a knife-sharp claw at her. She screamed through the gag and shut her eyes as the claw hooked onto the rope between her thighs.

Slice.

The rope fell to the ground. The monster lowered its gnarled hand down to her feet, which were clad in crude leather moccasins.

Slice.

Her ankles were free. The cat girl locked her legs together as the monster sniffed her groin. The smell of her sex drove it mad. A low growl rumbled in its chest.

Raising a claw, it carefully removed the gag from her mouth. The girl’s big blue eyes blinked at it, her cherry-red lips gaping. She squirmed and scrunched her face as the beast put its nose near her mouth, sniffing. It licked her face and then sniffed her hair.

Endellion reached over her shoulder and slowly pulled an arrow from her quiver, careful not to make any noise.

Today, Hargish.

The werewolf ran its massive tongue up the girl’s thighs and over her stomach. Then it sniffed more anxiously at her crotch and panted as she squeezed her legs shut.

Endellion nocked the arrow. It couldn’t wait any longer.

If that tongue goes inside, she won’t be a maiden anymore.

The elf stood up and stepped around the branches. Her hands trembled as she took aim. The first shot had to count.

Just when she was about to let the arrow fly, a ferocious voice thundered from the trees.

“Hey, mutt!”

Endellion started. The arrow soared over the werewolf, far from its mark. Before she could reach for another arrow, the beast was already bounding towards her, snarling and snapping. She grabbed her sword-hilt.







* * *





Brune Hargish lumbered into the clearing with remarkably little noise, his boots being magicked for stealth.

The werewolf stopped and stepped back, its nose wiggling as it eyed the new intruder. Brune may not have been as tall as the gigantic lycanthrope, but he was every bit as monstrous. Arms as big as an orc’s. Eyes that flashed yellow. Long, freakish ears. Frightful tusks. Wild white hair that hung about his shoulders.

“Nice of you to show up,” Endellion said, wiping sweat from her brow.

“Sorry,” Brune said. “Owlbears.”

Raising a heavy club above his head, Brune bellowed like a savage. Endellion jumped again and then rolled her eyes, cursing herself.

Brune’s club sailed towards the beast’s head, but it avoided the blow by dropping to the ground, where it rapidly morphed into its full wolf form.

The werewolf clamped its jaw around Brune’s leg. Big mistake. Its teeth didn’t pierce the dragonhide armor, and it caught a blow from the club.

CRACK

The beast stumbled. Brune pointed with his fist.

“Chaos Wave!”

A pulse of flame sent the werewolf rolling backward. With startling speed, Brune raised his club against the darkening sky and brought it down like falling timber.

The werewolf had no time to react before the club smashed its skull twice, laying it out.

Brune scrutinized the damage. The beast was brained. Thoroughly. Even a werecreature couldn’t regenerate after that.

Turning on his heel, Brune walked towards the young woman.

Until that moment, she’d been in the periphery of his vision. He’d barely given her a thought. But now that he saw her, it was like a bomb exploding in his path. He slowed his pace and tripped slightly on a rock.

Brune was known for staying calm under pressure. He kept his cool swiping treasure from a slumbering dragon or escaping a mob of raging orcs after he’d burgled them. But this girl made his heart gallop as if a mastodon was charging through his chest.

Her body demanded attention—the length of her legs, the roundness of her hips, her small waist. Mercifully, the scarf draping her waist had fallen down just enough to cover her little peach.

Brune knew he shouldn’t be looking. Not just for the girl’s sake, but for his own, too. Raging hard-ons were not conducive to successful adventuring. But he couldn’t stop looking once he’d started.

Her perky breasts stuck out like untouched fruit. The thin ribbon of fabric barely covered her pebbled nipples.

Her chest heaved, and sweat dripped down her neck. Brune could smell her fear… but also her arousal.

This confused little kitty was in heat.

Stifling a groan in his throat, Brune cursed himself inwardly. All he could think about now was how he wanted to pin the girl down in the mud and fuck her into a coma.

But her face was the final blow. It was the sweetest face he’d ever seen, all dewy and flawless. It made her look innocent—too innocent—so that he felt like a dirty lecher for thinking of her like that. Big sky-blue eyes. Pouting lips. Adorable button nose. It was as though the clouds had opened and an angel had floated down into the forest.

Despite Brune’s leering, the girl was gazing at him like he was her savior. “I—I’m so grateful to you, Sir,” her tiny voice said. “Thank you! Oh, my gods, thank you so much!”

Brune’s jaw tightened.

Fuck, not this again.

This sort of thing happened once in a while. Old ladies would stop him and ask for directions or some other assistance, as if he was a trusty patrolman walking a beat. Or children would run up and pelt him with questions and demand to see his muscles.

Couldn’t they see he was a monster? For all they knew, he might just eat them on the spot.

“Hush!” Brune said, scanning the forest. Owlbears were vicious bastards, and they had a way of sneaking up on you.

The girl kept babbling. “How did you find me? Oh, thank Feron you did!”

Brune whipped out a dagger and gripped it in front of her, hoping to terrify her into silence. She glanced blankly at the steel and then turned her wide eyes to Endellion, who stood with her arms crossed.

“Hello, Phia,” Endellion said in her sultry voice. “Don’t mind him. He’s a man of few words.”

The cat girl’s eyes lit up. Her face broke into a bright smile, revealing two little fangs. “You’re adventurers, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Wow,” she said, almost to herself. “Adventurers.” Then she piped up again: “Did the Sisters of Feron send you?”

Endellion’s lips curled into an ironic smile.

Phia smiled back. “Gods bless them.”

Slicing the rope around her middle, Brune put away his dagger, leaving the rope around her wrists in place.

“I prayed to Feron someone would come to save me,” Phia said, her lip quivering.

Brune stood in front of her and picked up the gag.

Phia looked at him in surprise. “Sir?... Wait! – Mmmm! Mmm!”

Her words were smothered as Brune shoved the gag back into her mouth.

Looking her up and down again, he was seized by the impulse to cover her up. He thought about wrapping her in his cloak, but it would have been so enormous on her she’d have looked like a swaddled baby.

Tossing the idea, he put his massive hands under her arms and he lifted her up—right over the top of the post—before flinging her over his shoulder.

“Mmmm! Mmm!” Phia complained, kicking her legs.

Endellion put a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t make a fuss, sweetie. I’ll take out the gag later. We just need to be quiet in the forest.”

Phia stopped kicking and let herself droop awkwardly over Brune’s shoulder.








CHAPTER TWO







THE SETTING SUN painted the sky orange as they emerged from the forest into a field. Their carriage was parked on the nearby road.

“Still there,” Brune said. “What a surprise.”

Endellion tossed her head. “It still would have been smarter to cloak it.”

“Nah, waste of mana.”

“Mana that I never even used.”

Brune simply stuck his tongue out at Endellion. No need to revisit the debate they’d had earlier. He just wanted to point out that he’d been right—as far as he was concerned, at least.

The draft horses whinnied and stamped the ground as the adventurers approached. Brune put Phia on her feet. She stumbled, her ears flat against her hair. Apparently, being gagged and carried almost upside down for 20 minutes had made her grumpy.

Brune removed the gag. She looked up at him angrily.

“Sorry about that, Miss Callidora,” he said with a smirk. “We’re safe now. Here, I’ll cut you free.”

Endellion raised an eyebrow, but Brune took out his dagger and stooped to slice the rope.

Phia rubbed her wrists and looked at the carriage.

“It’s an orc-built carriage,” Brune said, realizing it probably looked strange to the girl. It would have been bigger and more crudely built than the carriages she was used to. And it didn’t have a cabin, as orcs traveled in the open air, indifferent to sun or rain.

Phia’s eyes widened.

“It’s a little more practical for someone my size,” Brune said. “You’ll ride in the back seat with Endellion.” He looked at the elf. “Give her something to wear, will you?”

“Of course,” Endellion said. She opened a sack in the back of the carriage and pulled out a purple cloak.

“Here you are, sweety. Let’s put this on you.”

“Thank you,” Phia said shyly as Endellion put the cloak over her shoulders. 

The elf closed the cloak over Phia’s breasts and tied the ribbon. It was much too big; Endellion stood a full head above the cat girl.

“There. That’s better, isn’t it?”

Phia blinked her big blue eyes at the elf, her ears pointing forward. “Yes. Thank you.”

Endellion couldn’t resist stroking Phia’s head. “You’ve been through a rough time, haven’t you?”

The catgirl closed her eyes involuntarily, a goofy smile appearing on her face as her head partly disappeared inside the cloak.

Brune watched with a bemused smirk.

“Come on now,” the elf said. “Let’s get you into the carriage.”

“Okay,” Phia said, putting her hand on the railing. She hesitated, and then she suddenly turned to Brune.

“Thank you, Mr. Hargish!”

Brune looked at her, his face as impassive as a statue.

“Th-that’s your name, right? Hargish. Th-thank you for saving me.”

Brune looked away. “Sure.”

After helping Phia into the carriage, Endellion walked up to Brune as he looked over the horses.

“Looks like you’re somebody’s hero, big boy,” she murmured.

Brune grimaced. “I’m nobody’s hero.”

As he climbed into the driver’s seat, the cat girl peeked out of the purple cloak and watched him shyly.

One of the great mysteries of Brune’s existence was the fact that the daintiest and most genteel ladies sometimes found him attractive. They ought to have screamed and run away, given his monstrous lineage.

But then again, most of his ancestry was dark elf and northern man. Nothing to be ashamed of, really—not even the dark elf part. It was the rest of his lineage that he never talked about.

That abominable bloodline had given him his massive stature and gargoyle-like features.

But his human and elf blood had bestowed high cheekbones, a square jawline, and striking eyes. So that made his appearance somewhat less frightening. Maybe that was why women and children insisted on seeing him as a cuddly bear instead of... what he really was.

Brune took up the reins and clicked his tongue.

He couldn’t be blamed for it, anyway. It’s not like he’d ever pretended to be good. He didn’t deceive people. They deceived themselves.




* * *




Phia looked at Brune’s hulking form as the carriage trundled along the forest road. Clouds covered the half-moon, but Phia’s night vision was as good as a cat’s.

She yawned. Carriage rides made her sleepy, to begin with. But she was also exhausted after the ordeal of the past 10 days. Running through farmers’ fields. Sleeping in barns. Scavenging berries. Constantly in fear that the wicked man she’d escaped from would hunt her down.

When she’d finally stumbled upon the muddy village—cold, scared, and lonely—she thought some kind person might help her. Instead, the women swarmed her, pulling her tail and ears.

Then they dragged her into a shack and stripped her naked.

Seeing she was a virgin, they shrieked and cackled and clapped their hands, dragging her back into the dirty street. The men gathered around, leering at Phia’s body and licking their lips.

But a crone swatted them with her cane. “An offering for the wolf!” she crooned. “A sacrifice! Better this demi-human than our daughters. Or would any of you offer your own daughters in her stead?”

Phia realized she was sniffling and crying on the elf’s cloak. She hastily wiped her eyes, hoping no one had noticed, but the elf scooted over and put an arm around her.

“Don’t cry, Honey. You’re safe now.”

Phia stared at the back of the front seat, paralyzed by shyness.

Oh, my gods! Her arm is around me! What do I do?

The elf made her nervous. Not only was she a female adventurer. She was also drop-dead beautiful. And the way she bantered with Mr. Hargish! Jesting and flirting with him like it was nothing.

She’s exactly what I’ve always wanted to be!

“I’m Endellion,” the elf said.

Phia sniffled. “I’m Phia... But you already knew that.” She laughed nervously.

“That’s okay,” Endellion hummed. Her fingers gently brushed a tear from the cat girl’s cheek.

Phia shivered. I hope she pets me again. A moment later, Endellion’s hand left Phia’s shoulder and stroked her hair.

The cat girl whimpered contentedly. Endellion brought her nails into it, scratching around Phia’s fluffy ears. Phia’s eyes fluttered shut, and a smile spread over her face.

An hour earlier, she’d been in hell. But this was heaven. What could be better than being rescued by actual adventurers and escorted back home?

But a vague misgiving was nagging the back of her mind. It was probably nothing.

“So… you said the Sisters of Feron sent you to find me… right?”

Endellion smiled. “Right.”

Brune coughed and shifted in his seat.

Endellion continued, “They commissioned us through the Adventurer’s Guild. We’re taking you back to them.”

Phia sat up straight and looked at her. “To the temple at Bambioch?”

“Mmm-hmm.”

“Oh! Thank goodness!” Phia threw herself onto Endellion. Her arm found its way out of the cloak and hugged the elf’s waist. Endellion patted her head.

Phia nestled onto Endellion’s breast. Finally, she felt safe again.

Closing her eyes, her sleepy thoughts went back to when Mr. Hargish was carrying her on his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. How she’d hated him for that! It was unspeakably callous!

And yet… what made it so infuriating was the fact that she had actually kind of enjoyed it.

Being picked up in those powerful hands—And, yes, even being draped so indelicately over his shoulder. She ought not to have liked it: that giant muscular hand clutching the back of her bare thighs; her bottom so close to Mr. Hargish’s face, her tail curled awkwardly in the air.

It was humiliating. But, at the same time…

She’d felt that tight, twisting pull way down in her stomach. That old feeling. There was only one way she knew of to make it go away. She used to do it late at night when she lived at the temple with the Sisters of Feron; she’d slip out of bed and straddle the arm of the couch in her room. Then she’d rock her body and grind her hips.

She knew it was naughty; the sisters always told her not to touch herself down there because it was a dirty place.

That desperate feeling built up so much when Mr. Hargish was carrying her, she could feel the juices running down the insides of her thighs.

Oh, Gods, I hope he thought that was sweat!

But that still wasn’t the worst of it.

The feeling had started even before her rescuer had arrived. It started when the werewolf was dragging its tongue over her thighs and stomach.

As gross as it was, it made her nipples hard, and she felt her heart beating between her thighs.

She knew the monster wanted to lick her... down there. How beastly! She’d never imagined someone would want to lick her there—in her dirty place.

But then, she didn’t understand males.

I wonder if Mr. Hargish would want to lick me there?








CHAPTER THREE







THE PEAK OF Greystone Mountain glowed with the yellow hues of morning. It was a welcome sight because it meant they were getting close to a town: Marmis.

Brune’s stomach growled. They’d stop in Marmis—get some breakfast, swap the horses, then get back on the road. A journey of at least two days still lay ahead.

Brune glanced over his shoulder at the women. Phia had almost disappeared into the cloak, which was also draped around Endellion like a blanket. Phia nestled her head on the top of Endellion’s boob, while Endellion used Phia’s head as a pillow.

Brune grimaced. Why get attached to the girl? It would just make things harder.

And, for that matter, why mislead her? He didn’t care for Endellion when she lied like that. Not that he considered himself any less of a scoundrel. It just seemed unnecessarily cruel to build up the girl’s hopes.

They arrived in town about 30 minutes later. Brune pulled into the livery stables at the Greybeard Inn. He liked their breakfasts.

“Hargish,” Endellion said in a soft voice. “Look at this.”

He turned and gave her a grumpy look. “What?”

Endellion pointed at the top of Phia’s head. “Look.” 

The elf gently pulled the cloak away from Phia’s face. The cat girl was blissfully asleep. Her mouth hung open with a funny little smile, and one of her fangs poked out.

Brune shook his head. “So what. Come on. Let’s–”

“Shhhh. Listen,” Endellion whispered. “She’s purring.”

Phia was, indeed, purring as if a little motor was running inside her.

Brune rolled his eyes and got up. “Yeah, I hear it.”

Phia’s purring was so audible that he’d even heard it while he was driving. At first, he’d wondered if something got caught in the wheels.

Brune climbed down from the carriage and knocked on the side. “Up! Let’s go.”

Phia’s eyes popped open and rolled around. Then her head receded into the cloak as she yawned and stretched.

“Where are we?”

Endellion patted her head. “We’re stopping at an inn for breakfast.”

“Breakfast!” Phia exclaimed, as if eating breakfast at an inn was the most exciting thing in the world.

“You two go to the inn,” Brune said. “I’ll meet you there.”

Phia stood up and shambled to the edge, nearly tripping on the cloak.

Turning around and taking hold of the railing, she looked over her shoulder at Brune. “I might need your hand,” she said in a girlish voice.

Brune nodded and stepped closer.

This carriage had one ladder-like step, followed by a long drop to the ground. The lower part of Phia’s right leg emerged from the cloak as she lowered herself onto the step. Brune’s eye was drawn to her bare calf.

The cloak inched farther up as she lowered herself again, wiggling her left foot around in search of the ground. She was a long way off. Brune watched the fabric ride up past the back of her knee.

“Here,” he said, extending his hand.

Phia let go of the railing and turned towards Brune but suddenly shrieked and lurched back towards the railing. 

“I’m caught on something!”

Her foot scrambled to find the step while her little hand grasped for the rail. This completely put her off-kilter, and gravity left her no choice but to take the plunge.

Phia fell, left leg first. The top half of her body disappeared into the cloak while her lower body slid out.

Her arms and head lost inside the cloak, Phia stood with her left tip-toe on the ground and her other foot high on the step. The cloak pulled her body forward so that her ass was sticking out—and the skimpy scarf around her waist had ridden all the way up. Her tail pointed into the air in agitation.

In short, everything was showing. Every. Thing.

“Holy fuck,” Brune grunted out loud, staring with his mouth opened. Blood rushed into his cock so fast it almost made him dizzy.

Phia screamed. Her right leg came down from the step as her body squirmed inside the cloak.

Endellion fussed in the carriage: “Here, let me see. Oh, dear; you’re caught on the ladder. You’re enjoying yourself, aren’t you Hargish?”

She wasn’t wrong.

Phia stood there on tip-toe, her knees awkwardly pointing inwards as her hand shot down and frantically pulled the scarf over her privates.

Grinding his teeth and clenching his fists, Brune didn’t know what he was going to do first, punch a hole in the carriage or have a stroke.

Gods damn. Her ass deserves its own fucking temple.

He caught Endellion smirking at him.

“Don’t just stand there gawking,” she said. “You need to lift her up.”

Gawking?

Suddenly realizing that others might gawk too, Brune moved behind Phia and tried to pull the cloak over her ass. He shot fiery glances around the street and the stables. Luckily, no one was standing around looking. It may not have ended well for any oglers.

Unable to pull the cloak down, Brune grabbed Phia by the waist and lifted her back onto the step.

“There!” Endellion said. “Got it.”

Brune lifted the cat girl again and set her gently on the ground.

Phia wrapped herself in the cloak and looked down so that her hair fell over her face.

“Sorry about that,” Brune said. “Those steps can be tricky.”

“Oh, you’ve got my cloak all muddy,” Endellion said as she hopped down from the carriage.

“I’m sorry, Endellion,” Phia said, trying to gather up the cloak.

“We need to get her something to wear. She can’t go around like this.”

Brune frowned at the cloak. “You’re right. Get back in.”

He drove down the main street until they found a ladies’ clothing store.

A bespectacled seamstress greeted them. “Welcome,” she said, sizing up Phia. “Something for the girl, I take it? Come here, dear. Let me see you.” She opened Phia’s cloak and then quickly closed it.

“I see your predicament. Let’s find you something to wear, shall we? Come over here behind the curtain, dear. I’ll bring some things to try on.”

Endellion leaned against Brune as the seamstress led Phia away. “Poor Hargish,” she breathed, pursing her lips. “He doesn’t get to watch Phia try on clothes. No boys allowed.”

She grinned and ran her hand up his thigh, leaning into him so that her armored bralette pressed against his ribs. “Jealous?”

Brune smirked. “No.” His eyes wandered over the dresses, bras, stockings, and panties.

“Really? What’s this then?” She groped his cock.

Brune snatched her gloved hand, twisted it around her back, and thrust her against him. Endellion threw her head back as Brune grabbed her jaw and looked at her lips. Her body had gone so limp that she would have fallen to the floor if he hadn’t held her up.

That was the game she liked to play. He’d gotten to know it well over the weeks since they’d partnered up. Endellion liked to taunt and provoke him until he overpowered her by force.

On one occasion, she even started a physical argument, shoving and hitting him until he finally gave her what she wanted: a stinging slap across the face.

That was Endellion’s idea of foreplay. It ended with her sucking his cock and whining for him to fuck her.

Brune fisted her hair, pulled her head back, and took her upper lip in his teeth.

Endellion moaned.

“Pardon me,” the seamstress said disapprovingly, having emerged from the back. “Now, then. Let’s see…” She walked over to a rack of frumpy dresses.

“No, no,” Brune said, letting go of Endellion. “Something like this would be good.” He pointed to some flowery summer dresses he’d been eyeing.

“Certainly,” the seamstress said with a bow. “Now, will I be tailoring the dress...to accommodate the tail? I’ll need about three hours as I’m fairly swamped with–”

“No,” Brune said. “That won’t be necessary.”

Then he turned back to the elf and muttered: “Come outside for a second.”

Endellion followed him into the street.

“Why did you lie to her?” Brune said.

Endellion smiled coyly. “You mean letting her think we’re taking her back to the sisters?”

Brune glowered, but Endellion didn’t flinch.

“I didn’t lie,” she said. “I just allowed her to believe what she wanted to believe.”

“I don’t care what you call it. It just seems vindictive. I don’t see the point.”

“It would be crueler if we’d told her the truth right away,” Endellion said. “Things would have been a lot uglier that way. This way, she gets to enjoy herself for a few days. Besides, it’s easier for us. We’d have to chain her up and watch her all the time.”

Brune turned to the carriage, his mind flying back to thoughts of Phia trying on panties.








CHAPTER FOUR







THE SMELL OF fresh coffee and bacon greeted Brune at the Greybeard Inn.

A few heads lifted from their meals to stare at him as he searched for a table. Not that he held it against them. They were just regular rural folks: a table of laborers sipping their mid-morning beers; some merchants talking business; children playing by the fireplace. They’d likely spent their whole lives in Marmis.

Brune took a table by the window.

He sighed heavily. On a normal day, a cheerful inn was like an oasis in a desert; it made him forget his troubles for a little while. But not today.

Can’t keep misleading her like this. I have to tell her. 

Later. After breakfast.

The longer he waited, the less he felt inclined to disclose the truth. He breathed another whiff of coffee aroma and tried to push it out of his mind.

Breakfast and coffee. All will be well with breakfast and coffee.

A middle-aged waitress greeted him—the same one who’d served him before.

“Good morning,” she said, a twinkle of recognition in her eyes. It probably wasn’t often she served a demi-human who had to crouch to get through the door.

Brune gave her a friendly smile. “Morning. How are ya?”

He ordered two Epic Hero Breakfasts and a pot of coffee. The Epic Hero consisted of four pancakes, a cheese omelet, ham, sausage, fried potatoes, a pile of sliced fruit, and toast.

When the waitress returned with a pot of coffee, Brune watched the steaming brew pouring into his cup. He picked it up and took a deep whiff.

Order is restored.

A few soothing sips of black coffee put him at ease. Until Endellion and Phia sashayed into the diner, smashing his fragile peace of mind.

The table of merchants fell silent. The laborers lowered their beers and turned their heads. A child dropped his toy and toddled towards the women.

Phia glowed in her new summer dress. It hugged her waist tightly and then puffed out to hang loosely around her thighs. Her pert breasts strained beneath the fabric, which came together with three buttons and revealed only a teasing hint of cleavage.

The seamstress must have taken pity and provided a sponge bath. Phia’s skin beamed, and her still-damp hair shone and wafted a scent like freshly cut flowers.

Brune sipped his coffee, feigning indifference.

Phia took her seat, looking around with big, bright eyes, like a little girl visiting an amusement park for the first time.

“Wow, I like this place!” she said. “I’ve never been to an inn before.”

Brune felt something swat his lower leg. Glancing down, he saw Phia’s tail flicking back and forth indiscriminately. She was looking out the window at the horse stables, apparently oblivious to the erratic motions of her tail.

The waitress came to the table and set down Brune’s order; two plates heaping with food. Endellion ordered a blueberry muffin and orange juice while Phia twisted around in her chair to look at a chalkboard menu on the wall.

“Let me see...Pancakes; oh, yum. Omelets... Hmm. What did you get, Mr. Hargish?”

“Epic Hero.”

Phia smiled at the waitress. “I’ll have the Epic Hero.”

Brune murmured into his coffee, “I think your eyes are bigger than your stomach.”

Phia giggled. “We’ll see.”

Endellion gently scratched Phia behind the ear. The cat girl lifted her chin and shut her eyes, and the goofy smile came to her face again. Brune couldn’t help but laugh.

“More comfortable now, aren’t you?” Endellion said.

Phia nodded exuberantly and hugged herself. “I love this dress. Thank you—both of you, for everything.”

Endellion smiled, her pretty face a perfect mask. Brune swallowed a bite of potatoes and picked up his coffee.

Cynical bitch.

The girl was just a mewling kitten to her—a pretty pet to distract her for a few days.

Phia sat bolt upright when the waitress put the heaping plate down in front of her. Leaning over the food, she made a circular motion with her head, taking a big sniff.

“Mmm... Smells yummy.”

Her tail thrashed around under the table.

“Oh!” She waved at the waitress. “Excuse me. Sorry. Could I have a cup of warm milk, please?”

“Of course.”

“Warm milk is my favorite drink,” she said to Brune.

He glared at her, his lips tightening into a short line.

Why does she have to be so godsdamn cute?

Phia shoveled a chunk of pancake into her mouth.

“Mmmm!”

She set about devouring her breakfast as rapidly as her good etiquette would allow.

As the food on her plate disappeared and her pace slowed down, she started stealing glances at Endellion.

When the elf caught her looking, Phia finally said: “What kind of elf are you, Endellion? You’re really pretty.”

For an instant, a look of brutality flashed in Endellion’s eyes.

“I’m Dark Elf.”

“Oh.”

“Scared?”

“No… Of course not.”

“I suppose you learned all about Dark Elves in your studies at the temple?”

“Yes—No.” Phia flashed a smile and reached for the coffeepot. “A tiny bit. We barely covered them.”




* * *




Phia groaned and rubbed her protruding tummy as they waited for the stable hand to bring their carriage.

She saw Brune looking. “You were right. I ate too much.”

“I told you,” Brune said with a chuckle. “Your eyes were bigger than your stomach.”

She threw back her head, blonde locks cascading over her shoulders. “I’m never eating breakfast again!”

She arched her back and stretched, sticking out her belly and running her hands through her hair. Greystone Mountain, looming beyond the rooftops of the town, caught her attention.

She pointed at it. “Hey! I know that mountain! It’s Greystone.”

In her excitement, Phia’s tail shot into the air, bringing the back of her skirt with it. Her precious little ass was now packaged in panties, and they were wedged between her cheeks.

Brune swallowed thickly and a stupid grin spread across his face.

“Like what I picked out for her?” Endellion hummed.

“I’ve seen so many illustrations of it,” Phia continued. Looking over her shoulder, she saw Brune and Endellion checking out her ass. She shrieked and pushed the skirt down with both hands.

With a tortured sigh, Brune walked to the horses and checked them over before climbing into the driver’s seat.

Just as he was sitting down, Phia announced, “I’m sitting with Mr. Hargish!” and shot into the seat beside him.

Brune noticed Phia’s skirt migrating up her thigh as he drove onto the main street, and he could feel her watching his every move.

Gritting his teeth, he stared at the road, determined to ignore her. But Phia scooted closer and Brune saw—from the corner of his eye—her bare legs moving towards him.

That was the first blow.

Then came the knockout punch: Phia whipped her hair in a dazzling flourish, wafting her sweet flowery fragrance in Brune’s face.

He looked. With her hair gathered to one side, Phia made a show of gazing down the street, her head tilted to display her neck to Brune. She smirked in triumph.

Fuck. Should have let the seamstress put her in one of those frumpy dresses.

Looking back at the road, Brune saw an opportunity to even the score. He steered the horses towards a rough patch in the road.

The carriage jolted.

Phia yelped and put her hands on the bench as everything rocked and rattled. She gripped the seat and pressed her knees together as her breasts and thighs jiggled for a good 10 seconds.

Brune subtly gloated over the beautiful havoc he’d caused.

When the road was smooth again, Endellion leaned her elbows over the front seat. “You’re a jerk, Hargish. Sorry, Kitty.”

Phia smoothed her dress. “What do you mean?”

“He did that on purpose to see your boobs bouncing.”

Brune watched the road ahead, grinning.

“Mr. Hargish! Is that true?”

Phia scooted closer, her little hand swatting his arm. “You’re bad!” she said, not sounding particularly angry.

She leaned forward and watched his face, beaming up at him.

He thought about how it would be heaven to hold her in his arms.

This girl is electric.

But it couldn’t go on like this.

I have to tell her. But... Does it have to be right now?

It seemed too awkward at that moment, so he decided to wait.

But as the sun climbed in the sky and the countryside rolled past them, Brune realized there would never be a good time to tell her the truth.

It was going to be ugly. There was no way around it.

And Phia was in such an ecstatic mood, too. She gazed at the monotonous countryside with child-like wonder. When they occasionally passed a farmhouse or even a hedgerow, she’d get excited and point it out.

Finally, Brune cleared his throat.

“Miss Callidora,” he said miserably.

The smile faded from her face as she looked at him.

“We’re not taking you to Bambioch.”

“Y-you’re not?”

“Let’s get this straight. I never told you we were. We’re taking you back to your fiancé. I’m sorry.”

The color disappeared from her face.

“What? No.” She shook her head. “You’re joking.”

“I’m not joking, Miss Callidora. Your husband commissioned the guild to find you. The job went to us.”

“He’s not my husband!”

Her ears drooped and her face contorted with anguish. It was exactly what he’d dreaded. He might as well have stabbed her in the stomach.

Brune felt sick.

Phia moved away from him, her eyes pooling with tears. She turned her tortured, pleading face to Endellion.

“You… you told me you were taking me back to the sisters.”

“I lied. I just wanted you to relax and have a good trip. But you have to go back home, sweetie. Mr. Vladnoch wants to take care of you.”

Phia backed into the corner of the seat, trembling like a wounded animal.

Brune hated himself. And he hated Endellion even more. He clenched his teeth.

Endellion climbed over the front seat and slid towards Phia.

“Listen,” she said, touching her shoulder.

Phia threw her arms up. “Don’t touch me!” Her voice choked with tears. “I thought you came to rescue me... I thought you were heroes.”

Endellion said, “Sweetie, a lot of girls would be happy to be in your place. Mr. Vladnoch is rich and powerful.”

Phia sobbed.

“Why did you run away? Was he bad to you?”

Phia sniffled and wiped tears away, apparently trying to get herself under control. She stared at the floor, hair covering her face.

“Kitty?” Endellion said, trying to catch her eye.

Phia’s mouth curled with contempt. She kept looking at the road, averting her eyes from Endellion and Brune as if they were the most hateful sight to behold.

“Was Mr. Vladnoch cruel to you?”

Phia rolled her eyes. “He’s disgusting! Would you marry him?”

“I might... if I was a young lady and my circumstances were different. A woman only has so many opportunities. Marrying him will make you rich. People will jump at your beck and call. You’ll be a lady of status—”

“I’ll be a whore,” Phia spat. She wiped the tears away and sat up straight, pulling her skirt down.

Endellion put her arm on the seat behind Phia. “It doesn’t make you a whore. No one really marries out of love.” She stroked Phia’s hair. “It’s the way the world is.”

“Don’t touch me, you… you bitch!” The tears had dried up. Her ears were flat and pointing backward, and her lips were curled back to show her little cat fangs.

“Phia,” Endellion said, more sternly. “I’m sorry. But this is the way it is.”

“I hate you!”

Phia swiped a hand across Endellion’s face and sprang out of the seat, landing on the back of the carriage and bounding out of the vehicle. She landed gracefully on her feet and bolted into a field.

“Shit!” Brune said, pulling the reins.

Endellion jumped out of the carriage, landing almost as gracefully as Phia had.

Brune watched Phia sprinting away with surprising athleticism. Endellion followed, displaying the calm ruthlessness that she always had when executing a quest.








CHAPTER FIVE







SEVEN DAYS EARLIER, Brune and Endellion sat in the assistant guildmaster’s office. Bozhidar Vladnoch held a pipe in his fist, gold rings glinting on his fat fingers.

“Our wedding’s set for next Thursday,” he said. “Everything’s paid for. I don’t want to reschedule. Understand? I want her back immediately.”

“We understand the urgency, Mr. Vladnoch,” said the assistant guildmaster, Mr. Tabor. The traffic of Skrull City’s commercial district clattered outside a latticed window behind him.   

Mr. Tabor had only begun briefing Brune and Endellion on the case: an orphan girl, demi-human, raised by the Sisters of Feron at the godess’s temple in Bambioch. Said to be exquisitely beautiful. Around the time of her 19th birthday, her uncle appeared at the temple to collect her.

This took the sisters by surprise, apparently, and they were reluctant to let go of the girl. But the man produced the right papers, so that settled it. He was her uncle, which made him her legal guardian. Under the laws of Erwynd, all females had a guardian—usually a man—until they got married or turned 25.

Two months later, the uncle agreed to marry the girl off to Vladnoch, who was an acquaintance.

Bozhidar Vladnoch was notorious in Skrull. He’d made a fortune through various criminal pursuits—a slave brothel, an extortion racket, and who knew what else.

“I was just telling my adventurers about Miss Callidora, and how the sisters thought very highly of her,” Mr. Tabor said.

Vladnoch puffed his pipe for a moment and replied, “They believed she ought to be one of Feron’s virgin priestesses. And they were right; Phia ought to be Feron’s handmaiden, since her beauty rivals the goddess’s. No man deserves her.” He pounded a fist on the arm of his chair. “But I will make her mine!”

Mr. Tabor cleared his throat. “I understand she ran away?”

Vladnoch nodded. “I’d done nothing improper; she was staying in an entirely separate wing of my house. Barely would have seen me before the wedding.

“I gave her everything. Servants. Wine. Dainties. I told her; you are the lady of this house.” He jabbed the air with his pipe, pointing at an imaginary Phia. “The queen! But I suppose it’s only natural; it’s a lot for a young girl to get used to.

“She’ll come around, though.” He twisted his face into a grin and winked at Brune. “I just need to break the bitch in.”




* * *




Endellion’s cheek burned. She touched it and looked at her fingers. Blood.

The kitty has claws. Funny I didn’t notice.

Neither Endellion nor Brune had noticed Phia’s sharp retractable claws; the cat girl had always been embarrassed about them, so she had a habit of hiding the ends of her fingers.

Endellion set her eyes on Phia, who’d already sprinted quite far over the field.

Raising a hand, she said: “Seek and Hold!”

White light flashed in front of her. A second later, Phia did a faceplant.

Endellion strutted towards her, smiling whimsically when Phia frantically felt her legs, which were bound together by invisible magic.

“I had to bind you,” Endellion said, “because you were a bad kitty. Now don’t make this difficult. There’s no use in running. We’re very good at what we do.”

With acrobatic deftness, Phia rolled onto her shoulders, bringing her knees over her face and planting her hands on the ground behind her head, before exploding feet-first into the air.

The motion was so graceful that Endellion had to admire her.

But she barely escaped a foot on the chin as the cat girl soared through the air. She landed on her feet, hopping as if she was about to do a potato-sack race. She glared at Endellion with a determined frown, her ears lying almost flat on her head.

The elf giggled. “You’re so adorable!”

“I hate you!”

Endellion slowly looked her up and down. “Alright, little girl. Let’s have some fun.”

She relinquished her magic grip on Phia’s legs and immediately fell upon her.

The cat girl leaped back and kicked. Endellion absorbed a blow to the ribs but caught Phia’s leg under her arm.

“You’re faster than I gave you credit for, Kitty,” she said, making a swift, sweeping kick that took out Phia’s other leg.

For the second time that day, Phia saw the ground come up and smash into her.

Endellion straddled her, using her weight to pin Phia down. The cat girl struggled furiously.

“Get off me!” Phia said. “Let me go.”

Phia bucked and threw her arm around, groping for Endellion’s leg. Her claws scraped the armor that covered the elf’s outer leg.

Grabbing Phia’s wrist, Endellion shifted her full weight onto Phia’s lower back, squeezing her thighs and grinding her hips. Endellion’s panties were only armored in the front; she could feel her pussy rubbing against Phia’s lower back.

Still holding Phia by the wrist, Endellion put her other hand on the back of the girl’s neck and pushed her down.

Phia continued to struggle until Endellion twisted her arm behind her back.

“Ow!”

Endellion liked the feel of Phia squirming and bucking against her pussy. She clamped her legs more tightly around the girl’s waist and gyrated her hips.

Phia stopped struggling. Her body rose and fell as she panted for breath.

“Had enough, Kitty?” Endellion said huskily.

Taking advantage of Phia’s stillness, she looked her over. Blots of dust smeared her disheveled dress. Pieces of grass were caught in her golden tresses. Looking over her shoulder, she saw Phia’s legs splayed out, so naked and vulnerable.

Brune’s deep voice carried over from the road, 30 yards away. Endellion glimpsed the burly demi-human standing by the carriage, giving her an impatient wave.

She turned back to Phia. “You give up, kitty?”

Letting go of Phia’s neck, Endellion pulled a piece of grass out of her hair and tossed it aside. Then she stroked her head.

Phia writhed violently, wrenching her wrist out of Endellion’s grip. Her opposite hand found the elf’s waist. She dug her claws in.

“Ow! Fuck!”

Endellion slid her hips farther up Phia’s back and slipped her left arm around her neck.

Phia choked as Endellion trapped her in a headlock and wrenched her backward, slipping her other arm around Phia’s right arm.

Phia struggled for breath.

Endellion felt the girl’s left hand feebly slap onto her leg armor. Then it clutched Endellion’s forearm armor.

“Give up, sweetie,” Endellion hummed in her ear. “Give up.”

“Okay,” Phia groaned. “I give up.”

Endellion released the hold, letting Phia lie down on her stomach. But she stayed on top of her.

The elf twisted her hips and massaged her crotch against Phia’s back. Her clit was begging for friction.

Gently moving the hair away from Phia’s face, she brushed the back of her fingers over her soft cheek. Then, leaning in, Endellion kissed her cheek. Phia’s eyes fluttered, and she took quick breaths through her parted lips.

“You did a good job, honey,” Endellion breathed. “I’m impressed, considering you’re a girl raised by priestesses.”

She kissed her three more times, and then reached back and ran her fingers up Phia’s thighs. The girl’s breath hitched.

Endellion groped her pussy.

“Mmm... Your panties are soaking wet, Kitty. You like me on top of you, don’t you?”

Phia moaned softly.

“Kiss me,” Endellion said.

Without hesitation, Phia turned her head to offer Endellion her lips. Endellion placed one hand at the base of Phia’s neck. She put her other hand on the girl’s face, slightly twisting her head closer.

Phia’s arms flinched; the elf could have snapped her neck. But the second Endellion’s lips met hers, her whole body surrendered. Phia passionately returned Endellion’s kiss.

When the elf finally took her lips away, Phia’s tongue darted out, hungry for more.

“You like me, don’t you, Kitty?” Endellion said, sliding off of Phia. She lifted her skirt and caressed the round hillocks of her bottom.

The cat girl panted heavily.

An iron chain rattled as Brune approached.

They heard him grumble, “Enough fooling around. Let’s go.”

Endellion slipped her hand into Phia’s panties, sliding her fingers down past her soft cheeks to her mound, hot and wet.

The cat girl arched her back and pressed herself into Endellion’s dexterous fingers.

“You didn’t answer me. Don’t you like me?”

“Uhh, yes! Yes!” Phia mewled. “Ohhh, yes, Endellion. I—I like you. I like you.” Her body convulsed and trembled.

“I like you, too. Now—you’re going to do what I say, aren’t you, baby?”

She worked her fingers, massaging Phia’s lips.

“Yes,” Phia panted. “Yes.”

“That’s a good girl.” She leaned in to kiss her again, and Phia turned her head to meet her lips.





* * *



Brune cursed under his breath.

Endellion had one simple task: capture Phia and bring her back to the carriage. It should have taken a few minutes. But the dark elf, being as filthy-minded as she was, was using it as an excuse to roll around on the ground with Phia.

Not that Brune could deny the eroticism of seeing the women struggling together.

His cock throbbed as he walked across the field clutching the chains. They’d stopped fighting. Now Endellion appeared to be talking into Phia’s ear.

What the fuck is she saying?

Jealousy stabbed his gut.

Endellion’s hand slid inside Phia’s panties as Brune approached.

His knuckles turned white, he was gripping the chains so hard. What the fuck was she doing?

Vladnoch’s commission required that Phia be returned with her virginity intact. The guild would conduct a virginity test; if Phia was violated, their otherwise lucrative payout would be reduced to a paltry sum.

Vladnoch would still take Phia back, but he wouldn’t marry her. Instead, he’d probably just pimp her out in one of his brothels.

Brune ground his teeth and cursed. He’d been trying really hard not to flirt with Phia. Because he knew: one caress, one kiss, and he was done. But here was Endellion, going right to the edge.

So close that she might fall over it any second.

But it wasn’t even the threat to their commission that made him so furious.

Fuck the commission.

It was the fact that someone other than him had been the first to touch Phia’s sweet little cunt.

Brune’s cock throbbed against his thigh as he watched Endellion’s hand working inside Phia’s panties.

The two girls were passionately making out as he came up to them.

Endellion stopped and gave Brune a sidelong look, smiling mischievously and brushing the hair from her face. Phia’s eyes darted towards Brune. She quickly pulled her skirt down and turned her head so that her hair fell over her face.

Endellion helped Phia to her feet, straightening out her dress and brushing the dust and grass away.

“Here, let me see your face.” Licking her fingers, she dabbed away the blood from a bruise on Phia’s forehead.

“Hargish is going to put some restraints on you now, okay, honey?”

Phia’s big blue eyes looked at the elf and then looked at the ground. She nodded her head.

Endellion caressed her cheek and kissed her, before moving behind her to gather up her hair.

“I’m sorry, Phia,” Brune said thickly. “I have to put these chains on you. Lift up your chin.”

Her lip quivered, but she obeyed.

Brune put the iron bondage collar around Phia’s neck. It clicked. He took out a key and double locked it.

Gazing down at Phia’s lips, another burst of jealousy swelled in his chest. He could not get over the fact that Endellion had fooled around with her, kissing those lips, putting her grubby elf fingers down those panties!

It was as if he and Endellion had agreed to guard a primordial meadow where no one had ever set foot, but the vulgar elf had trampled into it when Brune turned his back.

Fuck you, Endellion. If I’m not going to be the first, why the fuck should you be?

But then again, why should anyone be?

“Hold out your wrists.”

Phia raised her wrists to Brune. He shackled them.

Her ankles were next.

Slowly taking a knee, he looked at her dress as it stirred in the breeze, pressing against her hips. Brune’s face was inches away from the heaven between her thighs. The smell of her sweet body tortured his nostrils.

He put a leg iron around her left ankle quickly, before he did something he regretted.

CLICK

Trying to ignore her dress brushing the top of his head, he put the other one on.

CLICK

Brune stood up, clutching the chain that connected to the bondage collar around Phia’s neck. Her eyes followed him.

“Come on,” he said.

The trio returned to the carriage in silence.








CHAPTER SIX







ENDELLION CLEARED HER throat.

After four hours on the road, it was the first vocalization any of them had made. The sound pulled Brune out of a reverie. Lulled by the clip-clop, clip-clop of the horses, his mind had been revisiting the events in the field.

Why had Phia given in so abjectly after such a spirited escape? This bothered him at first, but after thinking about it, he realized she probably saw there was no hope of getting away from them. 

Also, Endellion had gotten inside her head—manipulated her sexually. This made Brune want to strangle the elf. Partly because it was abominable, and Phia deserved better. But even more so because he was jealous.

Brune focused his ears on the seat behind him.

“So, Phia,” Endellion said. “I’m curious about this uncle of yours. Could you tell me about him?”

Phia’s chains tinkled. Would she even talk to them at this point?

She finally answered quietly. “I don’t know much about him.”

“What’s his name?”

“Rowkis Fragan.”

“And you hadn’t met him before?”

“No. He just came out of nowhere.”

“Was he kind to you?”

“No! He’s a weasel.”

“A weasel demi?”

“No, no. I mean, he acts like a weasel. All sneaky. And his smell!” A tiny retching noise came from the back seat as if Phia was choking on a furball.

“Like ashtrays and sweaty clothes. He was always standing too close, putting his smell on me.”

“Did he tell you anything about your parents?”

“He never talked about my parents.”

“You didn’t ask him?”

“I didn’t want to. Sister Cassia is my mama. When I was a little girl, I asked her if she could be my mama, and she said yes.”

“So you enjoyed living at the temple, then.”

“Well… when I was younger, I always wanted to run away. I thought I was going to become an adventurer. But when I had to live with Rowkis, I missed the temple so much.”

Phia was warming to the subject, and Brune could hear a hopefulness in her voice.

“I heard the sisters are strict,” Endellion said.

“They are, but it’s because they want to bring out the best in you. They always kept us busy—going to class, studying, cleaning, hunting, helping the poor. Even during your free time, you had to pick an activity—like reading, playing board games, praying...”

Brune scratched his chin. 

Did she say hunting?

The idea of cloistered priestesses going anywhere near a weapon seemed silly to him. But then he remembered seeing statues of Lucia, the patroness of the Sisters of Feron; she always had a bow and arrow.

Well, shit. I guess I really know fuck-all about the Sisters of Feron.

He thought about Phia’s acrobatic exit from the carriage and her scratchy fighting. That must have been pure instinct; the sisters might have taught her to hunt, but there was no way they engaged in combat training.

Endellion said, “Does Fragan live in Skrull?”

“No, in Bambioch. He has a fancy house in Castlewood. And he works in one of the big government buildings. Thinks he’s a regular aristocrat because of it.”

Bambioch was the administrative center for Westerforn, the westernmost region of the Erwyndic Empire.

“How does he know Mr. Vladnoch?” Endellion said.

Phia huffed. “I don’t know. They seemed to be acquaintances. My uncle said he wanted to introduce me to an esteemed gentleman. Mr. Vladnoch came for dinner and slobbered at me the whole time. The next day, my uncle said Vladnoch wanted to marry me.”




* * *





It was an hour before sunset when they reached the town of Farsh. Brune rubbed his eyes as he drove down the main street, which was really the only street.

Endellion tapped the seat. “I’ll get off here.”

Brune pulled the reins and spoke to the horses: “Woah there.”

“Don’t stop,” Endellion said as the carriage slowed. “I’ll meet you there.”

“Where are you going?”

“Messenger’s office.” She gestured across the street to a stone building. “I want to send a note to my mother.”

“Your mother?”

“Is that so weird? I haven’t written to her in a long time. Gotta let her know I’m alive. I’ll meet you there.”

“You don’t even know where I’m going.”

“I assume it’s the Raven’s Feather, because it’s either there or the other place.” Endellion jumped out.

Brune narrowed his eyes. “The Dented Helmet. What’s wrong with it?”

“Are you serious? That place is a dive. The wallpaper makes me want to vomit.”

Brune shrugged. “I never noticed the wallpaper, but the place has character—and good stout. Anyway, I don’t care where we go. Raven’s Foot, then. See you there.”

The Raven’s Feather was a pleasant wood building with a large porch where guests sipped tea in wicker chairs.

Phia wasn’t able to climb in and out of the carriage with the chains on, so Brune had to pick her up. When he came to her side of the carriage, she stood and turned towards him, crouching down to meet his hands as he reached for her. She gave him a look through loose strands of hair. Her lips were parted, eyes glazed.

Her dress lifted in the air, giving Brune an eyeful as he set her down. She raised her shackled hands to brush her hair aside, biting her lip to suppress a self-satisfied smile.

Phia looked at the inn as if it were a fairy castle. “It’s lovely!”

A couple of rangers sitting on the porch watched as Brune carried Phia up the steps and set her down, taking up her chain leash. They gazed at her body like she was a chunk of fresh meat hanging in a butcher’s window.

Few men would be so bold if they thought Phia was Brune’s lover, but the chains no doubt gave them the impression she was a slave in transport. People always felt entitled to stare at slaves. 

The plump front desk lady’s eyes momentarily bulged when the giant monster walked in with his leashed monster girl. But she quickly resumed her calm demeanor.

“Room for two,” Brune said. “Our carriage is outside.”

The room was on the third floor, so Brune had to carry Phia once again.

She stared up at him. “It’s like I’m your bride.”

Brune looked down at her face and felt himself melt a little.

Her eyes widened and then went hazy. She smiled. “I wish I could be so lucky.”

Brune missed a step and lurched forward, provoking a scream from Phia, but he regained his footing.

“Be careful, adventurer,” Phia breathed.

“Stop being so distracting then.”

“I didn’t know I could distract you.” He felt her eyes exploring his chin and neck.

Brune groaned deep in his throat. “Like hell you didn’t.”

He set Phia down at the door and fumbled for the key. She stood right in his way, wafting the intoxicating scent of her hair at him.

“Look out,” he said, nudging her aside.

The room’s decor was too feminine for Brune’s taste, with frilly curtains and flowery paintings. There was even a dainty bathroom with a flush toilet. At least that part was a definite improvement over the Dented Helmet, where you just had a chamber pot under the bed.

“It’s pretty,” Phia said, kicking her shoes off and walking into the room. She suddenly froze in front of the beds. “Um. There are only two beds.”

“Endellion and I will take turns sleeping. Someone has to stay awake to make sure you don’t escape.”

“Oh.”

Phia sat on a bed as Brune wrestled off his boots. Then he took off his wrist guards, setting them down on a dresser, and began unbuckling his pauldrons.

He glanced at Phia and saw her watching him. He looked away and started unbuckling his leather chest armor.

“Brune,” Phia said in a whiny tone.

She’s using my first name now, is she? He continued undoing his armor.

“Brune.” 

“Hmm.”

“Can I go to the bathroom?”

“Go ahead.”

The chains clanked past him. A moment later, he could hear Phia tinkling in the toilet. She’d left the door ajar.

Gods dammit, why doesn’t she shut the fucking door!

“Brune.”

He sighed and pulled off his chest armor, dropping it beside the coat rack. He wore a sleeveless tunic underneath.

“Brune!”

He coughed. “What?”

“Can you help me?”

After a moment of hesitation, he pushed the bathroom door open.

“Gods dammit what the fuck are you doing?” he growled.

The bathroom had a wooden chair and a basin for sponge baths. Facing Brune, Phia was standing beside the chair with her panties around her ankles over the leg irons. She was dragging the dress up her thighs.

Brune’s tongue involuntarily licked his lip as the skirt neared Phia’s cunt. When she saw the intensity of his gaze, her thighs squeezed together hard.

“Fuck,” Brune grunted, turning his head and putting his fist on the bathroom door.

Phia’s eyes pulled his gaze back. She was biting her lip, watching him. Shame painted her cheeks red, but she was apparently determined to carry out her plan.

Taking a breath, she lifted her skirt up past the very tops of her thighs, all the way to her belly button. She watched Brune’s eyes move to her delta, up to her little blonde patch of curls, and then back to her delta.

“Do—do you like it?” she said in a trembling voice.

Brune sucked air through his teeth. He looked away, wishing Endellion would walk into the room. Because that was the only thing that might have brought him back from the edge.

Phia stood on tip-toe and positioned her lips above the rounded back post of the chair.

“What are you doing?” Brune rasped, anger building in his voice.

His length pressed hard against his pants as Phia lowered herself onto the wooden protrusion. She whimpered as it tucked inside her slick folds.

“Stop it. You can’t do that.”

Phia moved away from the chair, leaving it glistening with her juices. “If I lose my virginity... Vladnoch won’t want me. Ohhhh…” She lowered herself down again, slipping the wood into her lips. “Then we can be together.”

“It doesn’t work like that. Stop it.” Brune stomped towards her, putting one hand on her waist and taking her chain leash in the other hand.

His heart was pounding in his throat. He could barely swallow. This girl had been tempting him for too long. He couldn’t take it anymore.

“Lean down,” he ordered, looking at the chair.

Phia bent down so that her elbows were on the chair and her ass was in the air.

“L-like this?”

The monster crouched and lifted Phia’s dress, pushing it over her backside. He ran his hands up her soft legs and caressed her hips, trailing kisses across her voluptuous ass.

“This is what that werewolf wanted to do to you.”

He pushed her legs apart more and then dragged his tongue over her glistening cunt. He licked it again and again, lapping up her juices like a dog. Phia’s tail stood up, curved over her back, the fur standing on end.

Undoing his pants, Brune stood up and let his cock bounce free. He rubbed it on Phia’s ass.

She gasped and tried to look at it.

“Don’t look,” Brune said. “You don’t want to see this. It would split you in two. I’d fuck you deep, sweetie. You don’t know what you’re asking for.”

“Yes, I do,” she whimpered. “Please, Brune…”

He rubbed his tip over her lips. “That’s the sweetest little cunt I’ve ever seen.”

Phia pushed her hips back, but Brune moved his cock away. Then, staring at her perfect legs and running a palm over her shapely ass, he started stroking himself.

“If I can’t make you mine...at least I’ll mark you before Vladnoch does.”

“But I want to be with you…” Phia breathed.

“I’m worse than Vladnoch.”

“No!”

“I am. His villainy is smoothed over by opulence. And he hires others to do his dirty work. People like me and Endellion! You don’t know us, Miss Callidora. We’re cutthroats.”

“I don’t care! I can be like you! I’ll do anything you want! I’ll be your slave, anything! Please, Brune...”

Phia’s channel became even wetter when she declared her devotion to Brune and Endellion. Brune recoiled at her self-debasement—but his cock got even harder.

“I’ll show you,” she continued, arching her back even more. “I can be like you; you’ll see—”

SMACK

Brune slapped Phia’s ass—not too hard, but enough to leave a sting. She jumped at the impact, panting and rolling her hips, desperate for friction between her thighs.

“You’re becoming a little whore for me, aren’t you?” Brune rasped. “I’m gonna...put my mark on you...right...now.” 

With an animal groan, he shot ribbons of cum all over Phia’s ass, inside her crack, onto her channel. He kept pumping out more and more and then rubbed his tip on her skin to clean himself off.

“Not so virginal now, are you?” he said, smearing his cum over her behind and rubbing it onto her cunt.

Phia shook and trembled. “Brune... Please! I... need…”

“Stand up,” Brune commanded, putting his manhood away.

He brought her over to the counter and pushed aside a collection of dainty soaps and fragrances. Lifting Phia onto the counter, he dug in his pockets and took out the keys to her chains.

Phia looked at him with drowsy, glazed eyes. 

Brune dropped to his knees and removed her leg irons. Then he pushed her legs apart and licked her bud. That very spot she was always afraid to touch because it felt so overpowering that she didn’t know what would happen.

Brune licked again and again, flicking his tongue relentlessly until Phia screamed and her thighs shot together around his head.

Her fingers were in his hair, and he felt her claws on his scalp as she gasped for breath and trembled violently.

This might be a little stupid. She could scratch my eyes out.

At least when Endellion was fooling around with Phia, she had her pinned to the ground. Still, she wasn’t likely to interrupt him when he was making her orgasm—maybe for the first time.

Phia’s claws scraped over the back of Brune’s neck. Luckily, he had very thick skin.

Phia’s voice was desperate: “Oh Gods, oh Feron, Oh no—wait...it’s too much, oh Feron.”

The muscles between her thighs kept squeezing and releasing until she finally went limp. Brune looked at her face.

“I finished,” she said with a funny little smile, like she was proud of herself.

Brune carried her into the bedroom to find Endellion lying on a bed with her hands behind her head.

“Didn’t hear you come in,” he said, laying Phia down on the other bed.

“No wonder,” Endellion said, giving Phia a wink.

Phia giggled and threw the blanket over her feet.

“Hang on a minute,” Brune said, returning to the bathroom. He came back out with the shackles. “Sorry, Miss… Phia. Gotta put these back on.”

Phia pushed the blanket down and sat up, pulling her knees to her chest. She watched Brune with bedroom eyes as he clicked the irons back onto her ankles.

He looked at her, doing his best to appear cold and heartless. “You’re going back to your husband. You understand? In two days, you’ll never see me again.”

She smiled and nodded. He might as well have said, “I want to be with you forever, my love.”

“Okay, big boy,” Endellion said. “Bedtime. I’ll take first watch since you didn’t sleep last night.”

Brune was glad to lie down on the bed, but sleep did not come easily. It turned out that shooting a load on Phia’s ass did not sate his appetite for her. It made him want her even more.

Eventually, he drifted off to sleep.

It seemed like only a few minutes had passed when a violent jolt zapped through his body.








CHAPTER SEVEN







“OW! WHAT THE—Who’s that?”

Brune floundered around like an elephant spooked by a mouse.

Endellion stood over him, whisper-laughing and beating her thigh with a fist. “Shhhh. Calm down; you’re gonna break the bed.”

The elf still held her finger over him; it sparkled with electricity.

Brune’s face twisted with indignation. “Did you just electrocute me?”

Endellion threw her hand over her mouth, laughing hysterically. “Be quiet,” she whispered, catching her breath. “You’re so dramatic. It was just a little shock. I had to do it; you wouldn’t wake up.”

Brune scoffed. “You had to do it.” 

Endellion’s shoulders shook again. “The look on your face...”

Brune sat up, rubbing his eyes, a little smile appearing at the corners of his mouth. “You scared the shit out of me.”

Phia stirred under her blankets.

“Shhh,” Endellion said. “You’ll wake our sleeping beauty.”

Brune took his post in an armchair by the wall, across from the foot of Phia’s bed. The seat was still warm from Endellion’s bum.

His eyes were heavy. At some point, he closed them and drifted into an uncomfortable sleep.

The sound of clanking chains woke him up.

Phia’s ass. There it was, sticking up in the air. She slid her shackled feet onto the floor.

Was she trying to escape?

Brune shut his eyes as Phia whipped her head around to look at him. A few seconds later, the chains rattled again.

Now she was leaning over the bed. She touched her forehead and looked up at the ceiling, making a sign with her hand.

Good Gods, is she... praying?

Brune could count all the times he’d ever prayed on one hand. And he couldn’t remember the last time he’d done it. Phia’s head whipped around again. He shut his eyes.

The chains tinkled as she settled herself.

“O Feron, hear my prayer. O Goddess divine, hear my plea. Please, please let me become an adventurer with Brune and Endellion.”

Brune opened his eyes. Phia’s elbows were on the bed, fingers interlocked, head down. Her voice, hardly more than a whisper, was humble and earnest.

“I know they have feelings for me. I—I’m sure they do. But they still close their hearts to me. Please... let Brune fall in love with me, as I love him.”

Love me? She just met me!

“O Feron, you have seen me hunt. I am proficient with the bow and arrow, thanks to your grace. But Brune and Endellion don’t take me seriously. Please, Feron, give me a chance to prove myself to them.”

She darted another look in Brune’s direction, but he shut his eyes. Then she crawled back into the bed, making a great fuss with the blankets and pillow until she finally plopped down and curled herself into a ball, her tail wrapping around her legs. The purring started almost immediately after that.

Brune groaned.

The wholesome scene had confirmed how sweet Phia was, like some rare flower freshly bloomed.

She would be trampled eventually. That was the way of the world.

Suppose he rescued her from Vladnoch. Rescued for what? So that he could drag her through the mud just the same? Only not the same—worse. At least with Vladnoch she had a magnificent house, servants, and fine clothes.

One more night and Phia would be in the guild’s hands. Commission completed. Two more nights and she’d be a memory.

It would be better that way.




* * *





Brune tightened his grip on the reins again. The horses broke into a gallop.

“Wooh! Look at them go,” Phia enthused.

She’d whined and pleaded with Brune to let her sit beside him. He’d finally agreed, lifting her into the seat just to make her shut up.

But she’d been nuzzling up to him all morning, resting her head on his arm or watching him with big, adoring eyes.

He’d shoved her away a few times, but it didn’t make any difference. The surlier he became, the more she seemed to be drawn to him. At one point, she even curled up beside him, using his leg as a pillow while she purred and flicked her tail.

Short of picking Phia up and tossing her into the back seat, all Brune could do was speed up the horses. He had them galloping for most of the morning.

He reluctantly pulled into a roadside inn for lunch. The sky was gray when they disembarked. 

They were met by more staring eyes. The waitresses looked at Phia’s chains with pity in their eyes, as if they wanted to rescue her. A table of men leered as if they wanted to buy Phia for a pet slave.

Brune glared daggers at them. He wished he could just cover Phia in a sheet and take her directly to the guild. Seeing her looked upon as a common slave was intolerable.

It was drizzling rain when they climbed back into the carriage after lunch. Phia’s ears went flat, and she started every time a raindrop plopped on her head. Endellion reached over the back seat and got her cloak.

“Here, Phia.”

She draped it over the cat girl and did up the buttons with all the care of a doting mother. Once she was finished, Phia had almost completely disappeared under the cloak’s folds. Only her lips and a few strands of hair were visible under the hood. Endellion sat beside her, raindrops trickling down her neck and collarbone.

Brune puzzled over this. Was the dark elf actually displaying tender feelings? Could that even be possible? Or was she simply taking care of her charge because that was her job?

He shrugged and pressed the horses on at the same hurried pace. Luckily, the journey from Farsh onwards took them down the well-maintained Emperor’s Highway, the major thoroughfare to Skrull.

In the late afternoon, they rode into the city of Krugl, their last stop before Skrull. Dark clouds loomed over the weary city as the horses clip-clopped over cobblestones wet from recent rain. Phia threw off her hood and gazed at towering statues and stone archways. Gargoyles scowled at her from the weather-worn corners of crumbling buildings.

Pedestrians crowded the streets, deftly zig-zagging between the traffic. Some of them wore fine clothes, with bejeweled swords hanging at their hips. Others were dressed in rags. But every one of them looked determined, even cunning, as if they were preparing hostile takeovers or plotting murders.

The road split into two branches, encircling a large plaza with a gushing fountain in the middle. Throngs of people filled the plaza.

Phia wiggled around in her seat, trying to get a good look. “Is it a market?”

“A slave market,” Endellion said. “Krugl is famous for it.”

“Oh! Of course,” Phia said. “I knew that. I learned about it. I’ve never seen a slave market before. The Sisters of Feron don’t own slaves. We—I mean, they do all the work at the temple themselves.”

“Well, people find many uses for slaves,” Brune said grimly. “Hmm. Never seen it this busy.”

“Neither have I,” Endellion said.

As they got closer, they could see crowds of people around raised platforms where almost-naked slaves stood.

Traffic nearly halted as drivers cursed each other. Rain began pattering on the carriage.

“Let’s walk the rest of the way,” Endellion said. “It’ll be faster.”

With so many travelers passing through Krugl, it was customary for liveried footmen from various inns to stand in the main street, offering their services.

“Dragon’s Head!” one young man called out. “Hot meal and a bed at the Dragon’s Head!”

“Dragon’s Head is decent,” Brune muttered, raising his hand and catching the lad’s eye.

Phia took off Endellion’s cloak as Brune came around to lift her out of the carriage. Men were already leering when he set her down.

“Shit, everyone’s going to think Phia’s for sale,” Brune said through his teeth.

Phia, apparently very pleased with herself, sidled up to Brune and took his hand.

“You should hold my hand then,” she said, looking up at him.

Brune blinked.

Why do I keep doing this? What do I care if people think she’s a slave? My job is to deliver her to Vladnoch with her chastity intact. That’s it.

Brune wrested his hand away from Phia’s fingers and looked towards the market.

“Lead the way, big boy,” Endellion said. “I don’t know where this place is.”

“The Dragon’s Head? It’s on the other side of the square.”

“Oh, nice,” Endellion said. “We can cut through the market and check it out.”

Thunder rumbled somewhere in the distance.

Brune took Phia by the arm while she held her own leash in both hands. Somehow, he didn’t like the look of the market, although it was just the same as he’d seen it before.

The cat girl’s head swiveled this way and that as they walked among the crowds. A lot of men carried walking sticks and wore rich doublets with feathers in their caps. But there were also strange peasant folk; they wore a rustic style of colorful clothing.

“I’ve never seen people like this,” Phia said, raising her voice above the shouting and the rapid chanting of the auctioneers.

“Buyers and sellers travel a long way to come here,” Endellion said, taking Phia’s other arm.

The slaves on the auction blocks were even more exotic. On one platform stood three naked women. Each was over six feet tall, with broad hips, long legs, and big, pendulous breasts. Prospective buyers were poking and prodding them—squeezing their buttocks, pinching the fat around their waists, and forcing their mouths open to inspect their teeth.

“See those women?” Endellion said to Phia. “They’ll be prized for breeding.” She slowed her pace. “They do look very noble, don’t they? I wonder where they come from?”

Brune sighed. “Never mind that. Let’s just get to the inn.”

Endellion approached two young soldiers. “Excuse me,” she said in a husky voice. “Can you tell me where those slave women come from?”

“They’re Arullians,” one soldier said. “Most of the slaves here today are from the Arullian campaign.”

Of course. The Imperial Army of Erwynd had just subjugated a new frontier across the sea—the land of Arullia. It was said to be populated with fantastic races and beasts.

“They sold the princess this morning,” the soldier continued. “The place was packed. Some rich old merchant got her.”

Brune led them on, past the magnificent fountain in the middle of the square, where vendors sold freshly baked bread, cinnamon buns, and cookies.

Phia sniffed enthusiastically. “Smells so good!” She tugged Brune’s arm. “Do you think we can—”

“No!”

Phia pouted as Brune picked up their pace. Looking past the throngs to the street beyond the market, Brune traced his eye along the storefronts and inns to see if he could spot the Dragon’s Head.

But they came upon a sight so unusual that even Brune had to stop and gape. A tiny woman, no bigger than a child, stood on an auction block. It was obvious from the jostling crowd she was no ordinary slave.

The auctioneer sang, “Four thousand five hundred gold, Do we have four thousand five hundred gold!”

As they got closer to the little woman, they realized she had wings. They were transparent, like a dragonfly’s wings, but tinged with green.

“A fairy!” Endellion said. “I can’t believe it. The campaign must have gone deep into the forests.”

The fairy was clothed only in cotton panties. Although her small size made it easy to mistake her for a child from a distance, upon seeing her up close, she clearly had the proportions of a woman.

Drops of rainwater meandered around perky breasts that were topped with tender areolas and long nipples. Her svelte waist led to comely thighs and smooth milky legs.

Chestnut brown hair fell about her shoulders and framed her heart-shaped face. Her small, almost puffy lips pouted and tears welled in her emerald green eyes.

Her wings were crushed under a rope tied around her middle. Ankle chains secured her to the concrete platform.

Phia stared with her mouth opened, speechless. She looked up at Brune and then Endellion, and then back to the fairy. “She’s...so beautiful.”

The bidding was down to two people. One was a kind-faced lady with white gloves and a flowery hat. The other was a dapper man with cruel eyes, a pointy beard, and long black curls.

Tears streamed over the fairy’s flawless cheeks as she looked back and forth between the two. She clearly favored the lady, and she kept giving her imploring looks.

“Five thousand gold pieces. Do we have five thousand gold pieces for the fairy?”

“Five thousand,” Endellion whispered. “That’s half the price of a villa in the countryside!”

The cruel-eyed man raised his hand.

“We have five thousand gold for the beautiful fairy…”

The white-gloved lady wrung her hands. She looked at the fairy compassionately and slowly shook her head.

“Sold! Sold for five thousand gold!”

The man eagerly stepped forward as the fairy was unchained. Raising his big hairy hands, he roughly grabbed her and threw her over his shoulder. He patted her on the bum and gloated as she kicked her little legs.

“Oh my gods, that poor creature!” Phia said.

Brune noticed men in the audience's front looking Phia up and down, making remarks to each other. Apparently, they thought she was next up on the auction block.

“Come on,” Brune said, putting his arm around Phia protectively.

The crowds were thinning out, and many of the auction blocks were empty. It seemed the day’s business was coming to a close.

“Wait a second, Hargish.” Endellion put herself in front of him.

His brow tightened into a frown. “What?”

“I’ve got an idea. Look at this.” She pulled out a change purse and rattled the coins inside it. “Hear that? All gold.”

Brune tried to walk around her, but she put her hand on his chest. “I took it from the old buzzard in coattails. Don’t know if you saw him; he was standing beside me.”

Phia’s eyes bulged. “You stole it?”

Endellion smirked. “Of course, dear. Picked his pocket. If it makes you feel any better, I’m certain he wanted to turn that fairy into his personal cum depository.”

Phia blinked. “His what?”

“Never mind,” Brune grunted, conducting both Endellion and Phia towards the street.

“Wait!” Endellion said, escaping Brune’s arm and blocking his path again. “Hear me out. Guys are mesmerized by a hot monster girl”—she put her arms around Phia—“especially one so rare and so perfect as our virgin cat girl here.”

Phia watched with her mouth ajar, ears half-down.

Endellion continued: “Merely seeing her puts them in a trance. But add to that the prospect of owning this cat girl as their slave. Of being her lord and master—”

“I get the point,” Brune said.

Smiling conspiratorially, Endellion pulled Phia and Brune closer. “Put Phia on one of the auction blocks and let men gather around. They’ll be so distracted you could flick their noses and they wouldn’t notice.”

Phia’s ears perked up. “You mean Brune and I will be a distraction while you steal their gold?”

“Yes,” Endellion said.

Phia tilted her head and looked to the side with a funny little smile. “We’d work as a team.”

But the thought of lecherous men staring at Phia made Brune want to vomit.

“We can’t,” he blurted out. “There’s a storm coming in.”

Endellion shrugged. “So? If it starts pouring, we’ll leave.”

“No, it won’t work. What are you going to tell them when the auction ends? Sorry, just kidding?”

“It won’t be an auction, obviously!” Endellion said. “It’ll just be a presale showing. Put her up on that stand over there for 15 minutes. Just see how many pockets I can pick.”

Phia’s eyes brightened. “I want to do it! I want to help!” She said, making a little jump that caused her boobs to bounce under her dress. “It’ll be teamwork!”

Brune’s mouth drew into a tight line as he looked down at Phia.

“What’s wrong, Hargish?” Endellion taunted. “Don’t want other men to look at your girl—friend?”

Brune snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous...I just...don’t think the guild would appreciate us putting their client’s wife on an auction block.”

Phia’s face fell.

“Look,” Endellion said. “Let’s just try it for ten minutes. You can—”

“Alright alright alright,” Brune said irritably. “Come on, Phia.” He led her over to the nearest auction block and lifted her onto it.

Endellion came over and looked her up and down. “Let me make one adjustment.” She gathered Phia’s dress and lifted it so high that her panties were showing. Then she tied it together at the back. 

“There, that’s better. Make sure they see your tail; flick it around. Yes! Like that. And make a sad face. Ah! Purrrrfect, Kitty.”

Brune watched with a tortured expression as men gathered, looking Phia up and down.

“A cat girl!”

“Good gods, now there’s a piece of ass, gentlemen.”

“Fuck me, she’s a 10. I gotta find Ferick; he’ll be interested to know a cat girl’s for sale.”

After several minutes, there were already more than a dozen onlookers. The first man to step out from the crowd had bushy sideburns and pince-nez on the tip of his nose.

“Beautiful girl,” he said, raising his long fingers towards Phia’s thighs. “May I touch her?”

“No!” Brune growled with clenched fists.

“Okay, okay, no problem,” the sideburns said, shrinking back and catching his pince-nez as they fell from his nose.

“No touching!” Brune boomed to the crowd. “You may look only.”

There was some disappointed muttering among the men as more joined their number. Endellion stood off to the side, waiting until the crowd got a little bigger. She caught Brune’s eye and motioned with her hands.

She wanted him to play his role.

He cleared his throat. “No my friends, your eyes do not deceive you; this is a cat girl. Now, if she were merely human, she would be rare enough; for who can believe beauty so...um, divine, could be found in mortal form?”

Cringing at his own words, he looked at Phia. She was pouting at the men in the audience, just like Endellion had told her to do. She met his eyes for an instant.

“Indeed,” Brune continued, “has any man here ever seen a beauty surpassing hers? I didn’t think so. Even if she were purely human, any man would be as lucky as a king to have her. But the fact that she is a cat girl makes her a treasure beyond comprehension.”

“Enough of the spiel,” yelled one man. “Tell us some practical information. Like, what do you feed her?”

“Very well,” Brune said. “She has a surprisingly large appetite. She loves pancakes, breakfast meats, and baking, as far as I can tell. Oh yes, and heated milk is her favorite drink.”

A murmur of chuckling rose in the crowd. Phia was smiling shyly.

“As for her personality, she’s as sweet as she looks. She loves to be petted and scratched behind the ears. And, if she takes a liking to you, she’ll fall asleep in your lap and purr.”

And she’s got a cunt that’ll make you blow a load in your pants.

There was no way he was saying that out loud.

The crowd was getting bigger, with men jostling to get to the front.

“Here kitty,” one young man said, snapping his fingers at Phia. “Look over here! Here kitty, kitty.”

A portly gentleman walked up to Brune’s side. “Nice little item you’ve got there. You don’t mind if I have a look?”

“No—Yes! No touching. You may look only.”

“Alright, but that hardly seems fair. However, I’d like to make you a preliminary offer now, with the understanding—”

“No, no, no,” Brune said testily, turning towards the man. “The auction will be another day.”

“Well, you may want to do some crowd control,” the man said, pointing towards Phia with his walking cane.

Brune saw that part of the crowd had moved just feet away from Phia. She flinched as a man groped her leg.

“Get back!” Brune erupted with anger, knocking men out of the way as he strode towards the auction block with murder in his eyes.

Taking hold of the man who’d touched Phia, he threw him with one arm into the crowd of men; six of them fell to the ground like bowling pins.

Brune undid the knot that Endellion had tied in Phia’s dress and lifted her to the ground. 

Some men glowered angrily at Brune, but they gave him a wide berth as he walked by with his arm around Phia, holding her leash in his other hand.

“Well, that got a little out of hand,” Endellion said, catching up to them as they left the market square.

“Did—did it work?” Phia said.

Endellion smiled slyly. “My pockets are full. We’ll give you a share, too, Phia.” She gave her a laddish slap on the shoulder.

“Oh,” Phia said. “I wasn’t expecting that... I was just happy to team up with you guys.” She smiled at Brune and put her hands around his fist that clutched her leash.

He meant to ignore her, but somehow he couldn’t help but look at her face. She was beaming at him with a hopeful smile. But her joy was fragile; she was searching his eyes for reassurance.

And that was something Brune could not provide. If he had, it might have made her happy at the moment, but it would have been a lie.

He frowned at Phia’s hands. She slowly let go of his fist and held her hands against her breast.

“Come on,” Brune said coldly. “Enough standing around.”

Phia droopily watched raindrops dappling the puddles as they walked to the Dragon’s Head Inn.








CHAPTER EIGHT







“I’M GOING TO the stables,” Brune said. He’d been pacing around their room ever since they’d arrived.

“You’re not eating?” Endellion said, biting into a chicken leg. They’d ordered dinner to their room. Phia sat beside Endellion with her head in her hand, sadly stirring her mashed potatoes with a fork.

A whiff of gravy teased Brune’s nose. His stomach growled, but he couldn’t bring himself to eat.

“After,” he said. “I’m gonna go tell them to have the carriage ready at sunrise.”

Phia stared at her potatoes as if she wasn’t listening, but a frown creased her forehead.

“Phia.” Brune pulled out a chair and sat beside her.

“What happened last night in the bathroom—that didn’t change anything. We’re still taking you back to your fiancé. That’s our commission.”

Phia’s nostrils flared. She put her fork down.

“You’ll get used to your new life. We all learn to cope with circumstances we wouldn’t have chosen. It’s the way of the world.”

Phia just shook her head, refusing to look at Brune.

As he walked out of the room, he heard Phia sobbing—a wretched, painful sobbing, as if she’d finally given up hope.

The sound was like a knife stabbing Brune’s gut. It seemed to take the wind out of him. His limbs felt as heavy as bricks as he descended the stairs.

The dining room’s homely atmosphere called to him; it was so cozy compared to the rainy streets outside the windows. A place people came to forget their troubles. The gentle strains of a lute chimed in the air, and guests dipped freshly baked bread into steaming beef stew. A bulldog slept soundly on a sheepskin by the fire.

Brune stopped at the bar, realizing he only had motivation for one thing.

“A pint of stout.”

His mouth watered as the barmaid filled a glass. She set it on the counter. Brune took it up, admiring the rich, dark liquid, the creamy foam spilling over the side.

A silly thought popped into his head: imagine Phia’s reaction if she tried a sip. She would never have had beer at the temple. He could see her face scrunching up in disgust. Chuckling, he brought the glass to his lips.

“Cheers,” a gruff voice said.

Brune had hardly noticed the other man standing at the bar. A glance revealed a pair of big, hairy hands resting on the counter. One of them raised a whiskey glass to a face with a pointy beard. It was framed by black curls.

The man threw back the rest of his whiskey and smacked his lips with satisfaction. Then he called to the barmaid, “Two shots of Dragon’s Breath,” pointing to himself and Brune.

The barmaid deftly poured out the drinks.

Brune took a leisurely draft of his stout and then picked up the shot glass.

“Thanks.”

The man grinned and shook his curls.

Brune knocked back the shot, savoring the spicy burn of the whiskey as it warmed his throat and chest. The man smacked his lips again and whacked his shot glass on the counter.

“Name’s Rogovold.” The curls swayed as he inclined his head.

“Brune.”

“Successful day today?”

Brune reached for his stout, in no rush to answer. “At the market? I suppose it was.”

“That cat girl of yours… She’s something else. Stunning enough to distract my attention from the fairy—and believe me! I wanted that fairy.”

Brune looked at a painting above the bar. It showed a boat gliding over a frothy sea—white sails billowing, clear blue sky above. Now that would be a thing to do; get a sailboat and go wherever the wind takes you. Preferably somewhere warm.

“Must have cost you a pretty penny,” Rogovold said.

“What?”

“The kitten. She must have cost you a walloping sum. Wish I’d seen her first. Imagine having both of them—cat girl and a fairy.” He sucked air through his teeth and rubbed his hairy hands together.

“But don’t get me wrong!” he continued. “I’m talking nonsense. There’s no way I could justify spending that much. And besides… that little fairy is enough to deal with.”

He leaned towards Brune with a confidential air. “You might not think it from her pleasing looks, but she is a little devil!”

“Is that right?” Brune muttered.

The man laughed bitterly. “Yes. She came with a sigil that chokes off her magic, so she can’t play any tricks. But that doesn’t mean she can’t kick and bite—or flap her wings like a drowning seagull. Look at this!”

Brune reluctantly turned his head. Rogovold pointed to a cut under his eye.

“Hm. How did that happen?”

“She threw a vase at me.” He gave Brune a suave grin and ordered two more shots of Dragon’s Breath.

They watched the barmaid pour out the drinks.

“Doesn’t matter, though,” Rogovold said, picking up the shot glass. “I’ll break the little bitch in sooner or later. Cheers.”

Brune put a hand over his brow. He had the uncanny feeling he’d been there before and had the same conversation. No. Not there. It was at the assistant guildmaster’s office.

She’ll come around. I just need to break the bitch in.

As Vladnoch’s words came back to him, a feeling of dread seemed to seep up from the floor, rising until everything was submerged. Not even the wholesomeness of the Dragon’s Head Inn could keep it away. He might as well have been plunged into the deepest gloom of the Underworld. And Rogovold could have been the Dark Lord himself.

“That’s the fun part,” he continued. “In fact, I like it when they fight. Makes it that much sweeter when I break them.”

“Yeah,” Brune muttered.

“That-a-boy!” Rogovold slapped the counter. “You know what I mean. There’s a proper way to go about it, though. Few people really understand the science of it like I do. You want to get inside their head, break their soul. Condition them to exist only for your pleasure.”

Brune gulped the last of his stout, despite the churning in his stomach.

The barmaid took his glass. “Another?”

“That’ll be all,” he said, standing up and digging into his pocket.

“Please allow me,” Rogovold said. “I’ve enjoyed your company.”

“Thanks. You’ll have to drink that shot for me. Empty stomach.”

“No problem at all,” Rogovold said, sliding the shot of Dragon’s Breath towards himself. “Come by for a drink if you like. Room 209. If I don’t answer, you’ll know I’m busy.” He winked.

Rain pitter-pattered on the cobblestones as Brune walked to the stables. Across the street, magpies fought over scraps of food where the auction platforms stood empty in the fading daylight.

The stench of horse manure and straw was almost comforting as Brune walked into the stables. There was something reassuring about seeing the routines of daily life carry on as they should.

It took seconds to find the stable hand. After that, Brune didn’t quite know what to do with himself. He still didn’t want to be in the room—not with all the thoughts roiling in his brain.

So he walked past the Dragon’s Head, strolling for a couple of blocks alongside the busy taverns.

He’d let Phia get under his skin. That was the problem. He never should have fooled around with her.

But at least I’ve been honest with her. Told her I fully intended to carry out my commission. Told her she’d be better off with Vladnoch—and that’s the truth.

Besides, even if Brune could give Phia a better life, he couldn’t just take her—not without getting on the wrong side of the guild, the law, and Vladnoch.

When Brune walked back to the door of the Dragon’s Head, his mind had returned to its previous state of impatient agitation: Hurry. Get on with it. Drop her at the guild and forget her. Sooner the better.

Footsteps scratched the ground behind him.

“Pardon me, Sir.”

Brune turned and saw a liveried butler.

“I do beg your pardon. Would you be Mr. Hargish, by chance?”

“Y-yes.”

The butler bowed. “Good evening. I serve Mr. Bozhidar Vladnoch.”

“What?”

“Mr. Bozhidar Vladnoch. He was passing by in his coach and he chanced to see you. He thought it fortuitous, and he requests a brief conference regarding the progress of your commission—provided it would be convenient for you, of course.”

Brune blinked. The butler’s words just wouldn’t sink in. Vladnoch is here? Now? Adrenaline pumped through his veins. His heart pounded. It felt like an entire army was upon him. But everything was hazy, like in a dream.

For once in his life, Brune Hargish had been caught completely off guard.

“The carriage is just over there, Mr. Hargish.” The butler pointed with his hand to the other side of the street, where an eloquent black carriage was parked.

Brune collected his thoughts. Why was he so dumbstruck? So what if Vladnoch was there? It didn’t make any difference to the commission.

“Right. I will see him.”

He stepped back onto the darkening street, back into the rain, the unflappable butler gliding alongside him. The man was so supremely composed that it was almost off-putting. He met Brune’s inquiring eye with monkish indifference. His face was a mask. But his shrewd eyes suggested he knew something.

Did Vladnoch already know they’d found Phia? Had he been watching them?

No. You’re being paranoid, surely.

The dark carriage, parked near a street lamp, offered no clues. Curtains were drawn behind the windows. The driver sat with his coat collar up against the rain, the brim of his hat pulled low over his brow.

Brune cursed himself.

What does it matter? Maybe Vladnoch did know he had Phia. So what? Why should that thought scare him so much? Why should it make his heart pound and his hands tremble like an alcoholic’s?

If I hadn’t run into Vladnoch now, I would have dropped Phia at the guild before noon tomorrow. It’s half a day’s difference.

Vlandnoch would, of course, want to take Phia into his possession immediately. So this was the end of the whole thing. Just like he’d wanted: get it over with. Finish the job. Collect the pay. Forget Phia.

The carriage door opened. Vladnoch’s fat head appeared, his deep-set eyes following Brune as he approached.

“Thought that was you, Hargish! You’re hard to miss.”

He flipped the stairs out and stepped down, holding his pipe in his teeth and carrying an ornate walking stick. The butler waited for his master to descend the stairs and then receded with a bow.

Vladnoch stabbed the road with his stick and rested a hand on his rotund belly, which swelled beneath his jerkin.

“Didn’t expect to run into you here, Hargish.”

Brune nodded. “Yeah.”

“Well, what news? Have you found my wife?”

Brune’s stomach turned. His head seemed to spin. A feeling of panic gripped him as he saw Phia in his mind—sitting at the table where he’d left her. And here was Vladnoch, ready to take her into his bulging fingers. Ready to break her in.

Brune cleared his throat.

“No.”

The word came out dry and hoarse.

Vladnoch nodded, taking a pull from his pipe. “But you think she’s here?”

“Uh—Could be. We’re—we’re doing a sweep; started northwest of Skrull and made our way here.”

“Is that right?” Puff, puff, puff. “No sign of her, then.”

“Not yet.”

Vlandnoch narrowed his eyes. “You alright, Hargish? You don’t look well.”

“Yeah. Just had too many shots of Dragon’s Breath.”

A flourish of the carriage curtain drew Brune’s eye. On the other side of the window, a face that froze Brune’s blood looked back at him.

It was only an instant before it withdrew behind the curtain, but Brune saw skin as pale as a Great White Shark’s, and two bloodshot eyeballs that seemed to float within their sockets.

Brune sensed an unwholesome magic energy curling around him like swamp vapor. He instinctively stepped back, and his hand flinched for his sword.

But the intrusive magic dissipated as soon as the curtain fell back over the window.

Vladnoch puffed away and regarded Brune closely, without acknowledging what had just appeared in the window.

“I heard a cat girl was for sale today,” he said quietly. “She was said to be extremely beautiful and cute. Unfortunately, it was at the end of the day, after I’d gone back to my inn.”

Brune’s heart pounded in his ears. He took a slow breath through his nose.

He knows I’m lying… Or does he? Maybe he only suspects it.

“Someone said a monster was selling her,” Vladnoch said. “Great big fellow.”

Was he playing games? Trying to provoke? The insinuation in his voice irritated Brune. His forehead creased.

“Really? We looked around earlier. Didn’t see anything.”

Vladnoch knocked his pipe on the side of the carriage, emptying the ashes. “So you don’t think it was Phia?”

“I couldn’t say,” Brune said.

Vladnoch put his pipe in his pocket. “Want to see what I got today?”

He opened the carriage door. “Blue! Yes, you. Come here, Blue. That’s right, come. You must learn to listen when I talk to you.”

A girl put her foot on the step. She was of a race Brune had never seen before; light blue skin, brown eyes, jet black hair.

“Come here,” Vladnoch said, pointing to the ground with his stick. “Show yourself to Mr. Hargish.”

The girl came down the steps, looking up and down the street as if she’d been transported to an alien planet. She was dressed in animal skins, her bare arms painted with ochre.

She stood on the cobblestone, trembling.

“A forest tribe from Arullia,” Vladnoch said. “Brave men. Every one of them fought to the death with our soldiers. Which is to say, they committed mass suicide and left all their women for us. Not a bad deal, is it, Blue?”

She blinked at him and then looked at Brune, quickly looking down when he met her gaze.

“Alright, enough standing in the rain. Go on. Inside!” Vladnoch turned her around and smacked her behind as she hurried back up the steps.

“See you later, Hargish.”

Vladnoch climbed into the carriage without giving Brune another look.











CHAPTER NINE







“VLADNOCH IS HERE,” Brune said, shutting the door.

Endellion stood up.

Brune hooked his finger at Phia. “Come here.”

The cat girl sat frozen on her bed as if she was in shock.

“Phia. Do you hear me? Come here.”

For a moment, she stared into space like a frightened deer. Then her face slowly contorted into a hateful grimace. She gasped through her tears. “No... please, don’t make me go back.”

“I’m not making you go back, Phia. I told him we hadn’t found you.”

Phia looked at Brune, her mouth quivering.

Endellion’s face was expressionless, but Brune knew her mind was churning beneath her placid surface.

“Sorry,” he said. “I couldn’t do it. If you’re not with me on this one, I get it. But let me know now.”

“No—I’m with you.”

“Good. We’re going to have to hide Phia.”

Phia bounced off the bed and threw herself against Brune, crying into his chest. “I knew you loved me,” she choked through tears.

“There’s no time for this,” Brune said, pushing her away. “Vladnoch suspects us—He might even already know we have you.”

The room had two alcoves, each with a shelf and a window. Brune pointed to one of them. “As soon as they come, you’ll hide under this shelf.”

“Okay,” Phia said.

“I’ll put a cloaking spell on you,” Endellion said. “No one will see you except me.”

“Make it as strong as you can,” Brune said. “Some kind of sorcerer is with him. Phia, whatever happens, do not look at them.”

Brune fell silent. The shrill voice of the innkeeper’s wife resounded in the hallway as feet creaked up the stairs.

“Down you go,” Brune said.

The innkeeper’s wife spoke in a loud, tremulous voice. “I would have preferred you waited downstairs, Sir!”

Phia hid in the alcove while Endellion murmured her conceal spell. Brune watched her vanish as he pulled the curtain closed.

A knock at the door.

“Mr. Hargish?” The innkeeper’s wife sounded as if she was being held at knifepoint. “Some visitors are here for you. I’m sorry, I–”

Brune opened the door to find Vladnoch breathing down the hostess’s neck. Another presence, cold and shadowy, loomed farther down the hall.

“Forgive me, Mr. Hargish. They insisted on following me.” Her face was pale.

“That’s alright. What is it, Vladnoch?”

“Something I forgot to mention. Thought I’d drop in.” He squinted his beady eyes at the hostess. “That will do, Madame, you may go.”

Brune gave her a reassuring nod, and she hurried away.

“I was about to go to bed. What is it?”

“May we come in? My associate is with me.”

A freakishly tall figure, enrobed in black, stepped within view of the door frame. Standing eye level with Brune, his sunken, ivory-white face was barely more than a skull.

“This is Dhar Jattab,” Vladnoch said. “He’s helping me find Phia.”

Brune’s initial impression had been correct: Dhar Jattab did not have eyelids. His bloodshot eyeballs stared with unblinking intensity, which gave him the appearance of being extremely offended.

“Pleasure to meet you,” Brune said.

The eyeballs scanned his face.

Gods. Does he even talk?

“Alright, then. Come in.”

Dhar Jattab stooped through the doorway and cast his watery eyeballs around the room. The surrounding air was dark and chilly, as if his very body sucked in light and warmth.

Vladnoch shut the door and looked around the room.

“Make it quick,” Brune said. “I get cranky at bedtime.”

Vladnoch casually walked to the window and moved the curtain. “Nice view. Mind if I open it?”

Without waiting for an answer, he pulled the curtain back.

If Endellion had looked, she would have seen Phia crouched under the shelf, covering her face with her hands.

Dhar Jattab’s eyeballs stared at the space under the alcove.

Vladnoch took his pipe from his pocket. “You’ll recall I mentioned how a cat girl was on sale today.” He looked at Brune and raised his eyebrows.

What the hell kind of game was he playing? Brune felt a muscle in his shoulder twitching.

“Yes. What about it?”

Vladnoch stuffed tobacco into his pipe and looked at Endellion with an equally quizzical expression.

“You don’t mind if I smoke?” He struck a match and puffed away, intensely focused on the glowing bowl, as if he’d completely forgotten the subject at hand.

The sorcerer was as still as a corpse, staring at the space under the window.

“Mr. Jattab believes it was Phia,” Vladnoch said.

Upon hearing his name, Dhar Jattab’s eyes rolled in Vladnoch’s direction.

“I’m not convinced,” Vladnoch continued, “but I lean in that direction. Just think of it: a virgin cat girl of incomparable beauty. What man wouldn’t fall in love with her and pay a fortune to possess her, if he had the means?

“You see my point. It’s easy to imagine Phia falling into mercantile hands.”

Dhar Jattab’s head tilted back, and he seemed to stare at the ceiling. But Brune knew what he was doing. The sorcerer was projecting himself into every nook of the room. The frosty tendrils of his magic groped around Brune’s ears.

Endellion put her hand on the back of a chair. Rings were under her eyes. She was getting worn out from maintaining the cloaking spell’s integrity. Now she also had to block the sorcerer from worming into her mind. She wouldn’t be able to keep it up for long.

Brune strode over to Endellion. “Mind Shield!” he seethed, shooting Vladnoch a menacing look.

The air around Brune and Endellion vibrated. After that, Brune only felt the light buzzing of the Mind Shield spell around his ears.

“I don’t appreciate you bringing this freak into my private apartment to probe my brain, Vladnoch!”

Dhar Jattab lowered his head and looked at Brune. “You! You dare speak to me with such insolence?”

So he does talk!

The sorcerer’s voice was surprisingly high-pitched and nasally.

“Dare call me a freak. Do you know who I am?”

“I don’t care who you are.”

“Alright, alright,” Vladnoch said impatiently. “It’s nothing personal, Hargish. Just a precaution. You know how it is; can’t even trust your own mother in this world. Don’t think that I actually suspect you. I’m sure you two will carry out the commission. You both have an excellent reputation at the guild. I don’t really believe you’d put that in jeopardy.”

He opened the door and glanced at Dhar Jattab. The sorcerer walked out of the room in silence.

“My apologies for barging in,” Vladnoch said.

Endellion collapsed into a chair as soon as Brune locked the door.

“Are you okay?” Phia whispered, touching her shoulder. The cloaking spell had lifted.

The elf rubbed her temples. “I’m fine, Kitty. That just took a bit out of me. I could feel his magic sweeping the room, looking for signs of a cloaking spell. It was exhausting trying to keep my spell clean so that he wouldn’t detect it.”

“You heard of him before?” Brune said.

“Dar Jattab? No, have you?”

Brune shook his head. “How strong would you say he is?”

“Well, I can say he’s drawing from an enormous source of magical energy. Much larger than mine… Not that that’s hard.”

Phia frowned. “But you’re powerful.”

“I have powerful equipment and spells.”

“What’s the difference?”

“You can talk about that later,” Brune said, pulling the ring of keys out of his pocket. “Hold still.” He unlocked Phia’s bondage collar and removed it from her neck. Her hands were trembling as he removed the shackles from her wrists and ankles.

“Oh, Brune,” she whined, throwing her arms around him and burying her face in his stomach.

He grabbed her shoulders to push her away, but she hugged him more tightly. Looking down at her soft golden head, his defenses were pulverized.

He put his hands over her back. She shook with tears.

It was enough to melt the heart of a dragon.

Still, he was torn.

Brune lived a rambling, violent, dangerous life. If Phia were his girl, what would he do with her? Leave her alone for months at a time while he went adventuring? Impossible. Take her with him? Equally impossible. It would put her in danger, and she’d be in the way.

Besides, as far as the law was concerned, he was abducting Phia from fiancé. They’d be on the run as long as her uncle was still her guardian.

In his younger days, Brune would have just fucked first and thought about it later. He’d ruined a few respectable maidens that way, but he’d never felt good about it. Doing the same to Phia wasn’t an option.

No, he had deliver her into the life she deserved. And if he couldn’t give it to her, he’d just have to let her go.

And yet, the idea of letting her go seemed the least possible of all.

“Listen, Phia. This doesn’t mean you’re going to stay with me. But I won’t let you go until I’ve found a good place for you.”

Phia hugged him more tightly, nuzzling her delicate golden head against his stomach.

Brune’s limbs felt weak. He lifted one of them and stroked Phia’s head. “Maybe… We can return you to the Temple of Feron… If we can get things sorted out.”

He gazed down at the top of her head. Is she even listening to me?

Endellion watched with her usual detachment. “They’ll be waiting for us outside.”

“Yeah. We’ll have to be sneaky.”

“There should be a back door in this place. I’ll cloak Phia again, too.”

Phia suddenly looked up at Brune, resting her chin on his stomach. “What about the carriage?”

“We’ll just have to leave it here.”

They waited until well after midnight. Brune and Endellion chanted a refrain to activate the runes on their boots and clothing that made them harder to detect through sight and sound.

Brune watched Phia vanish as Endellion cast the cloaking spell on her. Then he opened the door and stepped into the hallway.

The lamp burned low. He strained his ears but didn’t hear anyone stirring in the sleepy inn.

The trio hurried into the hallway and down the stairs.

But Brune paused when they got to the second floor.

“Wait!” he whispered, gazing down the hallway. Then, over his shoulder: “Follow me.”

Phia looked questioningly at Endellion, but the elf shrugged her shoulders.

Brune stopped in front of Room 209. “Wait here.”

He knocked at the door.

Footsteps. A moment later, the door opened.

Rogovold smelled of liquor and sweat. A mad look was in his bleary eyes.

“Oh, it’s you,” he finally said, coming back to himself. “Come for that drink, eh? Well, I’m afraid I’m a little preoccupied at the moment. Tell you what, my friend—”

Brune shoved the door, which smacked Rogovold in the face, and strode into the room.

He glimpsed the fairy lying on the bed just as Rogovold lunged at him with a dagger. Brune’s heavy hand caught Rogovold’s shoulder.

Rogovold grunted as his shoulder crunched under Brune’s fingers. Shoving him to the floor, Brune looked at the fairy. She was bound and gagged and beaten.

One of her wings was broken and torn. Her body was bruised and cut.

She lifted her head and looked at Brune, then dropped it back to the bed.

“Her sigil,” Brune said to Rogovold. “Give it to me.”

“You fuck!” Rogovold swung with his good arm, but the blade only grazed Brune’s forearm armor and fell to the floor. Brune grabbed him and pulled him close. 

“Look at me. Look at my face. I’m the monster, not you. You know what my grandfather would have done to you? He would have eaten you alive.”

“You… You won’t get away with this… It’s robbery.”

“I’m not warning you again.”

“Alright! Alright.”

Brune let Rogovold go and walked to the bed. The fairy looked at him fearfully.

Rogovold fumbled at the coat rack. “I have it here,” he said in a shaky voice.

“Bring it here then.”

Brune turned to see Rogovold raising a wheel-lock pistol. It was an ornately crafted instrument inlaid with ivory and gold.

Brune rolled his eyes. “Don’t fire that.”

Rogovold’s hand trembled. He pulled the trigger. Brune covered his eyes as an explosion of smoke and sparks filled the room. The lead ball zipped past him, tearing into the wall above the bed. The fairy hugged herself and whimpered as she looked at the smokey air.

Brune strode towards Rogovold and grabbed him by the shirt.

“You should practice your shot before you fire that thing at an angry monster. I don’t need gadgets. I can make your head explode right now with a single word. For the last time, where’s the sigil?”

Rogovold’s black curls whipped about as Brune shook him like a helpless deer in the jaws of a lion.

And then he went limp. Brune let him slump to the floor.

“Rogovold.” He nudged him with his boot. “Wake up, man.”

“I’m not sure he’ll be waking up,” said Endellion, walking into the room. Crouching down, she put her hand under his nose. “Yeah, you probably gave him a heart attack.”

Brune heard a disembodied gasp that was unmistakably Phia. “It’s the fairy!” The floor creaked as she hurried over to the bed. “Oh, she’s hurt!”

“Shhh!” Brune said. “Keep your voice down. Made enough noise already. Where is that goddamn sigil?” He rummaged through Rogovold’s coat.

“Hang on,” Endellion said. Prying open Rogovold’s fist, she found a small metal plate engraved with the enslavement sigil that suppressed the fairy’s magic powers.

“Got it.”

“Alright, let’s get out of here.” Brune traipsed to the bed.

“Ow!” Phia yelped.

“Good gods, Phia, can you make any more noise?”

“You stepped on my foot!”

“Well, keep out of the way, then. I can’t see you, remember?” He leaned over the fairy and pulled the gag out of her mouth. “Can you walk?”

“I… can try,” she said in a tiny voice, even cuter than Phia’s. “Ohhhh,” she moaned, sitting up. “It hurts.”

“She doesn’t look well,” Endellion said.

“I’ll carry her,” said Brune, cradling her in his arms and picking her up.

“Ow ow ow! Oh, my wing. It hurts so much.”

“Sorry, I’ll try not to touch it.”

“Wait!” Phia said. “Let me cover her.” A knitted blanket floated off the bed. Brune waited as the blanket wrapped itself around the fairy.

“There,” Phia said.

They slipped out of Rogovold’s room and crept down the hall, but the innkeeper met them on the stairs. The elderly fellow was wearing his sleeping cap and pajamas. He fell against the wall and clutched the railing.

“We’ve just rescued this fairy,” Brune said.

The fairy looked at the old man, shivering under the blanket.

The innkeeper pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose and inspected the fairy, shaking his head sadly. Then looked over Brune and Endellion. “What will you do with her?”

“We’ll break her sigil and set her free.”

The old innkeeper nodded gravely. “Good.”

“Is there a back way out?”

“Come, I’ll show you.”

The old man led them through the dark dining room and into the kitchen, past enormous pots and pans. He ushered them out into a dark, dingy alley. The stench of garbage stung their nostrils. A stray beagle lifted its head and sniffed the air as the door shut behind them.

“Hey… Something’s there,” Phia whispered, touching Endellion’s arm and pointing down the alley. A black shape, as indistinct as a shadow, appeared to be fleeing noiselessly.

Endellion raised her hand. “Seek and hold.”

The shadow dropped.

Endellion opened her hand. “O, Spirit of the Owl. Reveal what is hidden from our sight.”

A shiny pebble appeared in her hand. It floated away in the shadow's direction. Endellion followed.

The pebble dropped into the shadow, and a lanky man in a black cloak appeared on the ground.

He cursed and rolled into a sitting position.

Endellion clicked her tongue. “You’re just a boy.”

The man had strawberry blonde hair parted down the middle and a face not yet capable of growing a beard. He hit the ground with his fist.

“Unbound my legs, woman! Or I will hurt you.”

Endellion laughed. “Good help must be hard to find if Vladnoch is hiring children.”

A red gemstone glinted in the darkness beside the young man; it was on the end of a staff that he held at his side. He tapped it on the ground.

“Veshima’s Bees, appear!”

A portal opened on the ground beside the young man. He tapped the staff on his legs. “Break these bonds!”

With his legs free of restraints, he rapidly crab-walked back behind the portal and jumped to his feet as a swarm of flaming bees poured forth.

“Contain them,” the young mage commanded.

Endellion threw her arms over her face as hundreds of bees pelted her body.

Phia’s invisibility cloak lifted, and she appeared beside Brune, with her elbows at her sides and her fists clenched as bees hovered around her.

“Here!” Brune said. “Watch her.”

He put the battered fairy on her feet, and Phia cradled her protectively. But before Brune could act, Endellion raised a wand and summoned great gusts of wind. 

Brune nodded his approval.

Good elf. Using Elemental Magic.

Bees kept pouring out of the portal, but they were all carried away in vortices of air. A few seconds later, the fire bees disappeared, and the portal closed.

Brune motioned to Phia. “Stay behind me.”

The alleyway was quiet once again. Endellion’s wand pulsed with an eerie light. The young mage got to his feet shakily.

“Should I get rid of him?” Endellion said.

“What?” Phia touched Brune’s arm. “What does she mean, get rid of him?”

“Just make him have a nap,” Brune said.

Endellion waved her wand in front of the mage. “Sleep.”

The young man wavered as if he was drunk, his brown eyes glaring at Endellion. The staff fell from his hand, and he dropped onto his behind. “Dhar Jattab will find you. He’s... more powerful... than both of you together.”

“Sleep well,” Endellion chirped.

Sticking to the back streets until they were a suitable distance from the Dragon’s Head, they set about finding horses. Most stables kept a man on shift through the night, and they also sold travel supplies, such as food and blankets.

Within half an hour, Brune was astride a massive horse with the fairy, wrapped in her blanket, sitting in front of him. Endellion mounted her own horse, with Phia behind her.

They left Krugl by the eastern road, which snaked through lonely fields bordering a wilderness.

With the city still visible behind them, Brune stopped his horse in the middle of the road.

Endellion rode up beside him. “Where to, Hargish?”

He nodded towards the dark fields. “That way. To Bambioch.”

Phia’s mouth popped open. “Bambioch?”

“Yes. I want to have a talk with your uncle.”

“You do?”

Endellion looked across the windy fields towards hills that stood black against the night sky. “You don’t want to take the road?”

“Fuck no. This way’s faster, and it’ll be harder to follow us. But if you don’t want to come, we part ways here. I’ve got about 100 gold. You can take it, plus my share of our loot from the slave market. I know it’s a paltry compensation—”

“Stop it, Hargish. I’m coming with you.”

“Good. Don’t worry; I know my way around this country. Now…” Brune cleared his throat. “Uh, everyone hold hands. I know it’s corny. Just do it.”

They all held hands, forming a circle atop the two horses.

Brune murmured, “Veil of Shadows, cover our trail. Hide our scents and hide our tracks. If any should follow, show us their backs.”

Lilly whimpered and shifted under her blanket.

Phia shivered. “I felt cold air down my spine.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Brune said. He pulled out a black crystal, dropped it on the road, and trotted north into the field.

They galloped towards the hills for a few minutes before Brune stopped his horse and turned around to face the road.

“Doppelgangers, come forth!”

Back on the road, two horses appeared, each carrying two riders. They turned south as Brune and his party continued their path in the opposite direction.








CHAPTER TEN







SPARKS CRACKLED AS Brune tossed a chunk of wood onto the kindling. It was safe to start a campfire now that dawn glowed on the horizon.

The fairy stirred under a knitted blanket. Phia, watching her attentively, pulled the blanket up over her neck.

“She getting better?” Brune said.

“I think so. Poor little creature.”

“The potion helped, then.”

“Seemed to.”

“Give her a bit of Amesynth—it’s the red one.”

Endellion cocked an eye at Brune as she placed a frying pan onto the campfire. “Don’t you think we should save the Amesynth?”

“We can give her a little bit,” Brune said indulgently. “She’s small. A sip or two will be enough.”

A minute later, the fairy’s eyes fluttered open, and she looked around with alarm.

“It’s okay,” Phia said, stroking her head. “You’re with us now.”

Blinking her emerald green eyes at Phia, she laid her head back on the folded-up blanket. Her chest rose and fell, and a fearful look was in her eyes.

Phia kept stroking her head. “Don’t worry. That man can’t hurt you anymore.”

The fairy’s lip quivered. “I… I fought back… Stopped him from… violating my honor… But thank the gods you came when you did.”

She dissolved into tears as Phia kept talking to her softly. When her crying calmed down, she spoke again.

“Th-thank you. Thank you for your kindness.”

“You’re welcome. My name is Phia, by the way. Phia Callidora.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Phia. I’m Lilly Starsparkle.”

Phia beamed. “Lilly Starsparkle? That’s pretty. I’ve washed your wounds and given you some medicine, Lilly. I’m not sure if you remember.”

The fairy smiled. “I feel much better than before.”

“I have another potion here. Please have some.”

“Oh, thank you so much.”

She raised her head and took a few sips of the red potion.

When the frying pan was good and hot, Endellion opened a breakfast kit and took out a package of bacon. Brune leaned over her and grabbed a piece of hardtack.

“Did you try to unlock her sigil?” he said, crunching into the hardtack.

“I did.”

“And?”

“Couldn’t do it.”

“Oh. Too bad. I thought you were good with that sort of thing.”

Endellion slapped bacon onto the hot frying pan. “Breaking a slavery sigil isn’t easy. It’s like trying to crack a combination lock.”

“Yeah, I know. I’ve tried it once or twice.”

“Well, consider this one a top-quality combination lock with gazillions of numbers.”

“Alright. We’ll have to find someone who… can… ”

Brune forgot what he was saying as Lilly sat up, the blanket falling away from her bare chest. She raised her arms above her head and stretched.

“Oh! I feel so much better!”

Phia blushed and scratched her head.

The fairy stood up, shook her legs, primped her hair, and preened her injured wing.

“Is it better?” Phia said, trying not to look at Lilly’s boobs.

“Much better!”

Looking over her shoulder, the fairy leaned forward and flapped her wings experimentally, inadvertently shaking her breasts.

Brune took a ferocious bite of hardtack and munched aggressively. Endellion watched Lilly through hooded eyes.

Phia clapped her hands. “They work! You think you’ll be able to fly soon?”

The fairy pouted. “No, the sigil prevents me from flying.”

“Sorry, Lilly,” Brune said, scratching the back of his neck and trying to look anywhere but the fairy’s chest. “We’ll get that sigil unlocked as soon as we can. And then we’ll see about getting you back to your people.”

Lilly put her feet together, clasped her wrist, and bowed to Brune. “Thank you, Sir. Your kindness will be remembered. However, my people won’t want me back. Not yet.”

“Why not?” Brune said.

She giggled and skipped up to him. “Because I’m your servant.”

“What?”

He looked way, way down at they fairy’s little face, which was tilted up to look at him. Don’t look at her tits. Don’t–

Oops.

“I’m your servant!” she repeated. “‘He who saves a fairy from death or slavery shall receive her service for two revolutions of the globe.’ It’s fae law.”

“What sort of services are included?” Endellion said with a wry smile.

“A fairy can be useful to have around if you’re in some kind of trouble,” Lilly said innocently. “Though I’m afraid I won’t be of much use without my magic.”

“What if I don’t want your service?” Brune said.

Lilly looked at him and blinked. “You… don’t want my services? Oh...” She tapped her finger on her chin and frowned.

“No offense, but the whole reason I rescued you was to free you.”

Lilly slumped her shoulders and crossed her arms. “I see. That’s a tough one. I suppose I could ask the Automnova Council…” She grimaced as if it would be awkward to bring the matter up before the fae council.

Phia piped in, “I bet fairies are persnickety about their customs, and they feel anxious if the customs aren’t followed.”

“Yes! We are like that.”

“I understand because I grew up with the priestesses of Feron. They’re the same way.”

“Alright,” Brune said. “If that’s your custom, I accept your service.”

Endellion looked at Brune with a knowing smile as she chewed her bacon.

“Thank you, Lord,” Lilly said. She bowed and brought her face to Brune’s hand, which could have enveloped her entire face. Brune felt her tiny hands take hold of his fingers as she kissed his hairy knuckles.

“Normally I could go away if you wanted,” she said. “And then I would come whenever you called me.”

Brune’s hand tingled with the heat from her fingers. Far, far down, past his stomach, almost level with his groin, her little face looked up at him: big green eyes; soft lips like little cherries.

His chest rose as he took in a breath.

“But I suppose you can’t do that now because of the bondage sigil.”

Lilly nodded. “That’s right, Lord. I’m sorry.”

He slipped his fingers out of her grasp. “No need to apologize. And you can call me Brune.”

She bowed. “Lord Brune.”

For some time, Brune had observed Phia from the corner of his eye. She’d been trying desperately to get his attention, tossing her hair and primping. She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry you have to go about naked, Lilly. I’m sure we’ll find you some clothes at some point.”

Lilly looked down at herself. Her arms flew over her breasts.

“I’m sorry. I forgot I was... naked? That’s what you called it, right? Naked.” She ran back to her blanket and wrapped herself up.

“I’ve never been away from the meadows and forests of Automnova. We wear little clothing, but then again, we don’t see men unless they wander into our forests, which is rare. But even then, we don’t reveal ourselves to them unless we like them.”

They ate breakfast as the sun came up. The campsite provided a good vantage point from which to view the surrounding hills, the rolling plains, and the winding, glassy river reflecting the pink morning sky.

When Brune went to the horses to pack up the blankets and cookware, Endellion sidled up to him.

“Thank you, Lord Brune,” she said in a mincing voice.

Brune smirked and dropped the breakfast kit inside his saddlebag.

“Poor boy,” she said, draping her arms around his waist. “That little fairy got you all excited.”

Brune snorted. “Hardly.”

She groped his cock. “Hard is right.”

“Cut it out. Now’s not the time.”

“What’s wrong? Three girls are too much for you?”

“Three girls are too much for any man. Gods know one is trouble enough.”

Endellion patted the horse’s neck. “Just think, Hargish; you’ve got two beautiful virgins eating from your hand.”

“Yeah, I’d better take care or I’ll be the one eating from their hands.”

Endellion grinned. “She is a sweet little thing, isn’t she? Exactly what meadow fairies are supposed to be like—fluttering from one moment to the next like chirpy little birds.”

Brune chuckled. “She’s pretty cute.”

Endellion hung her arms around Brune’s neck. “Fuck me right now. Right up against the horse. Let them see us.”

Brune shoved Endellion away, even as his length pressed against his pants.

“Is that all you ever think about? I’m telling you, this is neither the time nor the place.”

Glancing back at the campsite, he saw the girls were gone.

“Shit. Where the fuck did they go?”

Their soft chatter carried over the curve of the hill, and Brune caught sight of a blonde head and a brown head side-by-side in the morning sunshine.

Brune sighed. He needed to have a talk with them. There were things you didn’t do in the wild. Skylining yourself on a hill was one of them. Sleeping by a campfire was another; that’s why he’d waited until morning to make a fire.

Phia and Lilly had discovered fireweeds—a medicinal plant—growing a little way down the slope from the campsite. Brune found them kneeling among the orange flowers and chattering contentedly as they picked the ones that were fully blossomed. Phia had tied the blanket around Lilly so that she was wearing it like a shawl.

Walking towards them, Brune looked down over the landscape they’d traversed the night before. Something caught his eye. Two black specs.

“No way. It can’t be.”

Endellion came over with a pocket telescope. “Two on horseback,” she said, handing it to Brune.

He cursed and put the instrument to his eye. Yup. Two robed figures in black.

“You think that’s our friend?” Endellion said.

“Skull head.” Brune closed the telescope. “So much for my spells.”

“They seemed so impressive, too, especially the doppelganger thing.”

Brune rolled his eyes. “It wasn’t cheap, I’ll say that.”








CHAPTER ELEVEN







BRUNE SQUINTED AS the wind threw dust in his eyes. Lilly squealed and curled up against him, hiding her face in his chest.

They’d spent two nights in the wild country with pretty fair weather. Brune hoped it would last a couple more days.

The sky was clear, at least, and the late-day sun painted the ridges behind them with gold. Brune wiped sweat from his forehead and scanned the dusty ridge on their right, noting every clump of brush and outcropping of rock.

The wind died down.

All was still.

Brune strained his ears for sounds: grass stirring around them, the aspens whispering at the bottom of the slope ahead, and—farther ahead—the faint hum of the river.

As much as they wanted to stay ahead of the sorcerer, Brune knew well enough not to rush through that pass. Especially when it was so peaceful and still. That was when you had to be especially wary.

They’d rest soon, at the river. He knew a good place to cross where there was lots of coverage from the aspens. That’s where he’d let the horses drink and take a rest.

After 10 more minutes of careful plodding, they reached the bottom of the slope. Just as Brune rode into the dappled shadows of the aspens, a sad wail rose from the ridge on their right. Another joined it.

“What’s that?” Lilly said, as Brune stopped the horse.

A third howl—up ahead, beyond the trees.

“Wolves,” Phia said, looking at Lilly from the back of Endellion’s horse.

“Really?” Lilly said, clutching Brune’s thighs to get her balance and look around. “We don’t have those in Automnova.”

“I’ve never run into them in this area before,” Brune said. He glanced at Endellion. “Be ready.”

Riding through the aspen wood, Brune searched for colors and movement that didn’t fit the pattern of slender white trunks and shimmering leaves. The chorus of howling echoed over the ridge behind them.

Emerging from the trees, they rode into the valley, staying under the shadow of the ridge.

“So beautiful!” Lilly said, looking at the river, which sparkled on the other side of a grassy meadow.

The wolves’ howling was easier to hear now. Brune saw some of them on the ridge, outlined against the sky. Answering cries rose from the direction of the river.

Endellion rode with her bow across her lap.

“That looks heavy,” Phia said, peering around the elf.

“My bow? It might look heavy, but it’s very light. It’s made from the same stuff as my armor.”

“It’s pretty.”

Brune kept the party under the shadow of the ridge until they came to a clump of aspens. Then they turned towards the sparkling river.





* * *







The heavy waterskin dripped as Phia took it from Brune’s hand.

“Thanks,” she said.

The river water went down cold and smooth. Phia wiped her mouth and looked at Brune. He was constantly scanning everywhere—the ridge behind them, the aspens, the field on the other side of the river.

“You don’t like being out in the open, do you?” Phia said, handing him back the waterskin.

“Whenever we expose ourselves, we risk being seen.” He took another drink and then crouched down to refill it.

“We’re in the Grey Plains, aren’t we? Northeast of Krugl, south of Bambioch: that would put us in the Grey Plains.”

Brune looked over his shoulder. One side of his mouth turned up in a half-smile. She felt her cheeks go hot. She loved it when he made that funny smirk. 

“Yes, Phia,” Brune said. “We’re in the Grey Plains.”

“My geography book said goblins live here.”

Lilly was in the middle of drinking from Endellion’s waterskin. She choked on the water, spilling it on herself. “Goblins! Ew!”

“All sorts of things live here,” Brune said. “That’s why an adventurer takes precautions. Respect the place. Take nothing for granted.”

Phia’s tail flicked under her dress. “The sisters used to talk about that, too…” She trailed off.

The priestesses at Bambioch had taught her to respect the forest and the animals they hunted; it was a similar idea to what Brune had said. But she had to stop prattling on about them or Brune might think she wanted to go back to the temple.

There was a limited amount of time in which to make Brune change his mind. But at least she had a plan. There were just two things she had to do.

Make him fall in love with me and show him I can be an adventurer.

“Goblins love getting their fingers on pretty little fairies,” Endellion said. “That’s a fact.”

Lilly stomped her foot. “I can’t even fly! It’s not fair.”

Endellion laughed. “I’ll protect you.”

Brune stood up and gazed across the river. “Look at that; we’ve got some company.”

Lilly squealed and looked around frantically. “Where?”

Following Brune’s gaze across the river, Phia spotted two wolves trotting away over the field. A couple more stood downstream on the other side of the water, watching them.

Endellion reached for an arrow. “Brune—there’s more in the trees.”

Lilly threw herself against Phia and clutched her tightly. “Please don’t let them get me! Oh fuck, I wish I could fly! Fuck fuck fuck!”

“Lilly!” Phia sputtered. “You shouldn’t swear like that!”

Brune strode towards the aspens, brandishing his club. “Hey! Yaaaaar! Back off, you! Back off.”

Three wolves stalked out of the trees, fur standing on end, lips curled back to show their fangs.

Lilly released Phia from her grasp. “They’re wolves!” She laughed nervously.

“What did you think they were?”

“I thought they were goblins! Endellion got me so scared.”

The elf chortled. Lilly picked up a pebble and chucked it at her, but she batted it away with her bow.

The fairy clenched her fists. “Oooh! I feel so helpless. I’m not used to this.”

Brune kept swinging his club and hollering until the wolves disappeared into the trees.

“They might just want to cross the river,” he said, walking back towards the horses, which were drinking at a spot a little downstream from where the adventurers had stopped.

The party crossed the river and rode for about an hour until the sun was curving its path over the western ridges. They made a small campfire on a hill that overlooked the river valley behind them.

Everyone was quiet as they ate hardtack and pemmican under the swaying aspens.

Brune stared at the fire, chewing like a horse. Lilly yawned and rubbed her eyes. Endellion cradled a steaming cup in her hands.

Phia let out an enormous sigh, making sure everyone heard it. “I sure wish I had my bow and arrow,” she said. “Maybe I could be more useful.”

“You had one, did you?” Brune said.

“Well, it was the temple’s. But I got to use it. Best bow they had.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah. I got first pick because I won the archery competition every year.”

Lilly’s eyes widened. “Good for you, Phia. I wouldn’t even know how to hold a bow. I’ve never touched a weapon.”

Brune nodded to Endellion. “Let her try your bow. Let’s see what she can do.”

Endellion blew steam off her hot cup, seemingly not even listening.

Phia gulped. She doesn’t want me to touch her bow!

Endellion took a sip of tea and put it down. “Sure, Kitty. You can try it.”

The bow was much lighter than it looked, just like Endellion had said. In fact, it felt as light as a feather. The grip was wonderfully comfortable.

Phia drew the bow and pointed it away from the fire. It felt strong, yet it was smooth and easy on her arm.

Endellion took an arrow out of her quiver and handed it to Phia.

Brune pointed to an aspen tree about 15 yards away. “Aim for that tree over there.”

Phia laughed. “Too easy.” She knocked the arrow. Her ears stood up straight and her tail swished back and forth as she drew the bow.

She let the arrow fly. It sailed through the air with much more force than she expected. When it hit the tree—right on target—half the arrow disappeared into the wood.

Lilly shrieked and clapped her hands.

“Nice,” Brune said. “Very nice.”

“I did not use that much force,” Phia said. “I don’t know how—”

“The bow is buffed for force,” Endellion said. She turned to Brune. “The aiming is all her, though.”

Brune nodded to Phia. “Try another shot.”

Phia grinned. “Watch this.” She picked up a leaf and dipped it into a waterskin so that it was wet. Then she ran to a tree about 60 yards away and stuck it on.

She ran back, grinning ear to ear. Endellion handed her another arrow.

Lilly stood between Brune and Endellion, bouncing on her toes and holding her knuckles against her mouth. Phia nocked the arrow.

The sunlight was fading, but everyone could clearly see the leaf, stark orange against the white bark.

Phia drew the bow and said a silent prayer to her goddess.

Thank you, Feron, for giving me this chance.

The arrow cut through the air and sailed into the target. Lilly screamed and jumped up and down. Phia grinned and looked at Brune.

He was stunned! Gaping at the tree with his jaw open! It was the first time Phia had seen that expression on his face. She hugged Lilly.

When Brune looked at her, smiling broadly, there was something new in his eyes—something like respect or admiration.

“That was very impressive, Phia.”

The cat girl bounced on her toes. It’s working!

“I can do even better than that! Just watch.”

“Let’s not,” Endellion said. “No sense wasting any more arrows. Here—” She took the quiver off her back and handed it to Phia. “Keep it until we’re out of the Grey Plains. That gives us an armed party of three.”

Phia reverently hugged the quiver and ran her fingers over its finely woven leather. Though it looked clean and well-cared for, it had some scratches and wear and tear. Phia could only imagine what adventures it must have been on.

And she’s actually letting me use it!

Phia felt her heart fluttering. “Endellion, I–”

“Skip it,” the elf said. “But know this: if anything happens to my bow, I’ll shove one of those arrows so far up your cunt it’ll come out of your mouth. Understood?”

Phia swallowed. “Understood,” she squeaked.

“Alright,” Brune said, chuckling. “Let’s get moving.”

“We’re not staying the night here?” Lilly said, looking west over the valley. The hills were pink with the setting sun.

“We have to get away from the campfire,” Phia said, skipping up to Brune. “Can’t sleep by a fire when you’re out in the Grey Plains,” she sang.

“Oh yeah,” Lilly said. “I knew that.”

Phia nestled her head into Brune’s stomach, the way a cat rubs a person it likes.

“I’ll ride with you, Brune.” She took his hand and interlocked her fingers with his.

“Fine.”

Lilly stiffened and tossed her head.

Endellion winked at her. “Looks like you’re riding with me, fairy girl.”








CHAPTER TWELVE







THE GRASSY TERRAIN was dark with dusk when they stopped and dismounted in a clearing to set up camp.

As Brune picketed the horses to some trees, he overheard the women:

“What is that?”

“How strange!”

“Where is it? I don’t see it.”

“Look. Over the ridge. See? It’s moving!”

“I see it! Gods! What is that?”

“What was that all about?” Brune said when he returned to the campsite.

Phia and Lilly were lying side-by-side under a blanket. Their heads rested on another blanket, which they’d rolled up as a pillow.

They both answered Brune at the same time: “Light in the sky” — “flying ball” — “shiny” — “over the ridge” — “Spooky.”

Brune turned to Endellion, who was sitting on her own blanket nearby. 

“Did you see it?”

“Yeah. Like they said, a ball of light moving in the sky, and then it suddenly shot off.”

“It was so sudden,” Phia said. “Like, swoosh! And it’s gone.”

“I didn’t like it,” Lilly said.

“Me neither.”

Brune picked up a blanket and rolled it up as a pillow. He picked a spot well away from the females.

“Well, that is strange,” Brune said as he pulled off his body armor. “We’ll have to watch the skies and see if it appears again. Don’t let it trouble you, though. I’ve heard of many weird sights on the Grey Plains.”

“Have you ever seen something like that?” Phia said.

“No.”

“What do you think it was, Endellion?”

The elf looked at the sky. “I don’t know.”

Lilly sighed. “So strange! The way it just disappeared.”

“I know!” Phia said. “Like, swoosh and it was gone.”

Brune let out an exasperated sigh as he lay down. He hated it when people repeated the same thing over and over, like spinning tops.

“Anyway,” he said shortly, “No use carrying on about it. You’ll work yourselves up and you won’t fall asleep.”

Silence.

Phia mumbled, almost inaudibly: “Somebody’s cranky.”

“What?”

A fit of giggling erupted.

“Don’t carry on about it,” Phia said in a ridiculous voice that was supposed to sound like Brune’s. “Go to sleep.”

Lilly chortled.

Brune lay back and looked at the stars.

Gods, they’re a couple of idiots.

“Good night, Phia,” Lilly said.

“Good night, Lilly.”

“Good night, Endellion,” Phia said, echoed immediately by Lilly.

“Good night, ladies,” Endellion said.

They were silent for a moment. Then, in unison: “Good night, Brune!”

He sighed. “Good night.”

Rapid whispers and smothered giggles continued to ruffle the night’s stillness.

Just ignore it. Go to sleep.

Whisper, whisper, whisper. Giggle, giggle. Whisper, whisper.

“Are you going to stay up all night tittering?” Brune finally erupted. “You’re like children.”

Silence.

Phia finally spoke in a tiny voice. “I’m sorry, Brune. We’ll go to sleep now.”

Lilly echoed in an even tinier voice: “Sorry, Lord Brune. I’ll be quiet, I promise.”

A moment later, Brune heard movement.

Phia’s scent wafted into his nostrils. Her warm body was at his side, her breath in his ear:

“I couldn’t sleep. I’m afraid of the... thing—the thing in the sky.”

A sort of growl rumbled in Brune’s chest.

“I’ll just... sleep with you,” Phia breathed against his cheek. Her hand stretched across his chest as she moved down and nestled her head into his arm.

Damn it. I shouldn’t allow this. Shouldn’t get attached.

“Phia…”

She threw her leg across his waist.

Oh, Gods.

Before he could regain his train of thought, a soft little hand was touching his arm on the other side.

He turned his head and saw the fairy’s cherry lips right in front of his eyes. Her soft hair caressed his face.

“I couldn’t sleep, Lord Brune,” she whispered. Her hand wandered up his arm. “I’m scared of the... the...”

“The thing,” Brune whispered.

“Yes!” She plopped down onto him, snuggling into his shoulder. “The thing.”

“We’re both scared of the thing,” Phia whispered, running her hand over his chest.

Lilly made circular patterns on his stomach with her fingers. “Yes, we’ll both sleep with you, Lord Brune.”

“Gods dammit,” he muttered.

Phia grunted and pushed under Brune’s arm, trying to lift it up. He raised it and put it around her waist. The cat girl snuggled into his chest, her arm and leg draped over him.

Soon Lilly was in the same position.

Brune’s chest rose and fell beneath the girls’ supple limbs.

They’d launched a damn efficient attack. He’d been completely routed.

How the fuck am I supposed to sleep like this? My balls will be blue before the sun comes up.

Brune took a deep breath and grinned.

Who am I fooling? This is fucking paradise.





* * *




Golden sunlight shone behind Brune’s eyelids. A soft whisper caressed his ear:

“Wake up, Lord Brune.”

Brune opened his eyes and saw a pair of breasts, heavy and round. He knew them well. Those nipples pebbled into stiff, tender peaks. His tongue had explored them already.

Brune involuntarily licked his lips as Endellion brought her breasts closer to his face, resting her hands on his shoulders.

“See girls? This is how you do it.”

A self-satisfied smile was on the dark elf’s lips. She crouched over top of him, the two girls on either side.

“It’s working,” Phia whispered. “Look at him! He looks like he’s hypnotized.”

Brune snorted. “Not even—”

“Brune,” Lilly sang. “Look at me!” The blanket scarf fell from her body as she leaned over him.

“Oh... fuck,” Brune groaned as Lilly moved her succulent tits closer to his face. Her slender arms were trembling and her chest was rising and falling.

That’s it. I can’t fucking take this.

Brune put his hand on Lilly’s back and pushed her towards him.

She screamed as his tongue licked her long, sensitive nipple.

“Oh, Lord Brune!” she said between giggles. “Wait!”

He kept licking and then wrapped his lips around the end of her breast. The giggling became almost hysterical. “Wait... oh!... It’s too much!”

He bit her nipple.

She screamed and collapsed onto Brune, panting for breath. He caressed her back and tried to look at her face, but she hid it in his chest.

Phia, meanwhile, had gone beat red. “Brune! Brune! Look!” She frantically undid the three buttons of her dress and opened the chest to show as much cleavage as she could.

“Wait,” Brune mumbled. “This is not the time or—”

Endellion ran her finger down Phia’s chin and whispered something in her ear. Phia turned her head compliantly as the elf grabbed the back of her neck and kissed her.

Phia passionately returned Endellion’s kiss.

Brune tore his eyes away from them and glanced at Lilly. She draped herself over his chest, watching the girls with her mouth agape. She looked at him and bit her lip.

Fuck it. I’m done. Let’s just get this over with quickly.

Having an orgy with three beautiful women was a terrible idea under the circumstances. But he was past the point of being able to make rational decisions.

I’ll just blow my load on this bitch. He groped Endellion’s cunt. She broke away from her kiss with Phia, letting out a long moan. He put his arm on her back and shoved her towards him. 

Endellion started fumbling with his buckle.

Lilly screamed.

But it was a different scream—not one of pleasure, but alarm.

She was looking up.

Brune saw it through the trees: a metallic sphere, glistening against the blue sky. It was far away, so he couldn’t see it in great detail.

“The fuck is that?” he grunted. “Get off of me. Dammit. All of you, get off!”

Everyone stood up and watched as the sphere moved away from its position.

“Stay close to the trees,” Brune said. “Don’t expose yourselves.”

“Where’d it go?” Phia said. “I’ve lost it.”

Brune followed the sphere’s trajectory and peered through a clearing in the trees. “There it is!”

It zipped off and disappeared.

“Sorcery,” Brune said. “Maybe it’s our friend Skull Head.”

“I think he’s doing Mind Projection,” Endellion said. “It would explain how they tracked us. That’s some high-level magic.”

“It’s creepy magic is what it is. I’m starting to hope he finds us just so I can kick his ass.”

“Mind Projection?” Phia said.

“Yeah,” Endellion said. “He’s projecting his mind into an avatar and using it to find our exact location. At least, that’s what I think.”

“Ew! That is creepy.” Phia contorted her face and shook her hands as if they were gooey with slime.

“Blah!” Lilly said in agreement, looking at Phia with a sympathetic grimace and dancing on her toes.

Phia joined in, and the two girls both did the dance face-to-face.

“Ew!”

“Yuck!”

“Gross!”

“Bleugh!”

“Alright, alright,” Brune said, rolling his eyes. “By the Gods, you two are like children. Come on, let’s move!”

As he walked towards the horses, he heard Phia mimicking him again.

“Let’s move. You’re like children! Humph!”

Brune looked over his shoulder.

Phia had screwed her face up into an exaggerated scowl. “Humph!” She said again.

“That doesn’t even sound like me,” Brune said. “I’ve never said ‘humph’ in my entire life, for one thing.”

Phia and Lilly laughed hysterically, as if they’d just played the most brilliant joke on Brune.

He chuckled and turned back to the horses.

They’re idiots, but they’re cute idiots. I haven’t been around anyone so playful in… forever.

Phia’s feet rapidly swished in the grass behind him. She crashed into Brune and hugged him. Reluctantly looking down, he saw her big blue eyes smiling up at him adoringly. Her ears pointed straight up and forward.

Brune looked away.

That face... is enough to make an orc cry.

“Phia… You know you’re not staying with me, right? We’ll get you back to the sisters if we can.”

“I know,” she chirped, and hugged him tighter.

“You... You can’t stay with us. I told you before; we’re no good for you.”

“I know, I know.” She laughed girlishly and rubbed her cheek against him, making rapid sniffing noises.

Brune raised an eyebrow. “Are you... smelling me?”

The sniffing abruptly stopped. She mumbled something into his stomach.

“What?”

“I said I like your smell!” she yelled and ran to the horses.








CHAPTER THIRTEEN










THEY TRAVELED IN the shade of aspens for most of the day, skirting the base of forested hills. The flying orb was in the back of Brune’s mind the whole time. Whenever he looked through the leafy branches at patches of blue sky, he half expected to see it.

When the late afternoon sun cast long shadows over the terrain, they came upon a meadow. A chilly breeze stirred the dry yellow grass and the hum of crickets filled the air. They made a campfire beside a large boulder.

Phia watched Brune tend to the fire while Lilly wandered around, picking a purple-flowered herb.

“I can’t believe we’re going to see my uncle tomorrow,” Phia said.

“If he really is your uncle,” Brune said.

“You don’t think he is?”

“I don’t know… I’m suspicious. I want to talk to him.”

Endellion sipped her tea and listened with a stony face. “I’ve actually looked into it already.”

Brune looked at her blankly. “What?”

“Yeah. Remember when I stopped at the messengers’ office in Farsh?”

“When you sent the note to your mother,” Phia said.

“Yeah. I didn’t send a note to my mother. I sent one to a detective friend.”

Brune looked at Endellion in disgust. “Do you always lie to your fellow party members?”

“I’m telling you now.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“What exactly did you tell this detective?”

“I just asked him to look into Rowkis Fragan. See what he could find. He has a lot of connections.”

Phia stared at the elf with her big doe eyes. “Endellion, you mean… you were thinking about rescuing me too?”

Endellion gave her a strange look and then stared at the fire.

Lilly skipped up and plunked down bunches of the purple flowers. “There. Isobello Herb. Now we have plenty of ingredients, Phia. We can make some potions. Do you think we have time, Lord Brune?”

“Absolutely. Go for it, Lilly.”

“Thank you. Endellion, may I use your pot?”

“Of course.”

The fairy and the cat girl put a blanket down and laid out all the herbs and flowers they’d collected. The work quickly put them into a chatty mood. 

“Maybe you should send your mother a letter, anyway, Endellion,” Phia said. “She probably misses you. I’d like to send a letter to Sister Cassia, tell her about all my adventures.”

“My mother doesn’t miss me.”

“She doesn’t?”

“No, she’s dead. Butchered in front of me when I was a girl, along with my father.”

The dark elf stared at the crackling fire, her eyes wide and weary.

“Oh, Endellion… I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Endellion said scornfully. “It was a long time ago.”

Forgetting the potion-making, Phia absentmindedly pinched her fingers. “W-was it in the Orc Wars?”

“No. That was before my time. It wasn’t orcs or men. It was the Evolrik family. They hated the Grimholds because we always came out on top—in business, breeding, politics, warfare. By getting my parents out of the way, the Evolriks could be supreme.”

Brune grunted and shook his head. “You dark elves are a vicious lot.”

“You should talk,” Endellion said. “You’re part dark elf yourself.”

Brune nodded. “That I am.”

Phia and Lilly eyed Brune. He already regretted the turn the conversation was taking.

“So… you’re a dark elf?” Phia said.

Brune shifted uncomfortably, and Endellion laughed. “He hates this topic.”

“I’m partly dark elf.”

“Oh. What’s the other part?”

“The other part… is Northern Human.”

Endellion smirked. “Kind of big for a human-elf, aren’t you? Not to mention those cute little tusks. Where did those come from, Mr. Elf-Man?”

The crease in Brune’s brow deepened.

“So what is he then?” Phia whispered, leaning towards Endellion. She’d completely forgotten about the potion-making.

Endellion shrugged. “He won’t tell me, but I’m guessing orc.”

Brune laughed bitterly. “Orc wouldn’t even be that bad. Trust me, you don’t want to know.”

“Oh, come on!” Phia whined. “You have to tell us now! It’s not fair!”

Brune stared at the ground, looking miserable. “Well, I don’t normally talk about it, but… my grandfather was an ogre. There. I said it.”

“I… don’t think it’s a big deal,” Phia said. “I don’t believe all ogres are bad. What about your grandpa? I’m sure he was nice.”

“He would have eaten you. Or maybe fucked you first, and then eaten you.”

“Oh. Well… you haven’t eaten me yet.”

Brune smirked. “I haven’t fucked you yet.”

Phia giggled.

Keen to change the subject, Brune jabbed his thumb towards Endellion. “Ask her about all the fancy gear and spells she has.”

Phia looked at the elf. “I wanted to ask about that, actually.”

Endellion sipped her tea. “Well, my father was boyhood friends with an elf named Astrophel. He became a powerful sorcerer. When I started adventuring, he was able to give me high-level equipment and spells that I could actually use, that’s all.”

“Oh… kind of feels like cheating,” Phia said, and immediately blushed.

Endellion shrugged. “An advantage was available to me, so I took it.”

“I think it brings disadvantages too, though,” Brune said. “You’re not picking up skills and developing yourself the way you would if you’d started from nothing.”

“Okay, ogre boy.” Endellion grinned.

To Brune’s chagrin, the conversation snapped right back to his ancestry. 

“So was it your mother’s father or your father’s father?” Lilly said.

“Father’s father.”

“Oh. What was your father like?”

“I didn’t know him well, unfortunately. My mother took me and ran away from him when I was little.”

A flood of questions poured forth. Who was his grandmother? Where did they meet? How was it even possible? 

To escape the interrogation, Brune went to fetch some dinner and cooking supplies. As he approached the trees where the horses were picketed, the animals flicked their tails and stamped their feet.

“What’s wrong, lads? Nervous?”

He patted his horse on the neck and opened the saddlebag. But the surrounding air suddenly became icy. Something was lurking behind him.

Shooting a glance over his shoulder, he saw it. The sphere. Glistening like polished armor, floating ten feet away.

Brune let out a battle cry and lunged at the orb with his club, but it vanished.

He scanned the trees. “Show yourself, Dhar Jattab!”

Lilly and Phia screamed.

Rushing back towards the campfire, Brune saw a swarm of flaming bees surrounding the two girls. The fairy was brandishing a pot.

Dhar Jattab’s young apprentice walked through the grass wearing a black turtleneck and cloak. Behind him, Veshima’s Bees poured through a portal in the air.

Endellion strode towards him.

“Your spells are weak, boy.” 

She raised her wand, summoning a wind that swirled through the meadow and carried away the bees.

Turning his back on Endellion, Brune went to the other side of Phia and Lilly.

“Come out Skull Face! Or do you send a boy do a man’s work?”

The field behind him lit up with fire. Brune turned to see flames burning in the grass.

“Surrender the girl!” the apprentice said.

Endellion laughed. “You’re a virgin, aren’t you?”

“What?” the boy stammered, apparently taken aback by the question. “Fire darts!”

He flung several darts of flame at Endellion. But in the same instant, the elf deflected his attack with a tremendous blast of wind that sent him tumbling into a boulder.

He staggered to his feet. “Bitch!”

Endellion raised her eyebrows.

He tapped the boulder with his staff. “Grundalin, come forth!”

A portal opened up in the boulder, and a troll-like creature with gangly arms, sagging breasts, and wild hair crawled through. Standing to its full height, it towered over the young sorcerer and Endellion.

“Holy fuck,” Brune muttered.

“Kill her!” the boy yelled.

Endellion raised her wand, but Grundalin moved faster than the blink of an eye, landing ugly blows on the elf. Then, wrapping one hand around Endellion’s legs and grabbing the top of her body with the other, it picked her up.

The monster bent Endellion’s body like it was snapping a twig. Then it lifted her above its head and threw her to the ground.

Phia and Lilly ran to Endellion as Brune faced Grundalin.

The female monster swung her long arms in a rapid blur. But Brune matched its speed, ducking and dodging with shocking dexterity. He landed a sledgehammer-like punch on Grundalin’s stomach and then an uppercut to her chin.

She stumbled backward.

The apprentice watched with clenched fists. “Grundalin! Destroy him!”

But before Grundalin found her footing, Brune yelled, “Arrow of Death!”

The air around Brune turned black, and Grundalin’s movements slowed as if time had almost stopped.

Brune raised his palms.

Black flames exploded in front of him and an arrow-shaped projectile blasted through Grundalin’s chest, leaving a gaping hole.

Grundalin dropped to her knees, gushing blood onto the grass as she disintegrated into the air. 

The apprentice pulled his hair. “I can’t believe… How could you...”

Brune looked at him wryly. It wasn’t like he hadn’t used up a huge chunk of mana.

“Don’t feel bad, kid. That’s a killer trump card.”

Sweat ran down the boy’s face as he trembled and looked around the meadow.

“Looking for your master?” Brune said.

As if in response, a shadow fell over the field and a stale breeze stirred the grass. Black mist blew over their heads and blotted out the sky.

“You’ve done well, Cenric,” Dhar Jattab’s voice buzzed in the air.

Dhar Jattab had appeared on the other side of the campfire, where Brune had originally expected him.

“You’ve been running from me for two days, but you call me the coward,” he said. “You kidnapped the girl you were meant to help, broke the law, and disgraced the guild. Now you’re a fugitive—”

Brune pointed his fist. “Chaos Wave!”

A pulse of flame blasted over the sorcerer, but he remained perfectly still—except for his eyeballs, which rolled around to observe the flames.

When the blast subsided, Dhar Jattab was completely unscathed.

He snorted. “I’ll give you one chance, Mr. Hargish. Hand over the girl.”

The sorcerer seemed to grow taller. Black mist swirled around him. His eyes glared at Phia.

“Come to me, girl. I’m returning you to your husband.”

Phia gripped Endellion’s bow. “No!”

The sorcerer raised a long black staff at Brune. A beam of sickening yellow light blasted into Brune, sending him stumbling to the ground.

Phia screamed.

Dhar Jattab’s withered lips moved as he muttered a spell. Bluish light began pulsing down the beam from Brune to the sorcerer. 

“Ah…. fuck!” Brune held his head as if a vice was crushing his skull.

Endellion writhed on the ground and tried to talk, but only hacked and clutched her ribs. She finally rasped: “It’s a mana drain. Not good.”

Lilly, sitting beside Endellion, beat the ground. “If only I had my magic!”

Phia pulled an arrow from the quiver as doubts assailed her—What if I miss? What if the arrow doesn’t hurt him? What if it just makes him angry and he hurts Brune even more?

Ignoring those fears, she nocked the arrow, aimed for the sorcerer’s face, and let it fly.

“Owwwwwwwwww!”

Dhar Jattab roared like a dad who stubbed his toe. His spell abruptly stopped, and a stream of watery black blood drizzled over his albino-white face.

“Who did that?” His unblinking eyes rolled around in search of his attacker. They rested on Phia.

The cat girl stared with her mouth open, amazed at what she’d done.

“You?”

Endellion coughed. “Good job, Phia. He’s been using a magic protection spell. Ow! Fuck, Where are my potions?”

“I have them here,” Lilly said. “I already gave you a healing—”

“Give me the red ones. I don’t care about the green.” She snatched one of the small vials of red liquid and drank the whole thing.

Dhar Jattab wiped the blood from his face. The skin of his brow twisted into a frown. Staring at the girls as though his eyeballs would pop out, he swept his staff in their direction.

Lilly threw up her hands in a reflexive motion, as if she were throwing up a magic shield. But the magic attack knocked into her like a battering ram. She let out a pitiful sob as it catapulted her into an enormous tree trunk.

Endellion, already lying on the ground, ducked her head and escaped the blast. Phia stood completely unscathed, as if nothing had happened.

She ran to Lilly and threw herself over the fairy, wailing. “Lilly! It was my fault! This is all my fault.”

Lilly coughed and opened her eyes, wheezing to get her breath.

Phia’s face contorted with anguish. “Lilly, please be okay…”

She bent down and smooshed her cheek into Lilly’s cheek, wiping tears all over the fairy’s face. “I know we just met a few days ago, but I feel like I’ve known you forever. Please don’t die on me. I’m sorry I was jealous you were flirting with Brune. You can flirt with him. I won’t be jealous anymore—I promise. We can share him. Please Lilly... ”

The fairy raised her hand and patted the back of Phia’s head. “I’m okay, Phia,” she said through her pain. “It takes a lot more than that to kill a fairy. Please help me up.”

Phia helped Lilly limp back into the meadow.








CHAPTER FOURTEEN







DHAR JATTAB RAISED his staff above the ground.

“Fallen Ones, come to my aid!”

A portal opened in the air, and two dark shapes hurried out. It was hard to see them clearly, as if they were shrouded in night. But one had clawed, dragon-like wings and talons, and the other was a mountain of shaggy fur.

Brune lobbed a fireball over the summoned monsters’ heads. It crashed onto Dhar Jattab, knocking him over.

“Owww!”

The portal closed.

Brune laughed. “His Magic Protection doesn’t work while he’s summoning!”

“Capture the cat girl and kill the others!” Dhar Jattab said.

The dragon-like Fallen went for the girls. Phia fired an arrow and Lilly threw a pot. The arrow disappeared into the beast’s shadowy form while the metalware bounced off its head with a clang.

Lilly screamed.

“You okay, Lilly?” Phia said.

“No! I’m fucking pissed off I don’t have my magic!”

“Get behind me!” Endellion said. Her right arm hung limp and her legs weren’t working all that well, but the potion’s strength buff was coursing through her. Raising her sword, she clashed with the dragon-like Fallen while Brune wrestled the shaggy one to the ground.

Dhar Jattab repeated his incantation, “Fallen Ones, appear before me.”

“He’s summoning!” Brune bellowed. He fell back and lobbed three fireballs at the sorcerer before the shaggy Fallen crashed into him.

Endellion used one of her most powerful spells, conjuring a swirling black cloud over Dhar Jattab. A hailstorm of ice bullets battered the sorcerer.

Unfortunately, by casting this spell, Endellion left herself open to a wicked hit from the dragon-like Fallen. It knocked her into the air and sent her tumbling on the ground. She came to a stop near the large boulder where Cenric, Dhar Jattab’s apprentice, was standing.

But this didn’t disrupt Endellion’s spell; the ice bullets hailed down onto Dhar Jattab for 11 seconds. By the time it was over, the sorcerer was laid out on the ground and his portal was closed.

Two more Fallen had emerged. One of these dark figures seemed to be a mass of gnashing jaws. The other was a winged monster with long arms; it immediately flapped into the air.

Endellion was back on her feet, thanks to the strength buff—but a claw immediately slashed her leg.

The gnashing jaws also flew towards her.

“You’re dead!” Cenric said. “You should have given up when Dhar Jattab gave you the chance!”

A blinding light flashed through the field.

Phia and Lilly looked around in fear and confusion as the winged Fallen crashed into the ground, smoke billowing off it.

Brune strode towards the girls, his yellow eyes burning. Behind him, the shaggy Fallen dragged itself on the ground, severely mangled.

Phia instinctively stepped back as Brune thumped past her. He looked like a savage; white hair hanging wildly about his face, lips curled back to bare his tusks.

Gripping his club, he abruptly pointed it in Phia and Lilly’s direction. Phia froze in fear. She saw Brune’s lips move.

A shattering blast shook the earth, as if a clap of thunder exploded beneath their feet. Phia and Lilly screamed and hugged each other. Something behind them blew to bits; chunks of it flew all over the meadow.

Ignoring Phia and Lilly’s terrified faces, Brune turned towards Endellion, who was still on the ground, barely keeping the dragon-like Fallen away. Brune laid it out with three swings of his club.

Cenric watched, his mouth agape. “No! I can’t—It’s impossible!”

Brune flashed him a look. The young man tripped over himself and tumbled into the boulder.

Phia and Lilly stood in each other’s arms, watching Brune in awe as he stalked back towards the sorcerer.

Dhar Jattab’s cloak was torn, and his apparently fragile face was bruised. Brune walked slowly, almost patiently.

The sorcerer shakily raised his staff.

“Mbulu, come to my aid!”

The portal opened, just as Brune roared, “Ecnis Wnda!”

A fiery surge rolled over Dhar Jattab like a tidal wave of flames. When it passed, his singed form rolled on the ground.

A large, gangly creature crawled out of the portal. It was like Grundalin, only bigger and uglier.

Brune launched his Arrow of Death before Mbulu had even stood to his full height. The black arrow blasted through its stomach, leaving a large hole.

This made Mbulu angry. He landed several blows, surprising Brune with its extremely long reach. But Brune fell back and fired volleys of Chaos Wave.

Mbulu dropped to his knees and disintegrated.

Dhar Jattab leaned on his staff, his face partly melted from fire.

“Is that it?” Brune said, striding towards him. “I’m a little disappointed. ”

Dhar Jattab screamed and fired a bolt of lightning at Brune, before collapsing on the ground.

Brune took the hit, dropping to a knee. After a moment, he got back up and raised his club.

But the sorcerer’s form seemed to deflate: his black robe sunk to the ground and his head crumpled and shriveled until it had completely disappeared.

Brune stared at the empty cloak.

“You would vanish in the creepiest way possible, wouldn’t you?”



* * *




While Brune was battling Mbulu, Endellion lay on the ground, bleeding.

Rolling onto her side, she clutched her ribs. Something hurt badly, especially when she inhaled.

She looked at her hand: blood.

Letting out a moan, Endellion felt around her pocket.

“I have your potion,” Lilly said. “There’s one green and two red ones left.”

The elf rolled over. Lilly and Phia were looking down at her with concern on their faces.

Beyond them, another blurry shape loomed.

Endellion shut her eyes tightly and blinked several times. Her vision cleared enough to recognize the figure.

Of course. That boy—Cenric, or whatever his name was. He was standing there like an idiot, watching Brune, oblivious to the three women. He kept running his hand through his hair and saying, “I—I can’t fucking believe it…”

Endellion snatched the green vial—a healing potion—and hastily drank it. That would stop the bleeding. Then she took the red ones, the Amesynth, a rare vitality potion that cured exhaustion and disease, and provided a strength buff, for 24 hours.

She gulped them both.

The pain dissolved quickly, like a mountain of weight lifting from her body. Her muscles tightened. Energy and aggression pulsed through her. Lilly and Phia got out of the way as she bounced to her feet and walked towards the boy.

Cenric stepped back.

“What’s wrong, boy? Scared?”

He looked behind her towards Dhar Jattab.

“I don’t think he’ll be coming to help you.”

Cenric raised his staff. His face contorted into a look of bitter hatred.

Endellion laughed. “You shouldn’t hold your breath for so long.”

“Fuck you!” He lowered his staff.

Endellion shoved the air with both hands, sending a ferocious blast of wind that knocked Cenric to the ground.

“Get up,” she said, grabbing hold of his staff.

“Don’t touch my staff!” He clung to it, but Endellion put her boot on him and wrested it away. She flung the staff into the grass. “Get up.”

She stood with her hands on her hips, feet wide apart. Lilly and Phia watched uneasily.

Cenric’s legs were shaking as he got up. Endellion swiftly grabbed him by the throat. He coughed and clutched at her wrists as she raised him into the air and slammed him on his back.

Then she kicked him in the stomach.

Endellion heard gasps behind her. She turned to Phia and Lilly.

“This is why you girls can’t be adventurers. Too squeamish.”

“There’s no need to hurt him,” Phia said.

“Sure there is.” Endellion crouched down and grabbed his arm.

“Ow!” Cenric yelped as Endellion rolled onto her back and threw her legs over him, locking him in an armbar hold.

“Ah! Wait!” Cenric yelled.

“Oh, don’t worry, I’ll wait. I wouldn’t rush this for the world.”

Cenric screamed and gasped for breath as tears of pain streamed down his face.

“Endellion, stop it!” Phia said.

Lilly chimed in: “Please Endellion, don’t torture him!”

“He deserves it.” She flexed her legs and arched her back.

“Aaaaaah!”

“Endellion!” Brune’s voice boomed as he strode over the grass. “Stop that. Now.”

The dark elf paused for a second and then resumed the squeeze.

Cenric screamed. Something popped and cracked loudly.

Brune’s enormous hands gripped Endellion and pulled her off Cenric.

“I told you to stop!”

To Endellion’s astonishment, he was furious.

“Let me go! You’d think I was beating up Phia. Why do you care what I do to him?”

Brune released Endellion with a shove. “He’s just a boy.”

“Yes. And I’m going to kill him slowly.”

“No, you are not going to kill him at all.”

“What’s wrong with you? You saw how arrogant he was.”

“So what? You’re arrogant, too. It’s not a capital crime.”

Endellion rolled her eyes. “Are you serious? When did you become so precious? He was trying to kill us!”

Brune took out his healing potion and tapped Phia on the shoulder with it. “Give him this.”

Endellion scoffed. “That’s your last one!”

“Lilly’s going to make more potions, aren’t you, Lilly?”

“Yes, Lord Brune,” she said, folding her hands.

Phia poured the potion into Cenric’s mouth. His breathing gradually became less frantic, but he groped around in the grass and his eyes searched here and there.

Phia and Lilly looked at each other. “He wants his staff,” Lilly whispered.

Phia got up and stepped towards it, but Brune put his hand on her shoulder.

“Just leave it,” he murmured. “He’ll pick it up himself. The most insulting thing you can do to a sorcerer is touch his staff.”

Cenric shakily got to his feet. He looked across the field and squinted his eyes at Dhar Jattab’s black robe, heaped on the grass.

“Your master left without you,” Brune said.

Cenric scratched his strawberry blonde head and looked at the ground. “Probably thought I was dead.”

“He didn’t seem to care one way or the other. But that’s your problem. Go on, get out of here before I change my mind.”

Cenric recovered his staff as Endellion sneered at him, hands on her hips.

Backing away, Cenric turned around and tramped across the meadow, a limp hampering his right leg and one arm hanging limp. He glanced over his shoulder before passing into the aspens.


* * *




Brune felt like he’d fallen off a mountain, smashed into rocks, and then dragged himself all the way back to the top.

It was partly from the blows he received during the battle, but more so from the fatiguing effects of using so many powerful magic attacks and emptying his mana.

Barely able to keep his eyes open, he lay on his blanket and watched the two girls as the stars shone above them.

“You poor thing,” Phia said to Lilly, hugging her closer. The two of them cuddled in front of the campfire. Some of Lilly’s homemade concoctions were bubbling in pots over the flames, and the air was thick with scents of herbs and wood.

“You’ve never been away from home, and then suddenly you’re enslaved and taken away. And then a sorcerer almost kills you. Your poor mama must be so worried, too.”

Lilly chuckled softly as Phia squished her face into her breasts. The cat girl’s tongue flicked out and licked Lilly’s hair three times.

Brune snorted. “Did you just lick her head?”

Phia flung her hand over her mouth. Her cheeks colored.

“That’s okay,” Lilly said. “It’s in your nature. It’s just your way of taking care of someone.”

“Oh my gods, I’m such a weirdo,” Phia mewled. “I’m treating you like you’re my kitten.”

“I don’t mind. But actually, I’m old enough to be your mother, believe it or not.”

“What? No!”

“Yes. Fairies don’t really age. My mom is like a hundred and ten and she looks the same age as me.”

Brune took a deep breath and smiled dozily. Eternally nubile.

The thought made him restless, despite his fatigue. He sat up and looked around the dark meadow. Endellion was still hanging out by the horses; she’d gone over there to sulk.

Something glinted in the grass, over where much of the battle had taken place.

Brune walked over and found a flat metal object, about three square inches. Lilly’s bondage sigil. Endellion must have dropped it during the battle.

He took it back to the fire and sat down, studying the engraved sigil.

Now here was something to occupy his attention—as good as a game of chess or a problem of logic. He wasn’t likely to solve it if Endellion couldn’t do it; she had more experience with sigil breaking. But it was worth trying.

Taking regular, controlled breaths, Brune stared at the sigil until everything else melted into darkness. Against that black background, the sigil’s lines and shapes glowed green.

Once he understood the sigil’s full meaning, its representation changed. He saw a glowing green mass at the center, with various coiling threads that protruded from it.

Those threads were actually channels; Brune could go inside them with his mind. He entered one. Crackling sounds bounced around the channel as he followed it down various twists and turns until he finally came to a quiet hollow—the center.

Keeping the entire passageway in his mind’s grasp, he left the chamber and went back the way he’d come. Then he entered another channel and did the same thing. He repeated the process with a few more.

The sigil didn’t seem to be all that difficult. Brune felt it gradually weaken as he went through channel after channel. After traversing about a dozen of them, the sigil’s light swelled into a brilliant green.

A flash of blinding light. Then... nothing.

Brune opened his eyes. He looked at the piece of metal in his hand.

I did it. Endellion must not have tried very—

“Oh!” Lilly sat up straight. “What—Something—Something just happened!”

Phia blinked her blue eyes at the fairy. “What’s wrong, Lilly?”

“Nothing... I feel great.”

“I just broke your bondage sigil,” Brune said.

Lilly gulped. She looked at her hands and wiggled her fingers. Her eyes widened and a smile spread across her face.

“Lilly?” Phia said softly.

The fairy screamed and jumped to her feet, throwing up her arms. The blanket scarf fell to the ground. Phia stared, open-mouthed.

Clenching her fists and pressing her elbows into her sides, she flapped her wings rapidly.

Phia’s hair swirled around as dead grass and smoke from the campfire blew into her face. “Lilly! Watch it!”

“I can heal the rest of my injuries now, no problem,” the fairy said. She threw her head back and let out a sigh as a pink light dusted over her. Then she smiled and did a little dance of joy.

With a grin and a jump, the fairy took off like a shot.

Brune saw her zipping across the starry sky, diving and spinning like an aerial acrobat.

Twice, she whizzed over his head and circled low around the campfire, her laughter filling the air like a song.

“Ow! Lilly!” Phia said. “She spanked my bum!”

“I had to do it!” Lilly said, hovering overhead. “It looked so cute, it was just asking for it!”

Giggling with delight, she swooped down and landed in Brune’s lap. He temporarily forgot how to speak as the fairy planted rapid kisses over his face.

“Thank you, Lord Brune,” she breathed and hugged his head. One of her hard nipples pressed under his eye. He was about to take it in his mouth when Endellion spoke.

“What’s going on?”

“I broke her sigil,” Brune said after Lilly had released him from her breasty embrace.

The fairy tittered and shot off again, soaring in circles over the field.

“I don’t know why you found it so difficult—it wasn’t that bad. Didn’t even take me long.”

Endellion stared at the campfire, her face inscrutable.

“Yeah... Well... I was tired.”








CHAPTER FIFTEEN







“HEY, THAT BIRD’S flying right towards us!”

A pigeon flapped through the trees directly ahead, its squeaky wings ruffling the stillness of the sunny morning. 

Lilly hugged Endellion’s waist and screamed as the bird landed on the horse’s shoulder.

It bobbed its head and cooed.

“W-what—what is that?” Lilly said, peeking around Endellion.

“It’s a pigeon. You’ve never seen one? I thought they were everywhere.”

The pigeon ruffled its feathers and waddled closer to Endellion.

Lilly whispered, “What does it want?”

“It wants to be near the homing sigil,” Endellion said, showing Lilly one of her rings.

Stopping the horse, she picked up the bird and removed a little scroll from its foot.

“Your detective friend,” Brune said, bringing his horse next to Endellion’s.

“Mmm-hmm.”

Endellion unrolled the scroll and read it, nodding her head.

“Can I see it?” Brune said.

She held up the paper. It was blank.

“Magic encryption. You didn’t think I’d be so careless as to make it visible to just anyone?”

Brune shrugged. “Well? Does it tell us anything useful?”

“Rowkis Fragan and Bozhidar Vladnoch go way back. They’ve been exchanging favors for a long time.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, and Fragan seems to be involved in all kinds of corruption—bribery, embezzlement, cronyism. He and Vladnoch are running an extortion racket together.”

“In Bambioch?”

“Yup, according to my friend.”

Brune nodded. “That’s good enough for me.”




* * *





They looked down at the city of Bambioch from the top of a ridge. Brune had never laid eyes on it before; a city of political climbers and clerics had never appealed to him.

But now that he actually saw it—at least from a distance—he had to admit it looked beautiful. The Welna Sea sparkled under the blue sky beyond the city’s golden domes and soaring towers.

“We’ll go straight to Fragan’s,” Brune said. “Can you show us the way, Phia?”

“He won’t be home now,” she said. “We might as well go shopping.”

“Shopping?” Brune’s face twisted in disgust. “What are you talking about, shopping?”

“For Lilly! She needs something to wear—other than a blanket.”

“That... would be nice, Lord Brune,” Lilly said in a tiny voice, touching the blanket that hung over her chest.

Hmm. Panties and clothes for Lilly! Images of the fairy trying on underwear and skirts popped into Brune’s mind.

He sighed, pretending to be aloof. “Alright then, where’s the shopping district?”

Three hours later, Brune walked out of a fancy women’s clothing store, carrying bags of panties, lingerie, and two outfits—one of which was hardly more than a few strings of fabric.

Phia came out behind him and held the door open. “Are you coming, Lilly? You’re not shy are you?”

Brune looked back at the open door. “Where is she?” 

Phia shrugged. “I think she’s shy.”

Brune shook his head. “Come on, Lilly, get your ass out here!”

The fairy burst through the door and charged into the street, Endellion slowly walking out behind her. Lilly halted in front of Brune and performed a pirouette.

She wore a short frilly dress that left her back bare—the only option, given her wings. As for the front, it seemed miraculous that her boobs didn’t bounce out.

“Thank you for the clothing, Master Brune. It feels...so pretty!” 

“It suits you,” Phia said. “You shouldn’t be shy.”

“I’m just not used to it. But I like it!” She spun around, watching the skirt fill up with air.

Endellion leaned against a lamppost and watched pensively.

“I still think Endellion secretly wanted a dress for herself,” Phia said.

Endellion met her gaze, and for an instant Phia glimpsed anguish in the elf’s eyes.

“Endellion, are you okay?”

Her face quickly regained its usual cold detachment.

“Of course, Kitty. I’m fine.”




* * *





Rowkis Fragan lived in Castlewood, a wealthy neighborhood with large stone houses.

“That’s where the lawmakers’ chambers and the courts are,” Phia said, pointing beyond the rooftops to a silver-topped clock tower with soaring spires.

“My uncle walks over there every day for work. He’ll be home now, having his dinner.”

Brune knocked at Fragan’s door. A rotund maid answered. She let out a squeak of surprise when she saw Brune’s face.

“We’re here to see Fragan. Tell him it’s Phia.”

“Ph-Phia?” She gasped as the cat girl stepped into view. “One moment.”

She returned quickly.

“Come this way. He’s having his dinner.”

Fragan sat at the table in a sparsely decorated dining room, where an old clock ticked lazily on the wall. His sagging eyes bulged open as Brune and the three women walked into the room.

“What the fuck is this!” he sputtered, spewing bits of chicken onto the table.

“Phia! What the f—”

“Calm down,” Brune said. “We know you’re a fraud.”

“Phia, who’s this idiot? And why did you run from Vladnoch’s?” He slammed his fist on the table. “Do you know what a nuisance–”

“I’m Brune Hargish. We’re adventurers.” He swept his hand towards Endellion and Lilly. “We’ve been hired to investigate you.”

“Investigate! Is that right?”

“Yes. We’ve uncovered a lot of dirt about you.”

Fagan squinted at Brune. His wispy hair clung to his sweaty forehead. 

“For example, we discovered that you have no relation to Phia!”

Fragan’s eyes bulged even more.

Brune stepped closer, sensing Fragan was about to confess.

But he only gripped his napkin and stared at the mashed potatoes. Then he smiled grimly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Now kindly leave Phia here and get out of my house before I report you to the authorities. Phia, go to your room.”

“We know about the extortion racket you’re running with Vladnock, too,” Brune said. “And we can prove it.”

Fragan slammed his fist on the table. “You’re lying! You’ve no proof!” He stood up in a rage but froze when he saw he wasn’t even eye-level with Brune’s chest.

The quarter-ogre stepped closer, staring at Fragan as if he might eat him. Fragan backed away, bumping into his chair.

“You’re a liar, Fragan—Admit it!” Clenching his fists and bearing his teeth, Brune lurched forward.

Panic invaded Fragan’s face. Tripping over himself, he fell to the floor, wheezing to catch his breath.

“Be careful, Brune,” Endellion said, touching his arm. “Remember what happened last time.”

“Lord Brune,” Lilly sang, skipping in front of him. “I believe I can help, with your permission.”

Brune nodded.

Lilly crouched beside Fragan and touched his arm. “Don’t worry, Sir,” she said in a breathy voice. “You won’t come to any harm as long as I’m here. I’ll see to it.”

Fragan’s breathing slowed down. He looked at Lilly as if he’d forgotten the rest of the world existed.

She stood up and stepped back. “Please stand up, Mr. Fragan.”

He obeyed.

Lilly raised her hand above her head. A fizzy mist swirled around her arm, sparkling with blue, pink, and yellow, and a wand materialized in her hand. She squealed and pressed the implement against her chest.

“Oh, I missed you so much, Cindy!”

A grunt scraped in Brune’s throat. “Cindy?”

“My wand,” Lilly said, giggling at Brune’s perplexed face. “I named her Cindy. Phia! Watch this!”

Phia bounced on her toes and clapped her hands. “I’m watching!”

Lilly waved her sparkling wand in front of Fragan’s face.

“You will tell the truth, won’t you, Mr. Fagan?”

“Yes, Miss,” he said as blue and pink twinkled around his head. “For you, I will do anything.”

Brune and Endellion snickered.

“Master Brune will ask you questions now.”

Fragan’s admiring eyes followed Lilly as she stepped aside.

Brune cleared his throat. “Tell us the truth about Phia.”

“Phia.” Fragan sighed and looked at Brune with glassy eyes. “What a find!”

Phia’s ears went back and her tail bristled.

“How did you find her?” Brune said.

“I heard… the Sisters of Feron had a young cat girl... And she’d bloomed into the most beautiful woman in Bambioch.”

“So you decided to take her.”

Fragan smiled and winked. “Before someone else got to her first.” He swayed on his feet and looked at Phia dreamily. “Amazing piece of ass, isn’t she? I jerked off over her every night when she was here.”

“Ew!” Phia said, swiping the air with her claws. “Uncle Rowkis!”

A dopey smile spread over Fragan’s face. “Oh, I’m not really your uncle. I just faked it so I could claim guardianship over you.”

Phia covered the sides of her head with trembling hands. “It was all a lie?”

“How did you manage it?” Brune said.

“Manage… what? Oh! I just had some papers written up. That was simple; just a matter of pulling some strings.”

“And then you sold her to Bozhidar Vladnoch,” Endellion said.

“I thought he’d want her for his slave harem, so I invited him to meet Phia. He liked her so much he wanted to marry her. I took advantage—set an outrageous price. Told him it was final. He refused. A week later he sent me a down payment.”

Brune heard Phia’s ragged breath, choked with tears. The sound cut into his heart. His fists clenched at his sides until the knuckles turned white.

“You’re coming with us to the courts. Now.”

“Wait a minute.” Fragan threw up his hands. “Let’s talk about it first.”

“There’s nothing to talk about.”

“Vladnoch won’t be happy.”

“Do I look happy?”

Fragan backed up to the wall as Brune glowered at him with a demonic gleam in his eyes.

“Wh-what do you want me to do?”

“I want you to give up your guardianship of Phia. That’s it. We don’t have to get into the dirty details if the judge doesn’t ask. But if you don’t cooperate—now—you’ll have a lot more problems on your hands. Fraud, extortion, bribery, embezzlement; we’ll expose it all.”

Fragan wiped his sweaty head and cleared his throat. “But—”

“Don’t try to talk your way out of this,” Brune said, stooping to bring his face close to Fragan’s.

Fragan stammered, “I—I’m not... It’s just—”

“Shut up. We’re leaving. Now.” Brune turned and walked to the door.

Fragan beat a fist on his thigh and turned to Lilly. “I’m trying to tell him. It’s 7:30. The courts are closed.”

Tick... tock, tick... tock, tick... tock

The lazy clock on the wall seemed to interject itself. Brune looked at it.

“What time do the courts open tomorrow, Mr. Fragan?” Lilly said.

“Nine o’clock.”

“Can I trust you to be ready first thing in the morning?”

“Yes, Miss.”











CHAPTER SIXTEEN










LILLY LEANED HER cheek against one of the iron bars of the courthouse gates. “I guess we’ll just have to find something else to do today.”

“Hopefully, it’ll actually be open tomorrow,” Phia said.

“Well, he insisted it would be,” Brune said, watching Fragan as he slinked off towards the government office buildings.

“You think he’ll try anything?” Endellion said.

“Maybe. He’s got a whole day for scheming. But that’s why I tried to put the fear of death into him just now.”

Brune meandered down the street. Phia walked by his side, looking up at him with searching eyes.

“It definitely worked,” Lilly said, pushing herself away from the gate. “I thought he was going to faint away.”

“I don’t like it when you do that,” Phia said. “You’re scary.”

Brune looked at her with his crooked smile. “It’s just an act. I’m always in control.”

As they passed the wall of the courthouse, a spectacular vista opened up. It overlooked the commercial district; wood-tiled rooftops crowded together in irregular patterns, right up to the tree-lined avenue that ran along the Port of Bambioch.

Out on the sea, billowing sails brought spices, silk, and perfumes from over the shimmering horizon. Lilly and Phia skipped ahead and chirped about how beautiful it was.

And they were right. I was beautiful. He wouldn’t have noticed or cared before. But the fact that Phia and Lilly enjoyed it so much somehow made Brune enjoy it, too. He took in a whiff of the briny air.

An unfamiliar feeling warmed his breast. It was so... cozy.

Is this happiness?

Something in the vista caught Phia’s eye. She stepped away from Lilly and made a sign towards the sea. It was the same sign she’d made when she prayed at her bedside.

Endellion folded her arms and leaned against the courthouse wall, watching Phia.

The cat girl curtseyed and murmured a prayer, making the sign a few more times. Brune searched the buildings below until his eye came upon a magnificent temple that stood on the water.

When Phia had finished her prayer, Brune said, “That must be the Temple of Feron.”

“No,” she said, giving him an incredulous look. “It’s the Temple of Sol.”

Brune shrugged. “Oh. I didn’t know you prayed to Sol, too.”

“Of course. Sol is Feron’s brother.”

“Oh yeah... I did know that.”

“The Order of Feron is part of the hierarchy of the Church of Sol,” Endellion said.

Brune nodded slowly. “That much I did not know.”

Endellion pointed towards the temple. “That’s where the Head Cardinal presides.”

“It’s a really beautiful temple,” Phia said, her tail flicking beneath her dress. “I was eleven the first time I went there, and I was so nervous! It was the Day of Sol’s Ascent, and we sang in front of hundreds of people.”

Lilly grabbed Phia’s shoulder. “I didn’t know you could sing!”

“I sang in the Sisters of Feron Choir.”

“I sang with a group, too! We called ourselves the Meadow Birds.” Lilly’s mouth popped open. She looked at Brune and Endellion. “We could all sing together! Brune, you could—”

“No.”

“... sing bass?”

“I can’t sing. And you don’t want to hear me try.”

Lilly pouted. “Endellion? You could be our alto… If you want?”

The hint of a smirk appeared at the corner of the dark elf’s mouth. “Sure. I can be the alto.”

“Yay!” Lilly clapped her hands.

“That would be amazing,” Phia said, taking Lilly’s hands. “We could teach each other songs!”

“I can play the cittern,” Lilly said.

“I play the violin!”

“I wonder if we can stop at a music shop,” Lilly whispered.

“We passed one yesterday when we bought your dress.”

Lilly’s eyes twinkled. “I know. I saw it, too.”

Brune cleared his throat. “Let’s go back to the inn and have coffee,” he said, pretending he hadn’t heard the stuff about music shops.

What was the point of talking about singing together? Phia would be leaving them soon. Once he figured out what the hell to do with her.




* * *




“You want to help us?” Phia said, picking up a jigsaw puzzle piece. Lilly had found a bunch of puzzles in the dining room when they’d had dinner. This one was an illustration of the interior of the Bambioch Temple of Sol.

“No thanks,” Brune said, looking out the window of their room. A lamplighter was making his rounds on the dusky street.

“Starting to rain out there,” Brune murmured.

“You’ve been so quiet all day, Lord Brune,” Lilly said. “Even quieter than usual. Is anything the matter?”

He turned to the table. Lilly was resting her chin on her palm, staring at Brune like a college girl crushing on a professor.

“No,” he said, looking back out the window. “I’m just thinking.”

Phia and Lilly had been their happy-go-lucky selves the whole day. They seemed to assume, naively, that everything would go as planned at the courts.

But he’d already told Phia many times that she couldn’t stay with him. It was impossible. And besides, she was no adventurer… Although; she had proved herself to be a crack shot under pressure.

I guess she’s got potential.

But anyway, they didn’t know how it would turn out in court. Even if Fragan cooperated and the judge nullified his guardianship over Phia... What then? It would still be up to the judge what to do with her. In the worst-case scenario, he might just give Vladnoch guardianship, since he was already engaged to Phia.

Or maybe the judge would put Phia under the Crown’s protection? In that case, Brune would still have no say in what happened to her. He might not even see her again.

I’ll ask the judge to give her back to the Sisters of Feron. It should be a strong argument since they are basically her family.

“Hey, we’re getting there,” Phia said.

“Yeah, it’s taking shape,” said Lilly. “I see what you mean. The temple looks spectacular. I’ve never seen anything like that.”

“Don’t you have temples in your country?”

“Well, the forest is our temple.”

“I wish I could take you to a service there. You’d love the hymns.”

Brune watched Phia thoughtfully. She always spoke so passionately about her religion. Going back to the sisters really did seem like the best thing for her.

A life of service to Feron would probably make her happy.

Brune walked over to the table. “It does look nice,” said, picking up a piece and attaching it to the picture.




* * *



Endellion returned after the others had gone to bed. She’d been in the dining hall since supper time.

“Hi, Endellion,” Phia said as the door shut. They’d rented a room with three beds: one for Lilly and Phia to share, one for Brune, and one for Endellion.

“Hey,” Endellion said.

Brune could smell beer as the elf staggered over to her bed on the other side of the room.

“Good night, Endellion,” Phia said.

“Night.”

A few minutes later, Brune heard Phia and Lilly whispering. Then a pair of feet padded the floor and someone slipped under his sheets. The purring started immediately.

“I was scared,” Phia whispered as she snuggled up to Brune’s arm.

“Of what?”

“Of… of the thunder.”

“There is no thunder.”

Phia rubbed her face against Brune’s arm and laughed needily.

Gods dammit, she’s horny.

A moment later, another soft body crept under the blankets on the other side of the bed.

“Sorry, Lord Brune, but...it...it wasn’t fair that Phia got to sleep with you while I slept alone.”

Phia made her silly giggling sound again, nuzzling her head into Brune’s arm. Lilly joined in with giggling of her own and snuggled up to Brune’s other arm.

“You don’t mind, do you, Brune?” Phia said. “Or are you still grumpy?”

“Shut up. Go to sleep.”

Phia squealed and slapped his arm. “Don’t tell me to shut up! You shut up! I was--”

Brune pinched her lips between his thumb and fingers. “Shhh. Or I’ll kick you out and make you sleep in the other bed alone.”

Phia looked repentant, so Brune released her lips.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, purring again. “I’ll be a good girl.”

A moment later, Brune felt Lilly’s breasts pressing onto his arm as she leaned over him to whisper in his ear. “Lord Brune, I wonder if Endellion will join us.” She ran her hand over his chest. “Like last time.”

“I don’t think she will,” Brune said. “Not tonight.”

And she didn’t.








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN







“CALLIDORA. MISS PHIA Callidora.”

For a moment, Brune and Phia fumbled around in their chairs as if they didn’t know what to do.

They’d been waiting such a long time that it was almost surprising to hear the courtroom secretary call Phia’s name.

They’d arrived first thing in the morning, but the docket was still filled with names from the previous court day, so the secretary told them to come back after lunch.

Phia and Lilly dragged Brune to the music shop they’d seen in the shopping district, and Phia insisted on buying a cittern for Lilly. She used her share of the money from Endellion’s pick-pocketing efforts at the slave market. It wasn’t quite enough, though, so Brune had to pay the difference.

“Callidora,” the secretary called again. “Miss Phia Callidora.”

Brune led Phia out of the crowded sitting area.

“Good luck, Phia,” Lilly said, clutching the small stringed instrument on her lap.

Endellion sat with her legs crossed, a thoughtful look on her face.

Heads turned as Brune and Phia walked down the aisle towards the gray-bearded judge. Fragan, looking very sweaty and sheepish, followed behind them.

The judge peered over his spectacles. “You are Miss Callidora?”

“Y-yes.”

“Alright. Go ahead; explain why you’re here.”

“Um...I…”

“Eh? You’re going to have to speak up, Miss Callidora.”

“If I may speak, Sir,” Fragan said with a bow. “Rowkis Fragan, Assistant to the Deputy Secretary of the Treasury Office. I am the guardian of this girl, Sir, and I wish to relinquish my guardianship.”

The judge’s gray eyebrows knitted into a frown. “What is the reason?”

Fragan proceeded to tell how he’d adopted his orphaned niece, motivated by a desire to do good; how he’d arranged for her marriage to a wealthy gentleman, securing her a position in society. But Phia turned out to be wayward and selfish, running away from the man who loved her.

“I’ve done all I can for her, Sir. And, frankly, she’s too much trouble. I’m willing to return her to the Sisters of Feron, or perhaps—”

“Alright, Mr. Fragle, that will do.”

“It’s Fragan, Sir.”

The judge turned his gaze on Phia. Her ears were pointing down and she was clenching her fists. “Do you agree with Mr. Fragle’s account, Miss Callidora?”

“No, Sir.” Phia played with her hands, suddenly shy.

“Why did you run away?” the judge said in a kindly voice.

Phia looked at him and rubbed her eye. “I didn’t like it there... I didn’t like Mr. Vladnoch. He’s an odious man.”

The judge knitted his brow. “What did you say his name was?”

“Vladnoch, Sir. Bozhidar Vladnoch.”

“Bozhidar Vladnoch,” the judge repeated quietly. “Bozhidar…”

“I didn’t want to marry him, but I wasn’t given a say. I didn’t want to live with him, either.” She gestured to Fragan, who had a large vein popping out on his forehead. “He was mean to me, and once he tried to make me sleep with him in his bed, until I scratched him.”

The judge continued asking questions until he’d gotten the full story, including Brune and Endellion’s involvement. Then he rubbed his beard, repeating quietly, “Bozhidar Vladnoch, Bozhidar... Vladnoch.”

He looked up at the waiting area. “Mr. Stilkins!”

A black-robed lawyer stood up and bowed. “Sir.”

“Why do I know that name? Bozhidar Vladnoch.”

“Runs some brothels in Skrull.”

“Yes! Of course.” He looked at Phia. “Is that the same Bozhidar Vladnoch?”

Phia nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

The judge looked at Fragan as if he were a pile of excrement. “You married off this young girl—your own niece!—to an infamous pimp? You claim she’s your niece. I wonder about that. But this court isn’t concerned with that today. I rescind your guardianship of Miss Callidora.”

Phia grabbed Brune’s arm and looked up at him, tears wetting her cheeks.

The judge looked hard at Brune. “Why didn’t you deliver Miss Callidora to Mr. Vladnoch, as you were hired to do?”

Brune cleared his throat. He hated talking about touchy-feely stuff, especially in front of a packed courtroom.

“I just couldn’t do it, Sir. Not after I got to know her. Couldn’t even think about it.”

“You care for this young lady?”

Brune felt Phia’s hands squeezing his.

“Yes, Sir.”

He reciprocated Phia’s squeeze. He felt closer to her than ever.

The judge pinched his nose. “I want to make sure I understand. Instead of bringing Miss Callidora back to Skrull, you decided to take her to Bambioch, in order to... What?”

“I was hoping a court would rescind Fragan’s guardianship, Sir. I figured her new guardian would cancel her engagement to Vladnoch, since it clearly isn’t in her best interest.”

The judge frowned. “But where did you expect her to go? Whose care will she be under?”

Brune hesitated. He knew this was the part when he was supposed to bring up the Sisters of Feron, like he’d planned.

The judge looked at Phia. “Where would you like to go, Miss Callidora?”

“I want to be with Brune, Sir.” She hugged his arm.

The judge looked at Brune with a glint in his eye. “Do you have the means of caring for Miss Callidora, Sir?”

Brune’s tongue felt like lead. He swallowed. “Well, the thing is…” he meant to explain all the reasons he couldn’t take Phia. How he couldn’t give her the life she deserved. Her lack of adventuring skills. The danger it would put her in.

But the words got stuck in his throat, especially when he felt Phia intertwining her little fingers with his own.

“Yes,” he said hoarsely.

“Are you willing to take on the responsibility of Miss Callidora’s guardianship?”

A warm feeling flushed over Brune. Phia smiled up at him. Her face was like sunshine.

I could have that face beside me forever.

It was like setting foot on a sunny island after a lifetime of being tossed on dark seas.

“Yes, Sir.”

“Then the matter is settled. You will be Miss Callidora’s guardian until she turns 25 or such time that... she is married.” The judge’s eyes twinkled again. “Good afternoon.”





* * *




Phia held Brune’s hand as they walked over the marble floor of the court hall.

Lilly skipped around them, the cittern under her arm. “Ph-ia and Br-une,” she sang. “We should go somewhere and sing songs.”

“Yes!” Phia said. “Maybe we can go down to the beach.”

Endellion walked ahead in silence. As for Fragan, the instant the matter was resolved, he’d slinked away as if he’d just been exposed as a criminal.

“It’s raining!” Lilly said as she trotted down the stone steps of the court building.

“Only a little,” Phia said. “And there are some gazebos down near the beach.”

“Well, I guess we could go there for a bit,” Brune said.

But when they walked through the stone gate, a magnificent carriage was parked on the street. It was ornately decorated in purple and gold, and pulled by six white horses. In front of the carriage, and behind it, steely eyed cavalrymen with glinting helmets sat tall on their warhorses.

“Woah!” Lilly said. “Is this royalty?”

Endellion stood ahead of the others, looking at the carriage. She turned to Brune and took a deep breath.

“It’s the Head Cardinal.”

Brune, Phia, and Lilly all gaped at her, waiting for an explanation.

A liveried footman climbed down from the carriage and opened the door, and a broad-shouldered man with flowing white hair and a beard stepped out. He wore purple robes and carried a long staff. He moved with the careless ease of supreme authority.

A guard, wearing the same uniform as the cavalrymen, crossed the road and walked towards the adventurers.

“It’s no big deal,” Endellion said. “I just thought we should reach out to the Cardinal. My detective friend said he’s been interested in Phia for some time.”

Phia blinked at Endellion. “The Cardinal… interested in me?”

Brune looked at the elf with disdain. “You thought you should reach out to him behind our backs.”

“Look, Hargish. I didn’t know anything would come of it. I didn’t know he’d show up here.”

“Good day,” the guardsman said, bowing to Endellion. “You are Miss Grimhold?”

“Yes.”

“The young lady is with you?” The guard looked at Lilly and then Phia, focusing on her ears.

“Yes. This is her.”

Phia curtseyed, a look of bewilderment on her face.

“His Eminence Leopold Cardinal Waldemarr wishes to speak with you—all of you. Please, come this way.”

“The Cardinal?” Phia said, covering her mouth. “Speak to us?”

Brune warily gazed across the road. The cardinal looked formidable—like a man used to getting what he wanted.

“There may be an opportunity for Phia at the temple,” Endellion said.

“Oh?” Brune narrowed his eyes at Endellion and scratched his chin. It was so unexpected.

“W-what kind of opportunity?” Phia said.

“I’m told there’s a position open,” Endellion said. “But I don’t know much more than that. He’ll explain it all to us, presumably.”

Brune nodded to the guard. “Let’s hear him out.”

They followed the guard across the road. Phia clasped her hands in front of her chest and walked with delicate steps as if she’d entered a holy temple. The Cardinal’s gray eyes watched Phia intensely as the group approached him.

“Good afternoon,” the Cardinal said in a deep, resonant voice. “I am Cardinal Waldemarr.”

He glanced at each of the adventurers, but his eyes returned to the cat girl.

“Hello, Phia,” he said. “It is an honor to meet you.”

After a moment of confusion, Phia gushed, “Your Eminence,” and made a deep curtsey.

“I trust everything turned out in your favor?”

“I... oh…” Phia looked at Brune and Endellion.

“Yes, Cardinal,” Endellion said. “Phia’s guardianship was transferred to my colleague, Mr. Hargish.”

Brune made a slight nod.

“Very good,” Cardinal Waldemarr said, turning to Phia. “I’m sorry to spring this on you so suddenly, Phia. You are more well-known than you think. We’ve been discussing you at the Temple. The Sisters of Feron have told us about your virtues. In short, Phia, an opportunity might be available to you—a very special opportunity.

“I would like to discuss it with you as soon as possible. And that is why I am inviting you and your friends to be my guests at the Cardinal’s Palace. Tonight.”

The color left Phia’s face. She swayed on her feet. Brune prepared to catch her in case she fainted.

“The—The Cardinal’s Palace!” she finally squeaked. 

“Yes. Please come for tea and—”

“For tea!”

“—stay the night in our guest suites.”

Phia looked up at Brune with a huge smile. This was a dream come true for her. Lilly giggled and hugged her friend.

“I know this is quite sudden,” the cardinal continued. “But it is imperative that we discuss the matter right away. If you’d like to come, you may all ride in my carriage.”

Phia’s chest heaved as she looked at the extravagant conveyance. She turned to Brune, a hopeful smile on her face.

“Alright,” Brune said. “Let’s go.”

It wouldn’t hurt to find out what was on offer. Even if they decided to refuse it, Phia would still get a visit to the palace.

She hooked her arm in Lilly’s as they walked to the carriage. “This day just keeps getting better and better!” she beamed. “I’ve never been so lucky.”








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN







IT WAS ABOUT a twenty minutes’ ride to the Cardinal’s Palace, which was near the Temple of Sol.

The four adventurers sat, rather squished together, on one side of the carriage. The cardinal and his guard sat facing them on the opposite side.

Phia ran her fingers over the silk-upholstered seat and glanced out the window. People walking on the street stopped and stared at the carriage, probably wondering what important figures were inside.

Lilly cupped her hand over Phia’s ear and whispered, “I feel like a princess.”

Cardinal Walemarr smiled, the skin around his intense gray eyes crinkling into crow’s feet.

“I know how you are well loved by the Sisters of Feron, Phia,” he said.

“You do?”

“Yes. I spoke with Sister Cassia.”

“Sister Cassia!” Phia’s voice vibrated with happy memories.

“She praised you highly. Said you excelled at everything you did. And she emphasized your unwavering devotion to Feron. Told me she’d never seen anyone with stronger faith than yours.”

“That was kind of her,” Phia said, pinching the fingers of her right hand one by one. “But there are lots of girls with just as much devotion as me.”

The cardinal smiled. “Your modesty forbids you from admitting it, but I know you’re exceptional. The sisters had hoped you would join their ranks... before you were taken away.”

Phia clasped her hands together. “I love them... I always will. But...”

“We’re entering the estate now.” Cardinal Waldemarr gestured out the window. The carriage had turned onto a dirt road with a forest of pines on either side. A light rain pattered on the roof.

“Yes... I remember it,” Phia said. “I visited the gardens here as a girl.”

The Cardinal smiled. “I heard about how you sang at the Ascension ceremony, too.”

Phia nodded eagerly. “It was one of the best days of my life.”

“You see? The Temple of Sol has always been a part of your life.” The cardinal’s deep voice was melodic, and there was something serene about his flowing silver hair and cool gray eyes.

“Yes,” Phia said. “I suppose it has.”

But Brune didn’t like the cardinal’s smooth way of talking. It was too much like a politician. Why didn’t he just come out and say what this was all about? And it was beyond irritating that Endellion hadn’t told him what she was up to.

The elf sat beside him with a business-like demeanor. She was as calm as a glacier, and a pitiless look was in her eye. It was the same look she got when they were receiving a new commission at the guild.

The road led them through a gate into a large garden with beautifully manicured hedges and stone fountains.

“It’s beautiful,” Lilly said, leaning over Phia to look out the window.

“Please pardon my bluntness, Cardinal,” Brune said. “But what position is Phia being considered for?”

The guardsman clenched his fists. “This is not the proper way to speak with His Em–”

“That’s alright, Ethlerod. I was... going to wait until we were having tea, but I’m happy to tell you now.

“As you know, Phia, the most important position at the temple, next to the Cardinal, is the High Priestess. Well, that office is currently vacant, and we are considering you as the next appointment.”

Phia yelped and put her hand on her chest. “M-me? I... I don’t know what to say.”

Cardinal Waldemarr smiled reassuringly. “You don’t have to say anything now. Nothing has been decided yet, but we’ll talk it over inside.”

A heavy feeling turned in Brune’s stomach. All those visions of happiness. Were they about to vanish like smoke?

Maybe.

But if so, he’d have to accept it. He couldn’t keep Phia if she didn’t really want to stay with him. That would make him the same as Vladnoch. It wouldn’t be happiness at all; it would be hell.

Besides, he’d already acknowledged that he couldn’t provide Phia with the life she deserved. But this was an opportunity few people could dream of. The High Priestess was part of an elite class, up there with cardinals and nobles.

The palace had two parallel wings connected to the main building. The facades of these wings fronted the gravel road where the carriage stopped. In between the wings, a courtyard led to the main building.

“What a grand house,” Lilly whispered as she descended from the carriage.

“I’ve always wanted to see what it looks like inside,” Phia said.

A light rain speckled the gravel as Brune stepped out. He looked over at the palace with a shrewd eye. Lattice windows peeked through ivy-curtained walls, and the fragrance of flowers perfumed the air. It was a pleasant place. But the palace’s symmetry was thrown off by a gloomy tower that loomed over the left side of the main building. Brune stiffened when he looked at it.

The cardinal’s guard cagily watched as Brune looked at the tower.

“Please, follow me,” Cardinal Waldemarr said pleasantly.

Phia and Lilly followed him into the courtyard. Brune wanted to speak to Endellion, but the guard lurked at his side.

“Please—After you,” the guard said, gesturing towards the courtyard.

Brune and Endellion followed the others while the guard walked behind.




* * *





The broad hallway was so long it seemed to go on forever. Portraits of past cardinals looked down from the walls—stuffy men in clerical robes. Marble statues also lined the hallway on either side. Many of them were nudes of Sol in various poses.

Lilly snickered and put her hand on Phia’s shoulder. “I didn’t know Sol was so—”

“Lilly! Shhh.”

“...well endowed.”

“Lilly! You’re horrible!”

The cardinal looked over his shoulder. “It’s a bit of a journey to the tea room, but you get to see some of the palace on the way.”

“Certainly, Cardinal,” Endellion said.

They passed many more statues. The most elaborate one showed a beautiful girl lying with her legs open and her dress hiked up, while a naked nymph kissed the inside of her thigh. Two other nymphs were ripping open her blouse to expose her breasts.

Phia made a little gasp when she saw it.

“Who is that?” Lilly said, pointing at the statue.

Phia pushed Lilly’s arm down. “I... think it must be Saint Theodosha. She was Sol’s first High Priestess.”

“She was?” Lilly stared open-mouthed at the statue as they passed it.

Phia laughed awkwardly. “Lilly… just don’t ask.” She lowered her voice: “I’ll tell you the story later.”

The cardinal led them into a red-carpeted tea room with polished oak tables. Large windows looked out on the gardens, which were now being swept with heavy rain.

“My goodness,” the Cardinal said. “Really coming down, isn’t it? Please, sit.”

Phia perked up as servants appeared with buttered scones and an assortment of freshly baked cookies. She immediately began stuffing her face with such abandon that Brune couldn’t help but feel slightly embarrassed for her.

Good gods, Phia. Show some decorum.

Lilly was just as bad. “Try these ones,” she said with food in her mouth. “They’ve got mint in them.”

Phia snatched one, whispering back, “Did you try the chocolate chip?”

“Mmm hmmmm. So yummy.” Lilly slurped her tea.

The cardinal continued his small talk until they’d eaten and drunk their fill.

“Let me address why you’re here,” he finally said as servants cleared the dishes away. “I don’t think I need to tell any of you that the High Priestess is a very respectable position.”

“Of course, your Eminence,” Phia said. “I have great respect for the High Priestess.” Looking at her friends, she said, “The High Priestess is directly above the Sisters of Feron in the holy hierarchy.”

“Your friends may not know,” Cardinal Waldemarr continued, “the High Priestess enjoys many privileges not available to most people: a very high salary; freedom from taxation; the right to vote in elections.”

Brune raised his eyebrows. The right to vote? This spoke to the prestige of the High Priestess. Voting was a privilege reserved for less than one-fifth of the population of Erwynd. If you could vote, you were an aristocrat.

“I believe the High Priestess wears the same robes as the priestesses of Feron, doesn’t she?” Endellion said, giving Brune a sideling look. “The Virgin’s Robes, as they’re called.”

The Cardinal’s brow furrowed. The question almost seemed to confuse him. “She does wear a white robe to symbolize purity, but it’s… inlaid with purple.”

Brune looked at Endellion with a grim smirk. He saw what she was doing. Trying to sell him on Phia becoming High Priestess. She knew he’d like the idea of Phia remaining a cloistered maiden forever, so she deliberately brought up the Virgin’s Robes.

There had to be money in it for Endellion, otherwise she wouldn’t have arranged this in the first place. That must have been why she went along with rescuing Phia from Vladnoch, too; she probably figured they’d get more money from some other buyer.

I should have known it wasn’t out of the goodness of her heart.

Still, it might be a good life for Phia. She could return to her studies. Devote herself to Feron... and Sol. She’d be wealthy and respected.

But there were a lot of questions that needed to be answered.

After a few minutes, Cardinal Waldemarr took them down more long hallways with lewd statues, until they came to an oak-paneled door.

“This is my office. Please, come in. We can chat more.”

Getting down to business now, are we? Brune thought.

The room had an enormous fireplace, leather armchairs, a packed bookshelf, and a desk crowded with scrolls.

“Please find a seat.”

The Cardinal gestured to the guard, who stood beside the door. “You can wait outside, Ethlerod. Thank you.”

“Sir.” He bowed and shut the door behind him.

Brune was about to take a chair when a painting above the fireplace caught his eye. He did a double-take.

“What the…”

The painting showed a beautiful girl being taken from behind. Her skirt was hiked up and her blouse nearly torn off. A young man with bright blonde locks cupped one of her breasts as he mounted her. His other hand pulled her black hair.

Three nymphs watched voyeuristically from the trees, and it looked as if they were about to join in.

Cardinal Waldemarr chuckled at Brune’s reaction. “This painting shows part of the story of how the Temple of Sol was founded. The girl is... Well, why don’t we let Phia explain it? I know she’s well educated on our history and lore.”

Everyone looked at Phia. “It shows Theodosha,” she said reluctantly.

“The same girl in the statue,” Lilly said, surveying the painting with wide eyes.

“Yeah.”

“So, what’s the story?”

Phia gave Lilly a betrayed look. She rolled her eyes and began telling the story—shyly at first, but she quickly warmed to the tale.

“Theodosha was a simple country girl, and remarkably beautiful. One day, she went into the forest to look for flowers. Three nymphs saw her walking among the trees. Enraptured, they approached her and praised her beauty.

“Theodosha was very flattered, for the nymphs themselves were as beautiful as goddesses. They walked alongside her for a long time, helping her pick flowers.

“Eventually, they asked her to sit with them and rest. And so Theodosha sat under a tree with the wicked nymphs. They put their arms around her slender waist and told her how beautiful she was. When they started touching her bosom and her legs, she did not push their hands away. When they began to kiss her, she let them.

“But the flame of desire burned hot in the nymphs. They tore apart Theodosha’s blouse and yanked up her skirt, frightening her with their passion.

“She pushed the nymphs away and ran into a sunny meadow. Now it happened that Sol was flying over the meadow at that very moment. He saw Theodosha’s youthful face, her heavy breasts, her disheveled dress.

“Overcome with passion, the god flew down into the field and appeared before Theodosha; a tall, aristocratic youth with the glory of the sun in his golden hair.

“She pleaded with him to respect her virginity, for she was devoted to Feron. But her words fell on indifferent ears. Sol threw his arms about her and ravished her.

“Watching from the trees, the lascivious nymphs crept into the field. On soft feet, they walked up to the lovers and caressed them. Enjoying their attention, Sol allowed the nymphs to pleasure himself and Theodosha.

“The god ravished Theodosha over and over, from noon until sundown. When his appetites were finally sated, he took pity on the girl and made her his wife and priestess.”

“An excellent summary,” Cardinal Waldemarr said.

Phia’s brows squished together and her ears pointed down. She was clearly angry at herself for getting so into it. It probably felt like she’d been led to perform an indecent act in front of everyone.

As for Brune, he’d become increasingly peevish as Phia told the tale. By the time she’d finished, he was scowling at the Cardinal and clenching his teeth. Questions swirled in his mind.

But before he could ask any of them—A knock at the door.

“Pardon me, Your Eminence.” A ruddy-faced plump woman of about 35 entered the room and curtsied. “Come to see if the young lady is ready.”

“Thank you, Inga.” The Cardinal clasped his arms behind his back and smiled at Phia. “I thought you might like to see the High Priestess’s living quarters and learn more about her day-to-day duties.”

Phia’s frown disappeared. She played with her dress nervously. “Yes, that would be... that would be fascinating. Your Eminence.” She hastily curtsied.

Brune let out a sigh of displeasure. “Do you mean the High Priestess lives here in the palace?”

Endellion avoided his questioning eyes. The Cardinal glanced at him and looked away as Inga addressed Phia: “Alright, Miss Callidora. Come this way, please. I’ll be showing you around.”

Phia turned and took Lilly by the hands. “Can I bring my friend?”

Inga pursed her lips. “I’m afraid not. I don’t think—”

“That’s alright, Inga,” the Cardinal said. “She can go along, too. At least, to the authorized areas.”

Lilly left her cittern in the cardinal’s office and accompanied Phia, leaving Brune and Endellion alone with Cardinal Waldemarr. The three of them sat in chairs around the fireplace.

“To answer your question, Mr. Hargish. Yes, the High Priestess lives here in the Cardinal’s Palace, along with a dozen other clergy members and officials. Not to mention dozens of servants and guardsmen.”

Brune gestured above the fireplace, making a sour face at the painting. “That story. I thought the High Priestess was a virgin.”

Cardinal Waldemarr pressed his fingers together thoughtfully. “I didn’t say that, precisely. I said she wears a white robe to symbolize purity, but the white is inlaid with purple—to represent her union with Sol.”

“Her union with Sol? What does that mean? Cut the bullshit, Cardinal.”

“It’s not bullshit, Mr. Hargish. The High Priestess enters into matrimony with Sol.” The Cardinal looked at the lewd painting with zealous eyes. “She is inducted into the office the same way Theodosha was inducted, so long ago.”

Brune gripped the armrest of his chair. “What? You mean…”

“Yes, Mr. Hargish. The god himself will descend from the heavens and copulate with Phia. He will not impregnate her unless he chooses to—And that only happened once, long ago. But either way, she continues to wear the white robes of virginity because she remains pure; for who can call divine copulation impure?”

Brune winced in disgust. “This is fucking loopy.”

Endellion said, “So what? You don’t believe in it, do you? It’s just symbolic.”

Brune shifted in his seat. Even if it was only symbolic, he still didn’t like it.

“You can think of it that way if you choose,” Cardinal Waldemarr said. “However… there is one other thing. The High Priestess also enters an earthly marriage… with the Cardinal.”

Endellion let out a little gasp of surprise.

Brune stood up. “That’s enough of this. Where’s Phia? You can forget the whole thing.”

Waldemarr remained perfectly composed. “Please understand, Mr. Hargish; the Cardinal is an earthly delegate of Sol. In the marriage bed, he channels the power of the god—which means Phia will really be in coitus with Sol, not me!”

Brune recoiled. “Enough! Fuck’s sake. I don’t want to hear any more. I’m done with this.”

“Sit down, Hargish,” Endellion said. “You’re overreacting. What does it matter? She marries a god or she marries a cardinal. Either way, we’re putting her at the pinnacle of society.”

Brune begrudgingly sat down, glaring at the elf. “Why didn’t you tell me you were planning all this?”

“I wasn’t exactly planning it. My friend just told me Cardinal Waldemarr had offered Vladnoch a fantastic amount of money for Phia—”

“And he refused,” the Cardinal said. “Yes, Phia caused a sensation a few months ago after that fellow Fragan debuted her at a dinner party.

“When I learned she was a pious girl brought up in the Temple of Feron, I knew I must have her as my High Priestess.” Cardinal Waldemarr looked at the painting, his voice trembling. “The High Priestess must be both pious and alluring. This pleases Sol.”

Brune’s nostrils flared as his lip curled back.

“Where else would you have her go, Hargish?” Endellion said. “Would you take her yourself? Would you deny her this life of privilege and luxury?”

“You will, of course, be compensated appropriately,” Cardinal Waldemarr said.

“He’s paying us three times what the guild would have paid, Hargish.”

Brune dragged a hand over his eyes. He felt sick. “Does Phia know this involves being married?”

“Inga will be explaining these matters to her as we speak,” the Cardinal said.

A moment later, Brune heard a faint scream coming from some distant part of the palace. The voice kept shrieking, growing louder as it got closer until it echoed through the hallway outside the office:

“Lord Brune! Lord Brune!”

Brune stood up. “Lilly!”








CHAPTER NINETEEN







THE GUARD, ETHLEROD, stood in the doorway as Lilly hovered behind him. “It’s the fairy, Your Eminence. Don’t know what the fuss is about.”

“Lord Brune!” Lilly said, shooting over Ethlerod’s head and diving through the air.

Ethlerod started and swung his arm as Lilly somersaulted in the air and landed in front of Brune.

“Better watch out who you swing at,” Brune growled, glaring at Ethlerod.

“And you’d better calm down,” the guardsman said, hand on his sword hilt.

Lilly tugged at Brune’s hand. “Lord Brune, I have to talk to you.”

“What’s happened?” Brune said. “Where’s Phia?”

“I’m sure all this fuss is quite unnecessary,” the Cardinal said, standing up.

“She took Phia into the tower,” Lilly said.

Brune turned to the cardinal with murder in his eye.

Ethlerod stepped forward. “Do not move any closer to the Cardinal!”

Cardinal Waldemarr raised a hand. “It’s alright. Everyone calm down, please.” He smoothed out his robes, brushing a bit of lint away. “I told you Inga would be showing Phia around, Mr. Hargish.”

Lilly tugged Brune’s hand again, and he allowed her to pull him to the other side of the room, where she whispered in his ear.

Brune looked at Cardinal Waldemarr. “What happened to the last High Priestess?”

The Cardinal’s eyes turned cold. “There was an accident… She passed away.”

“She jumped off the top floor,” Lilly said.

“And you weren’t going to tell me this, Cardinal?” Brune said.

“It is incidental. Her mind was unsound.”

Lilly held Brune’s wrist, peeking around his arm. “Her mind was unsound because she could hardly ever leave the top floor of the tower! She wasn’t even allowed to see her family and friends.”

Cardinal Waldemarr narrowed his eyes at Lilly. “How do you know these details?”

Ethlerod took two steps forward, but Lilly flew into the air and hovered at eye level with him. “Please don’t come any closer, Sir,” she said.

“Back off,” Brune said through his teeth.

“Ethlerod, please be calm,” Cardinal Waldemarr said. “Everyone relax. I will be happy to explain everything, Mr. Hargish. I was just a little taken aback by how much your friend was able to find out. But she is a fairy, after all.”

Lilly pouted at the cardinal as she floated back to the ground.

“Now, Mr. Hargish. What would you like to know?”

“I’d like you to take me to Phia now.”

“I can’t bring you to the Tower, Mr. Hargish. Not just anyone is allowed there—especially the fourth level.”

“Phia is on the fourth level now?”

“Correct.”

Brune looked out the window. Darkness had fallen, and the rain was beating down. He wished they hadn’t gotten roped into spending the night there. But right now, he just needed to get Phia back into his protection.

“In that case, bring her back here; that’s enough discussion for one day. And frankly, I don’t like the way this is going.”

Endellion stood up. “Hargish, slow down.”

“What do you mean, slow down?”

The cardinal clasped his hands together. “I said earlier, Mr. Hargish, we were hoping to proceed with the appointment as soon as possible. I hope you understand.”

Heat was rising in Brune’s throat. All his muscles became tense. “What are you talking about, Cardinal? I thought you said you were only considering Phia for this position.”

“I’m quite satisfied she is suitable.”

Brune squeezed his fists. “I bet you are.”

“Hargish.” Endellion walked over and put her hand on his arm. “Don’t be impetuous. Think about what an opportunity this is for Phia.” 

Brune looked into her cold eyes. “What about the suicide? You knew about it, didn’t you?”

“Hargish, the last High Priestess was weak. Phia is strong. This will be good for her.”

Brune pushed the elf’s hand away. “This isn’t about Phia. It’s about the money. She could kill herself, too, and you wouldn’t even care. You don’t have a heart.”

A hateful look came over Endellion’s face.

“Mr. Hargish,” Cardinal Waldemarr said. “Does this mean I can not convince you to give away Phia’s hand tonight?”

Brune scoffed. “Absolutely not.”

“Very well.”

Behind him, Brune heard Ethlerod say to Lilly, “Hey, Miss! Look here.” Spinning around, he saw Lilly turn. Ethlerod held an atomizer bottle to her face.

Before she knew what was happening, Ethlerod sprayed a cloud of mist into Lilly’s face. She screamed and threw her hands over her eyes.

Almost in the same instant, a tremendous jolt of electricity zapped Brune from behind. He fell to his hands and knees, completely unprepared for the ugly, raw feeling of high voltage electricity surging through his body.

When the attack had passed, he pressed his shaking hands against the floor and gasped for breath.

Gonna kill that fucking cardinal…

Wait…

No…

A sickening realization crept inside him. It wasn’t the cardinal. Endellion’s boots stepped in front of his eyes. He followed them up to her strong thighs, her skimpy armored panties, her taut stomach.

It must have taken a lot out of her. But she knew how powerful Brune was, so she had a good idea of how much power it would take to knock him down with a cheap shot from behind.

Something was in Endellion’s hands. His eyes focused on the atomizer bottle just as Endellion sprayed it three times in his face.

“Fucking bitch!” he rasped.

An acrid taste burned his throat as he frantically rubbed the moisture from his face. He tried to stand up, but his legs gave out. He fell onto his butt. The room was spinning.

And then he heard laughter.

Lilly’s laughter.

The fairy was tittering like an idiot. Apparently, she found it hilarious that Brune had fallen on his ass. And now that she saw his perplexed face, she laughed even harder, putting a hand on her belly and staggering like a drunk.

“I’m sorry it turned out this way, Mr. Hargish,” Cardinal Waldemarr said. “We would have preferred to do things above board. But the ceremony must take place tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Brune stammered, squinting at the Cardinal. Something about the man’s face suddenly seemed ludicrous—maybe because it was so calm and serious.

Brune laughed inappropriately.

“Yes, Mr. Hargish, tomorrow,” the Cardinal continued. “It’s been five months already since the last High Priestess left us. We cannot keep Sol waiting anymore. At high noon tomorrow, the god will descend… and initiate Phia into the office.”

“Like hell he will,” Brune said, pushing his fists onto the stone floor.

“Try something, and I’ll cut your throat,” Ethlerod said, gripping his sword-hilt.

“Wait!” Lilly said, holding her hands up and tottering. “I want to say something.” 

Everyone looked at Lilly. Her eyes rolled this way and that, and a wicked look spread over her face. Ethlerod partly unsheathed his sword.

Lilly clenched her fists, held her breath, and squeaked out a fart.

Eeeeeeee!

She snorted with laughter and stumbled into Brune’s lap. In spite of himself, Brune found Lilly’s embarrassing behavior extremely funny. He roared with laughter.

Endellion watched with a grim frown. Ethlerod chuckled sadistically.

Brune put his hand over his eyes. His arm felt like lead. “It’s... not funny,” he said, gasping for breath. But suddenly Lilly wasn’t laughing anymore; she was asleep, drooling on his leg.

Brune slumped onto his side, overcome with a need to close his eyes. He saw Endellion’s boots walking towards him.

“Fucking... bitch,” he mumbled.

“I tried to talk sense into you, Hargish.” Her voice was clear and cold, like a glacier stream. “You wouldn’t listen.”

Brune’s eyes were heavy, his vision blurry. He saw Endellion crouching beside him, and felt her hand caress his face.

“I guess it just means more money for me.”







* * *








Something jabbed Brune’s cheek, disturbing his uneasy sleep. He swatted at it, grabbing hold of a little hand.

“Cut it out,” he grunted, shifting his body. He felt the floor. Cold, damp stone.

What is this place, an orc hotel?

A little voice called him. “Lord Brune. Lord Brune. Oh, gods dammit, wake up!”

He ignored it and drifted back to sleep. But then he was aware of hands on his shoulders, trying to shake him.

Did someone let their kid in here?

SMACK!

One of those pesky little hands slapped his cheek! Brune snapped awake to find Lilly in his lap, looking at him like a little girl caught doing something naughty.

“What the fuck, Lilly? I’m sleeping! Why—”

He looked around. Dank walls. Steel bars. Cold air. Everything came back to him.

Endellion.

Anger burned inside him. He beat the hard floor with his knuckles.

“L-Lord Brune?” Lilly shifted uneasily.

Brune sighed. “It’s okay. I just… can’t believe...”

“I know. Endellion. We thought she was our friend.”

“The Assistant Guildmaster recommended her. His judgment is usually extremely sound. And then... Working with her over the last month. We completed three quests before this one. Worked well together. She seemed alright. And…”

He wasn’t going to say it out loud, but... That pussy. Which made it all the more infuriating; she’d probably manipulated him with her femininity more than he wanted to admit. Maybe she’d been playing him from the start.

Lilly studied Brune’s face. “And? You were falling in love with her.”

Brune scoffed. “No, I wasn’t. Not even close. Come on, we gotta move.”

Lilly slid off of Brune as he slowly got to his feet, rubbing the back of his neck. Chains jangled on the stone floor; they were both shackled to the wall by their ankles. Brune’s weapons, and the lock-picking tools he always carried, had been taken away.

“I’ll tell you one thing, Lilly. That’s the last time I trust a dark elf. Or a woman.”

Lilly pouted and looked at the ground. “But... What about me, Lord Brune?”

He smirked. “You’re fine, Lilly. You can’t betray me, remember? Fae law. You’re my slave.”

Lilly’s face brightened up. “Yes, Lord Brune! Thank you!” She bobbed her head forward but winced. “Ohhh, my temples.”

“Yeah, I’ve got a headache, too. I don’t know what they sprayed us with, but I guess this is the hangover.”

Lilly’s face went red. “I think it may have had Purplebottom Pixie Dust in it. Um, by the way… I don’t remember much of what happened after the man sprayed me. I didn’t do anything stupid, did I?”

She stared at the ground, unable to look Brune in the eye.

“Nah, you were fine. A perfect lady.” He chuckled and looked down at his chain.

“Why are you laughing?”

Using a small fraction of his force, Brune swung his leg to the end of the chain. The metal piece in the wall shook and bits of brick crumbled onto the floor.

“Wait!” Lilly put her hands on Brune’s stomach and looked up at him.

“Lord Brune... What’s your plan?” she said in a hushed voice.

“Plan? I don’t have one. I’m just gonna blast us out of here.”

“And then?”

“And then we’ll have to smash our way to the fourth floor of the tower.”

“Oh. But… where are we? How do we get to the tower from here?”

Brune rolled his eyes. “I don’t know. We’re likely in the tower already. But it doesn’t matter; we’ll find out. Now get out of the way.”

“Wait. May I... make a suggestion?”

“Sure, Lilly. Go ahead.”

“Let me use my magic. I’ll draw the guards here and hypnotize them.”

“Smart girl. Do it.”

“Thank you, Lord Brune. Um...” She looked around the room anxiously. She’d been fidgeting for several minutes. Now she was dancing on her toes.

“What’s the matter?” Brune said.

“I have to pee,” she said, squeezing her legs together.

“Chamber pot’s right there,” Brune said, as if she could have missed it. There was one on either side of the room.

Lilly’s brows squished together, and she let out a whimper.

“You mean you’re shy?” Brune said. “You’ve got no problem with walking around naked and farting.”

Lilly’s mouth dropped open. “F-farting? Hehehe. W-what do you mean?”

Brune walked over to the chamber pot on his side. “I’ll go first if it makes you feel better.”

Lilly’s eyes just about popped out of her head as Brune pulled it out. She stared for a second and then whipped herself around to face the wall.

She stole a few salacious glances as Brune emptied his bladder into the pot.

“There, all done,” he said, doing up his pants. “Your turn.”

“Okay, okay,” she said, dancing. “Turn around, please.”

Brune faced the other way and looked at the dingy wall. He heard Lilly pulling down her panties.

“Don’t look.”

“I will if you don’t hurry up!”

Lilly tinkled into the pot.

Once she was finished, she walked to the end of her chain and peered through the bars down the shadowy hallway. She flashed a smile at Brune. “Ready?”

“Yeah. Get on with it.”

“Okay, Grumpy Face.”

She raised her wand and swept it in front of the bars, sending pink sparkles into the hallway. Then she called out in a forlorn voice: “Help! Help me, please.”

The sound echoed over the wet stones. Brune heard a footstep and a murmur.

“Help me. Oh, please, help me.”

A young guard came around the corner, rubbing sleep from his eyes. He walked right into the pink sparkles.

Lilly waved her hands. “Help me, Sir. Please help!”

The guard’s mouth dropped open as he walked up to the bars. He scratched his ruddy cheek. “Is this a dream?”

“It is no dream, Sir.”

“Gods, you’re... beautiful.”

A second guard, heavier and older than the first, lumbered around the corner. “What’s this all about then?”

Lilly shook more sparkles out of her wand. 

“Don’t like the accommodations of the Tower, eh? Ha. Well, you can… You can…” The man’s eyes bulged. He looked Phia up and down. “Good gods! Are you a water nymph?”

“I am, Sir. As you can see, I’m locked in this well with my sister.”

The guards’ heads turned to Brune. The younger one blushed and looked down when Brune met his eye. The older one leered at Brune’s chest.

Brune snorted and looked at Lilly. “What the fu–Ow!”

She jabbed him with her elbow, accidentally hitting him right in his tender place.

“We’ve been locked away here many a year. By… by an old witch.”

“Don’t you worry,” the young guard said, fumbling for the keys. He unlocked the iron door and stepped in.

“Wait!” The older guard barked at him and walked into the cell. “Give me those keys.” Snatching the keys, the love-struck guard rapturously knelt at Brune’s feet and unshackled him, copping a feel of his calf muscle.

“There you are, Madam,” he cooed.

Brune was tempted to knock him on the head. It would have been so easy. Once Lilly was unlocked, she raised her wand again.

“We will not forget this good deed. Now, please tell us where we are.”

“We’re in the tower,” the old guard said. “First floor.”

“What time is it?”

“Oh, after midnight, Miss.”

“Thank you. Now, kindly tell us the way to the second floor.”

Brune nudged Lilly. “Weapons,” he whispered.

“Pardon me, sister?”

“Our weapons.”

“Oh, yes.” She pouted at the guards. “The witch took my sister’s weapons. Can you help us find them?”

The old guard’s mouth fell open. “Water nymphs carry weapons?”

“Of course we do, Sir. My sister has a club and a sword, and some other things.”

“I know where they are, my lady!” the young man said.

The older guard shoved him into the wall. “No, I know where they are! Follow me, Madam.”








CHAPTER TWENTY







ENDELLION FINISHED HER glass of wine and set it on the table. She let her hand fall onto a large bag of gold coins.

Now there was a hefty sum. She picked it up, just to feel the weight, and let it drop with a thud onto the table.

“More where that came from, too,” she said to the empty room. The only sound was the rain pattering outside. She reached for the bottle but saw that she’d already drunk three-quarters of it.

“Guess I should slow down.”

The silence of the room answered her like an icy wind. It was one of the fanciest guest rooms in the palace. Fine furniture. A bed fit for a queen.

Everything I could want.

She picked up the bottle, put it down, and drummed her fingers on the table. The palace had made her nervous ever since they’d arrived.

I’ll get out of here as soon as Cardinal Waldemarr pays me the rest.

At first, Endellion had been worried that he might try to weasel out of paying the full amount—or anything at all—since Phia’s legal guardian was out of the picture now. But the palace liked to have at least an appearance of propriety. Their records would probably say Phia’s guardian had consented to the marriage and received payment.

But that wasn’t her concern, anyway. She’d gotten what she wanted.

Endellion picked up the bottle and poured another glass. She stared at it. The Cardinal said he wouldn’t hurt Brune and Lilly. He’d assured her of it. He’d just lock them up for a while—at least until after the marriage ceremony.

She put a hand over her forehead. So many thoughts about Brune and Phia—and even Lilly—kept flitting through her mind. After being with them constantly, it was strange to sit in a silent room.

She could still hear their voices.

Brune’s words repeated in her mind: You don’t have a heart. It was true, of course. Her heart had turned to ice long ago.

But not Brune’s. She saw it in his eyes. Her betrayal had actually hurt him. That’s what surprised her so much. She’d expected him to be angry. To hate her. Maybe even want to kill her. But she never expected him to be hurt.

“If my betrayal hurt him… that means…” The words caught in her throat. The room went blurry. Endellion blinked and wiped her eyes.

She stood up and paced the room. If Brune was stung by her betrayal, that meant he’d had real feelings for her.

And he really cared about Phia, too.

Brune wasn’t bad at all. He was actually a decent guy.

Endellion stopped and looked into a mirror that hung over the mantelpiece. Her reflection gazed back, puffy-eyed but beautiful. She’d always used that beauty as a weapon. A way to manipulate men and get what she wanted.

Had she ever loved anyone? She searched her memories… No, never.

Except...

She choked on the words, barely getting them out: “I loved my parents.” The tears flowed. It was as if she’d kept them dammed up ever since she was a little girl—ever since the day her life was destroyed. But now the dam broke.

“I hate myself… I hate myself.” She slumped to the floor, sobbing desperately.

They were the only friends she’d ever had: Brune, Phia, and Lilly. But she’d pushed them away. Now she’d never see them again, and they’d hate her for the rest of their lives.

Doubled over with unbearable agony, Endellion cried until her throat hurt. And then she cried even more.

After a long time lying on the floor and vaguely listening to the rain, she slowly got up and wiped her face. Taking up her bow and arrows, she grabbed the bag of coins and left the room.




* * *




“I’m not worried about the tower itself,” Brune said, walking down the dark hallway as Lilly flew beside him. “It can’t be very difficult if it’s only four floors. It’s just that we have to find Phia before noon.”

“Do you think Sol will really appear?”

Brune chewed his cheek. “I don’t know. Let’s hope not.”

“I think he might appear if all the conditions are in place at the right time. But…”

“If we get there ahead of time and fuck up those conditions, he won’t appear.”

“Yeah... Maybe?”

“All the more reason to hurry.” Brune started jogging.

Passing other corridors, they noticed more holding cells, like the one they’d escaped from.

Rats as big as cats poured down from holes in the walls. Brune massacred them with his Chaos Wave almost as fast as they could come. Copper coins piled up on the ground where the rats had been, but Brune didn’t stop to pick them up.

Lilly gripped her wand, her eyes darting over the walls, floor, and ceiling. “This place gives me the creeps,” she said as they came upon a winding metal staircase. It ascended so far that it disappeared into the darkness.

Brune stopped and stared at it. “Shit. The guard said to go up a staircase. I don’t think it was this—”

Lilly shrieked in terror. A blubbery monstrosity covered in clumps of eyes and teeth had appeared without a sound.

Almost in the same instant, a little vortex of colorful sparkles swirled out from Lilly’s wand and enveloped the monster. For a second, it almost looked pretty.

And then it exploded.

Guts and eyes and blubber splattered everywhere. Phia screamed. Brune cursed.

“I’m sorry, Lord Brune!”

“You couldn’t have warned me?” He wiped an eyeball off his arm. “Disgusting! I need a bath.”

“I’m so sorry.” Mortified, Lilly raised her wand at Brune. “Wind Dry!” A strong breeze blew out of it.

“I use this to dry my hair sometimes.” She directed the wind up and down, blowing away bits of monster matter. “I’ll be more careful next time, Lord Brune. I actually didn’t cast that spell myself... Cindy did it for me.”

“Cindy? Oh yeah; your wand.”

“Yes. She can do that if I get taken by surprise. I wasn’t sure which spell it was, to tell you the truth. There are so many.”

As they continued down the hallway, Brune looked at Lilly. She flew alongside him, a determined look in her eye.

This little fairy is a lot more dangerous than I’ve been giving her credit for.

They soon came to a cavernous room. An autumnal smell filled the air, and scraggly roots clung to the walls.

“I think that’s our staircase,” Brune said, pointing to the other side of the room. He ran across the floor, green and slippery with lichen.

“I’m surprised so many enormous spaces can fit inside this tower,” Phia said.

“Not much experience with towers and dungeons, eh?”

“I know. It’s magic. But it’s still amazing.”

The steep stone staircase led to a narrow ledge that ascended the wall in a switchback pattern. “This so-called short-cut is a pain in the ass,” Brune said. “Might have been faster just to fight the boss. It’s probably just an oversized rat or something.”

When they got to the top of the wall, they climbed through a hole in the ceiling and emerged into a cave. Stalactites dripped in the darkness.

“This was the last thing I expected!” Lilly said, her voice echoing.

“Shhh!”

“Sorry.”

Brune crept towards the mouth of the cave and looked out at a grove of elm trees. The ground was earthen and covered in yellow leaves. The grove was dusky, but lantern light shone through the branches.

“Stay behind me. Watch our back.”

“Yes, Lord Brune.”

Walking among the elms, they came upon a path that made a kind of tunnel through the trees. The boughs on either side were hung with lanterns.

Brune stopped and listened. “Hear that?”

Lilly nodded. “Sounds like a liturgy.”

The path ahead took a turn, so they couldn’t see where it led. But they could hear a voice chanting. Occasionally, a chorus would respond. 

Rounding the bend, they came upon a small field where a white-robed priest stood on a platform in front of lavishly carved columns. A congregation of about 300 sat on the ground around the stage.

The priest intoned, “Bringer of light, Sol the Beautiful, we lift our eyes to you. Sol, we revere you.”

The congregation chanted, “Sol, we revere you.”

The air was tense. Brune glanced over the audience—a motley bunch of men and demi-humans. They were all formally dressed, and their attention was riveted to the priest. Except for one of them. A male bunnykin—one of the few individuals who was standing, looked at Brune and Lilly with a solicitous air.

Shit. He’s probably going to try to get us to join the congregation.

The priest continued, “On this glorious day, we await your advent, Sol. It is a day of new beginnings.”

The priest walked through the pillars, returning with a veiled woman, whom he led by a leash. The contours of her shapely body protruded beneath her white robe.

The congregation was perfectly silent. Every muscle in Brune’s body became tense.

“This is the day we offer Sol a new wife,” the priest continued. “We offer him a fertile womb—a virgin of incomparable beauty!”

Dropping the leash, the priest put his arms behind the girl, taking hold of her robe. “This is a day of pushing open. Of bursting through. Of going deep inside.

“It is a day… of deflowering!”

With a dramatic flourish, he removed the girl’s robe, revealing her pert breasts, slim waist, and plump thighs.

Phia?

Brune sprang forward with one idea in his mind. Get Phia the fuck out of there. But Lilly flew in front of him. Her arms were around his neck and her lips against his ear.

“It’s not Phia! Wait, Lord Brune. Look. No tail. You see?”

Just as Brune noticed it was, indeed, not Phia, the priest removed the girl’s veil. Black hair fell about her face. Her chest rose up and down, and her cheeks flushed. But her lips parted as she raised her chin high and looked at the congregation.

“Let’s get out of here,” Brune said. “Maybe the trail continues on the other side.”

They started making their way around the congregation, trying to stay close to trees that were scattered here and there. But no one seemed to notice or care about their presence—except the bunnykin.

The little fellow finally succeeded in catching Brune’s eye. He waved at them with the self-important air of a volunteer organizer and gestured towards the congregation. Brune shook his head and refused with a wave.

The girl lay down on the altar. The congregation was dead silent. She squeezed her legs together and arched her back, slowly running her hands up her rib cage to her breasts.

Holding an atomizer bottle over her head, the priest sprayed it several times. The girl closed her eyes and inhaled deeply through her nose. Whatever the substance was, it wasn’t the same as the stuff that was used on Brune and Phia, because the girl didn’t laugh.

Instead, her chest rose with deep breaths. She massaged her breasts and moaned.

The priest took out a knife.

Brune stopped. “What. The. Fuck.”

The girl panted as the priest put a hand on her stomach. He slipped his fingers under her panties and used the blade to cut them. Then he yanked them out from under her and held them up as if to show the congregation.

There was a murmur of approval.

“Let the scent of this flawless virgin fill the grove. Let it tempt Ignapius and ignite a fire in his loins.”

“Ignapius?” Brune said.

Lilly shrugged.

The priest waved the panties around, and then pressed them against his face, taking in a deep whiff.

“Ignapius, we call upon you to take your new wife, on this day of deflowering, this day of opening…”

A fearful energy buzzed in the air, and the congregants stirred uneasily. Off to the side of the stage, something heavy moved among the elms. Gasps of excitement rippled through the audience as they turned their heads.

Out of the trees came a gigantic, muscle-bound demi-human, even bigger than Brune. With hoofed feet and massive hairy arms, he walked through the grass, an enormous cock swinging with each step.

Lilly let out a yelp of shock.

A red beard covered Ignapius’s square jaw and fire burned in his eyes. He stopped and smelled the air as his engorged member jumped up and down.

The girl on the altar squirmed as Ignapius ducked under a side door and stepped onto the stage.

“Come on,” Brune said. “We don’t have time to watch perverted sex rituals... As much you’d like to.”

Ignapius grabbed the girl’s knees and thrust her legs apart. She screamed as he put his face between her thighs and lashed her cunt with his tongue. Her body convulsed, and she moaned hysterically as Ignapius dragged his rough tongue over her cunt, again and again.

“That’s what I’ve been missing,” Brune muttered as he walked out of view of the stage. He suddenly realized Lilly wasn’t with him.

Huh? Where the fuck is she?

Looking over his shoulder, he saw the fairy still hovering over the same spot where he’d left her. She was watching the spectacle with a wanton expression, hugging herself and squeezing her thighs together.

Brune marched all the way back and grabbed her by the wrist. “What’s wrong with you? Come on.”

Lilly’s face was cherry red. “Sorry, Lord Brune.” She kept watching even as Brune led her away.

The girl gasped as Ignapius pushed a finger inside her and started fucking her with his thick digit.

“It’s just, in Automnova, we fairies don’t have any males to mate with. I lived all my life without ever seeing humanoid males.”

Lilly yelped and looked towards the altar. Ignatius had grabbed the girl’s legs and yanked her towards him.

“He’s mounting her!” She slapped Brune’s arm.

“I don’t care. I don’t want to see that shit.”

The girl screamed as Ignapius thrust himself inside her.

“I’m trying to keep us focused right now, Lilly,” Brune said as they rounded the stage.

“I think you liked it, too, Lord Brune,” the fairy said in a teasing voice.

Brune scoffed. “You’re the pervert around here, not me.”

“Oh yeah?” Lilly leaned on Brune’s shoulder and pointed down at the bulge in his pants. “What’s that? Just like the monster back there.” 

“That... doesn’t count. I can’t control what happens down there.”

Lilly put her arms around his neck, bringing her lips close to his cheek. “Lord Brune. Um, can… can you maybe do those things to me?” She ran her fingers over his chestplate. “I mean, if you ever wanted to do those things to me, I wouldn’t mind.”

Brune swallowed hard. “I wouldn’t mind doing those things to you. But right now, we—”

“Pardon me! Hello there.” A voice called out behind them as hurried feet pitter-pattered in the leaves.

The bunnykin scampered up to their side. “Sorry to come charging up to you like this.”

The portly little fellow had furry white cheeks, long ears, and very large buck teeth. He was stylishly dressed, in a frilled shirt, a bottle-green vest, knee breeches, and silk stockings. 

He was evidently very proud of his appearance.

“If you wanted to attend the deflowering ceremony, I could find you a seat.”

“No, thank you,” Brune said. “We actually have to be going.”

“I understand. You’re friends of the bride, I take it? Miss Callidora?”

“Y-yes.”

“Are you heading for the fourth floor now? I’m awfully sorry to be such a nosy parker. It’s just, a big group of us are going there in about an hour. It will be easier to come with us if you don’t know the way. I beg your pardon. My name is Bumford—Bumford Bunny, as I’m known around here.”

Lilly released Brune’s neck and floated to the ground. The bunnykin was about the same height as her. “Aren’t you adorable!” she said.

Bumford’s whiskers drooped and his nose twitched. “I—I’m president of the organizing committee for celebrations in Tower Village.”

“I appreciate the offer,” Brune said. “But we’d rather not wait that long.”

“Oh. You didn’t hope to see Miss Callidora before her deflowering, did you?”

Brune winced. “Actually, yes. We... we wanted to see her off.”

“Well, I don’t think that will be possible for you, Sir. But the lady might be able to. That is, if you were able to get there in time. But—”

“Could you tell us the quickest way?” They stood on the edge of the field, near another lantern-lit trail through the elms.

The bunny hesitated for a moment. Then he turned towards the trees. “You really have to hurry if you want to make it in time. You’d better follow me. I can take you to the Tower Library—that’s the third floor. You’ll be on your own from there, but I can give you directions.”

“Thanks, Mr. Bunny,” Lilly said.

“Come now,” Bumford said. “We’d better run.”

Brune started running. Lilly flew. Bumford hopped.

Lilly couldn’t help but giggle at the sight of him. He shot an offended look over his shoulder.

“I think you made him self-conscious,” Brune said.

“I wasn’t making fun of him! He’s adorable.” Lilly covered her mouth to smother another giggle.

Bumford turned away from the trail, leading them through the elm trees.

“This is the fastest way,” he said.

“Thanks,” Brune said. “So we’ll be skipping the boss, then.”

“The boss is preoccupied at the moment.”

Brune and Lilly exchanged glances. “Ignapius.”

“Yes. All of his attention will be focused on his new wife for the rest of the day.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE







THE TOWER LIBRARY was a labyrinth of bookshelves. Bumford gave them directions based on sections of the library, so they were constantly checking the shelves to see where they were.

He’d warned them that the library would seem quiet and sleepy. But if they strayed outside of the area he’d delineated in his directions, they’d be attacked relentlessly.

As they made their way up the various levels within the library, they only encountered two other people—both scholarly-looking men. Neither of them took any notice of Brune and Lilly.

Brune figured the floor boss was probably a mage or priest, or something similar. But he was glad not to find out for sure. There was no time for an annoying boss battle.

Following Bumford’s directions, they eventually came to a door that led to a vast chasm. A cliff face loomed in the distant gloom. Following from the doorway, a rocky path ascended along a narrow bridge of land that disappeared in mist high above.

Brune had to be careful climbing the trail; it was a steep climb with a seemingly endless drop on either side, and the ground was soft with loose rocks and dirt. When the path took him into the mist, he could only see the ground around his feet.

Lilly flew ahead, impatient to reach the fourth floor. After disappearing into the mist for some time, she flew back down to Brune.

“The clouds clear up ahead, Lord Brune! And there’s a blue sky. It’s like we’re outside.”

Taking big strides, Brune finally ascended above the fog. An orange-hued light broke the darkness, and the space above them became blue as he climbed higher.

The cliff face loomed ahead, rising to grassy slopes that were lit by morning sunlight. The land bridge continued before him, though the incline wasn’t very steep now.

Brune watched Lilly soar over the path and alight on the grass. She turned around and waved her hands at him.

Running over the rocky trail, Brune soon reached the grassy slope. A light breeze rustled Lilly’s hair, and the smell of sweet flowers and herbs was in the air. A well-used trail cut through the grass.

Looking up the slope, all they could see was grass and trees before the sloping hill cut their vision off. Lilly floated in front of Brune, shading her face from the sun.

Brune squinted his eyes at the sky. “Less than two hours until noon, I’d say, judging from where the sun is. Come on, let’s follow the trail.”

“Strange that we can see the sun,” Lilly said. “But I suppose nothing makes sense in the tower. I’m going to fly up and see what I can see!”

“Hang on—Be careful!”

Lilly probably didn’t hear him, because she was off like a shot. Brune watched her get smaller and smaller until she reached about 10 stories in height. She slowed down but kept ascending.

Suddenly, Brune saw her arms flail around. In the same instant, a flat stone surface appeared above her and then faded. Like a bird flying into a window, Lilly had smashed into the invisible ceiling of the tower.

Flying back down, she landed beside Brune and walked alongside him, rubbing her head.

“I saw lots of trees. And some buildings over there.” She pointed up the hill and to the left. “It looks like this trail leads there.”

“Alright, let’s pick up the pace.” Brune started jogging.

Before long, the ground leveled out and the trail took them into a forest of beech trees. Brune kept up his pace, heedless of any dangers that might lurk in the forest.

A girl’s scream echoed behind a thicket of trees.

“I saw a man!” her outraged voice shrieked.

Horrified gasps and frantic splashing answered her. “A man! Where? Where?”

Walking past the trees, Brune looked down at a glistening pool just off the trail. Three breathtakingly beautiful girls were bathing in it.

A redhead, apparently the one who’d spotted him through the trees, squatted down into the pool all the way to her chin. Brune couldn’t help but notice a pair of large breasts beneath the rippling water.

A second girl stood waist-deep in the water with her back to Brune. Her blonde locks clung to her shoulders as she looked around in confusion, covering her small breasts.

The third girl stood on the rocky ledge beside the pool, her brown hair still dripping wet. She held a towel around her middle, but it barely covered her nakedness. She stood about the same height as Endellion, but her hips were wider. When her eyes fell upon Brune, her face contorted with all the rage of Medusa.

Normally Brune would have made some smart-ass quip, but there was no time for that.

“Sorry, ladies,” he said. “We’re looking for Phia. Have you seen her?”

They probably didn’t hear him amid all their shrieking.

Brune and Lilly continued along the trail, eventually coming to a small country house with a well-kept garden. Brune marked the sun’s place in the sky: probably not much more than an hour to high noon.

“Shit! We have to hurry.”

More shrieks and screams could be heard inside the house as they walked up the stone path. The door opened just as Brune approached it.

Inga appeared in the doorway, hand on hip. “That’s far enough. This is outrageous, Mr.… ”

“Hargish.”

“Mr. Hargish. What do you think you’re doing here? You should be ashamed! How did you—”

“I don’t have time for this shit. Take me to Phia. Now.”

Inga faltered. “But… Mr. Hargish. This is a sacred place. You aren’t supposed to be here.” She smoothed her dress with trembling hands. “You’ve seen the virgin nymphs bathing. Do you understand what a grave violation this is?”

A flourish drew Brune’s attention to the upper window. The blonde girl—or rather, nymph—from the pool was looking down at him. They must have hurried back via some shortcut. She fell away from the window, and Brune heard a chorus of shrieking and chattering.

“Is Phia inside?” he said, stepping towards the door.

Inga’s eyes widened with outrage. “Mr. Hargish! You are not to see Miss Callidora before the wedding. Now, really, I—”

“There will be no wedding. I am Phia’s guardian, and I never agreed to this marriage.” He stepped closer. “Now, for the last time, tell me where she is.”

Inga slumped her shoulders. “She’s in the sacred meadow.”

“You will take me there. Now.”

Inga reluctantly put her shoes on as two nymphs came down the stairs and looked at her curiously.

“This is a transgression,” she whined as Brune led her down the garden path. “Violation of sacred rites... The Cardinal did not approve of this, I know that.” She stopped and looked at Brune with pleading eyes.

“That doesn’t matter,” Brune said, taking her by the wrist. “I already told you, I didn’t approve of Phia being married.”

“That’s all very well, Mr. Hargish. But this is sacred ground. No man is supposed to go near the bridal meadow.”

“I was told a big group was coming to watch,” Brune said.

“They’re coming to the public wedding ceremony between the Cardinal and the High Priestess. That’s not in the sacred meadow. The sacred meadow is for the union with Sol. It happens in private. The only other people present are the three virgins. Even the Cardinal rarely steps foot in this grove. It isn’t—”

“Miss Inga! Miss Inga!”

The tall brown-haired nymph was hurrying along the path with the blonde trailing behind her. Even farther away, the redhead was fumbling along, still fixing her clothing as she went. The nymphs’ hair was still wet, and they were all apparently furious that they hadn’t had time to make themselves up.

Each girl wore a white robe that ended above the knees. The silky fabric hugged every curve of their bodies. They wore sandals on their feet, with crisscrossing straps around their calves.

“Miss Inga! What’s going on?”

“Oh, I don’t know what’s going on, dears.”

“Don’t slow down,” Brune said, still holding her wrist.

“You don’t know how important this day is for many people, Mr. Hargish,” Inga said. “These nymphs are devoted to Saint Theodosha. They were meant to lose their virginity in the deflowering ceremony.”

Brune smirked. “So Sol gets to deflower four maidens in one go.” He couldn’t help but grin. “Not bad.”

Lilly, flying alongside Brune, elbowed him in the arm. “You would like that, wouldn’t you, Lord Brune?”

The trail faded away, and they walked through green bracken. Inga stopped, trying to pull her arm back from Brune. “Please, Mr. Hargish, I don’t think—”

Brune gripped her wrist and pulled her in front of him, giving her a gentle shove. “Just show us where it is.”

The nymphs walked up close to Brune and Lilly, scrutinizing them suspiciously.

“Miss Inga,” said the tall one with brown hair, “Why are you taking this man here? The ceremony will start soon!”

Inga looked over her shoulder. “It’s out of my hands, Adelina. I’m sorry.”

Adelina stomped her foot and slumped her shoulders. The two smaller girls hung on her arms like she was their big sister. Seeing Brune looking at her, she squished her forehead into a nasty frown.

Brune turned to Inga, feeling light in the head. Being around all those vivacious women was distracting.

“Lead the way.”

“It’s just beyond this thicket of trees.”

As Inga walked in front of him, Brune noticed she had a big, round backside. It was impossible for her to hide, despite her modest dress.

Damn. She doesn’t even realize how good that thing is she’s carting around behind her.

Brune was pitching a tent in his pants. Lilly seemed a little excited, too. She kept flying close to Brune and hanging her arms around his neck as if to tell the other girls that he was taken.

Come to think of it, the nymphs also seemed very high-strung and eager for the release they’d been promised.

Brune sniffed the air. The scents of flowers and herbs had grown even more pungent.

“Inga,” he said, walking alongside her. “Are there any... special flowers growing around here?”

Inga’s face colored, and her large breasts strained against her blouse as she took a breath.

“The flowers and herbs here exhale the vapors of eros. The closer one gets to the grove, the more… intense it becomes. But here we are…”

They came into a meadow dominated by a colossal marble statue of a nude Theodosha. In front of the statue, tied to a post, was Phia.

She wore a skimpy white dress. Two strands of fabric crossed over her breasts, leaving her midriff bare. Two slits ran up the dress, revealing the soft milky skin of her legs. She wore the same sandals as the nymphs. 

“Phia!” Lilly said, swooping over and wrapping her arms around her.

Phia broke down in tears as Brune ran to her. “I knew you’d come!”

Brune pulled his dagger—the same one he’d used to cut Phia loose when he rescued her from the werewolf.

Inga walked up with a wincing look on her face. “Such a shame to cancel the wedding, but... I suppose it can’t be helped.”

Brune glanced at the sky. The sun burned above their heads, approaching its midpoint. There were maybe 40 minutes to go.

“Is this how it’s done?” he said to Inga. “You tie up the Bride and then—what? He fucks her against the post?” Brune’s cock throbbed at the suggestion.

“No, no, Mr. Hargish. That’s not it at all. We were instructed to tie Phia up because she has a history of running away.”

Phia looked around. “Wh-where’s Endellion?”

Brune and Lilly exchanged glances. “Forget her.”

“What! Why?”

“She betrayed us. I never should have trusted her.”

Phia shook her head, tears pooling in her eyes. “No. She wouldn’t do that.”

“She did, Phia.”

“I can’t believe it.”

Brune stooped to cut the rope around Phia’s legs. His ears pricked. There were footsteps in the forest.

Two figures walked out from the shadows of the trees. Cardinal Waldemarr carried his long staff, looking as composed as ever. Ethlerod walked with his hands in his belt, lips curled into a sneer.

“I underestimated you, Mr. Hargish,” the Cardinal said. “You truly are a formidable adventurer. Not that I didn’t think you could reach the fourth floor—I just didn’t think you’d be able to do it so fast.”

“Stay out of my way, Cardinal.”

“It’s hard to fathom how you got past the mages without a fight. I take it someone must have aided you. This individual will be found out and punished accordingly.”

Lilly gasped and put her hands on her cheeks. “Mr. Bunny,” she whispered.

Brune could feel the sun on his neck as he bent down again to cut the rope.

“Do not touch that rope, Mr. Hargish.” For the first time, there was wrath in Waldemarr’s voice. Bright blue light glowed around his staff.

Brune slowly stood up. “I never agreed to your proposal, Waldemarr. I’m taking Phia back.”

“I cannot allow that, Mr. Hargish.” The cardinal looked Phia up and down. His voice grew thicker. “Sol must have his bride.”

Brune threw up his fists. “Chaos Wave!”

Inga and the nymphs screamed and held each other as the grove became hot with fire. Cardinal Waldemarr answered Brune’s attack with a shield of blue energy that emanated from his staff and pushed back the flames.

The air was still.

Cardinal Waldemarr stabbed his staff into the earth. “A word of advice, Mr. Hargish. Watch out behind you.” He threw his head back and bellowed, “Sevelod! Destroy him!”

Immediately, everyone turned their heads towards the other side of the grove, behind the statue of Theodosha. Something was crashing through the trees.

Brune glanced at the sun. It was getting ever closer to high noon.

Fuck! No time for a boss battle.

“You could give up now, Mr. Hargish. It would make things easier for both of us.”

Brune turned to Lilly. She clutched her wand, which glittered pink and blue.

“Try to hold them off. I’ll be back as soon as I can. Listen: give everything you’ve got. He’s powerful.”

The nymphs squealed and jumped out of the way as Brune charged past them and bounded into the trees.








CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO







LILLY RAN TOWARDS Cardinal Waldemarr and Ethlerod, putting herself between them and Phia. The cardinal stood on the edge of the grove, watching with arrogant calmness. He nodded to Ethlerod.

The guard drew his sword and walked towards Lilly. “Stand down, fairy.”

Lilly backed up a few paces. “Don’t come any closer!” She lifted her wand to the sky.

Ethlerod snorted. “By the way, that elf friend of yours? Had a change of heart.”

Phia’s ears pricked up.

“She tried to give back the money. Demanded we forget the whole deal.” He laughed. “But I’ll tell you a secret. She isn’t so strong when she’s stripped of all that overpowered gear. I’m gonna go pay her a visit, soon as I’m done here.” He winked at Phia.

“No!” Phia said, struggling fiercely against the ropes. “Leave her alone!”

Lilly again pointed her wand skyward and threw her head back. Ethlerod watched with a curious frown.

The fairy recited something in a sing-song voice as a massive disk of blue light appeared in front of her. It was as big as a three-story house, and it glowed with runes and symbols that Phia didn’t recognize. But they soon became hard to see, because the disk began spinning.

Ethlerod gazed at it, first with bewilderment, and then with fear. Taking several steps back, he turned to look at his boss.

Cardinal Waldemarr’s mouth twitched as he gripped his staff.

Phia, Inga, and the nymphs watched with their mouths agape as the disk spun faster and faster, and wind swirled through the grove.

Lilly turned to the cat girl. “Watch this, Phia!”

“I’m watching, Lilly.”

The fairy turned back to her disk. “I hope this works.”

She took a deep breath. “Fae of the forests of Arullia. Lend me your awful power. Gheimr...dheunos!”

Lilly spun in a double pirouette and looked at Phia with a grin. The ground began to shake. The air crackled and gusted with wind as the disk grew brighter and spun ever more rapidly.

“No!” Cardinal Waldemarr yelled above the crashing wind. “Impossible!”

Ethlerod took cover behind a tree as the cardinal shot a blast of light at Lilly. But everything immediately went white in a blinding explosion. The nymphs’ screams were lost in the deafening sound of the wind. The ground shook in what felt like an earthquake.

When the blast ended, the disk was gone. Dust and smoke floated in the air as bits of dirt and leaves continued to rain down.

As the smoke cleared away, the onlookers saw that Phia’s blast had plowed through the forest, leaving a path of decimation all the way into the hazy distance. Lilly had collapsed onto the ground, looking as fragile as a china doll despite the terrible power she’d just shown.

The cardinal and Ethlerod were nowhere to be found.

In the meantime, Brune clashed with Sevelod, a snapping, clawing, slithery creature, just as comfortable among the trees as it was in the sky. 

And, to make things more difficult, the woods were thick with the same flowers and herbs that had inflamed Brune and the women before Waldemarr had shown up. During the fight, Sevelod’s tail smashed Brune into a tree, and he fell right into a patch of the stuff. It was all over his skin and clothes, and its tangy taste was in his throat.

It made fighting a little more difficult. One overwhelming desire burned inside him: to pull Phia and Lilly to the ground and fuck them in every hole for a week straight.

Nevertheless, Brune got underneath Sevelod and delivered critical blows to its underbelly and neck. Then he danced around it, dodging its attacks as it bled out.

Finally, when the beast’s movements had slowed down, Brune got on its back and drove his sword into a weak spot under its jaw. Then he raised his sword above his head…

But just as Brune was about to bring the blade down, a furious wind swirled violently through the trees and a bright flash filled his eyes. Sevelod lurched and threw him off.

Jumping to his feet, he saw the dragon slithering away, but he bounded towards it, putting a boot on its shoulder as he raised his sword again.

He swung the blade down and chopped off the dragon’s head.

All he had to do now was crush Waldemarr if it came to that. Then nothing would stand in the way of his bliss.

Sevelod’s corpse faded as Brune ran back towards the grove, not stopping to look at the gold coins and diamonds left in its place.

Clutching his blood-stained sword, Brune bounded over the bracken. His head rushing from battle victory and his veins pumping with ferocious lust, Brune was eager to smash the Cardinal as fast as possible.

But smoke and debris floated in the air as Brune came into the meadow.

What the hell happened? 

He charged past the statue of Theodosha and came to a sudden stop. It looked like a meteor had ripped through the forest, leaving a path of burning trees and upturned earth.

Inga was sitting on her knees with Lilly’s head resting on her lap. The fairy was awake, looking at Brune hazily. The nymphs sat around her.

She tried to get onto her elbows.

“Don’t move dear!” Inga said, putting a hand on Lilly’s cheek.

“I... I did what you said, Lord Brune,” Lilly said weakly, letting her head fall back onto Inga’s lap. “Used...my strongest spell.”

Brune let out an enormous sigh. He hadn’t even realized he’d been holding his breath. He looked at the devastated forest.

Lilly did that!

“You did well, Lilly.”

She smiled and closed her eyes. “Thank you, Lord Brune.”

Phia’s golden tresses shimmered in the sunlight, and the white dress was so bright it almost hurt the eyes. One of her bare legs was visible through the slit of the fabric. Tied up against that post, she reminded him of when he first saw her.

Only this time, he’d be keeping her for himself.

He drew his dagger.

“There’s no time Mr. Hargish!” Inga said as Brune cut the rope around Phia’s ankles.

He froze. No time? Was it too late?

Brune squinted at the sky, his heart pounding. The sun was high, but it wasn’t noon yet. They probably had 25 minutes. Or less.

“What are you talking about?” He cut the ropes around Phia’s thighs.

“You won’t make it out of the forest before noon,” Inga said. “Sol will come. They did the summoning ceremonies this morning; Phia is marked as the virgin bride. I know you’re powerful, but you can’t defeat a god, Mr. Hargish.”

Brune cut the last rope. Phia fell into him, throwing her arms around his neck. He pressed his face against her hair and kissed her.

“You have to take her virginity now, Mr. Hargish. It’s the only way.”

Phia looked at Brune with wide eyes, her cheeks coloring. He grabbed her ass and kneaded it with both hands. Phia moaned into his kiss as he dragged his hands up to her slender waist and took hold of it.

Digging his fingers into the soft flesh of her waist, he tore his lips away and looked at the blue sky, as if to address Sol himself. “I’ll fuck her right here then.”

Before anyone else got to her first. God or no god, Brune wasn’t going to let another male take what was his.

Phia looked at him in shock, her nipples puckering against the tight fabric of the dress.

The nymphs stared with open mouths as Brune dragged Phia to the ground.

Phia’s head lolled to the side. Her face was flushed, a dreamy look in her eyes. Brune lifted her dress and hooked his fingers into her panties, yanking them down her thighs. When he got them down to her knees, he noticed the hot sun burning the back of his neck; every passing second threatened to take her away from him.

Brune ripped the panties apart and threw them aside. Then he pushed her legs open, exposing the little tuft of blonde hair and her glistening lips.

He rubbed his fingers along her entrance, spreading wetness around. Then he slid a digit inside. Her cunt gripped his finger. It was going to take some work to open up that pinprick-sized hole.

Curling his finger up, he rubbed Phia’s G-spot. Her legs tried to shoot together as her back arched and her hand grabbed his wrist.

“Wait,” she panted. “It... feels... Oh!”

Brune rubbed faster. Phia squealed as her tight young body writhed on the grass.

“Feels... funny.”

Brune pulled out and used two fingers to part her folds. She sucked in air through her teeth and looked at him in anticipation.

Yes, baby, I’m going to do that thing I did to you in the bathroom.

Phia’s breath became frantic as soon as Brune took his first lick. When he sucked on her clit, her hips reared and her heels dug into the ground.

Brune hastily undid his belt. He would have liked to have made a proper meal of Phia. Licked her off until she came on his tongue. But there was no time for that.

Every inch of his cock was aching as he released it from his pants and dropped it heavily onto Phia’s petite stomach. She stared open-mouthed at his manhood.

Phia wasn’t the only woman ogling. Inga, having momentarily forgotten her decorum, gawked as her cheeks reddened. Then she remembered she was pretending not to notice the scene before her. She turned back to Lilly, who had dozed off in her lap.

The nymphs were less shy about watching. Their role in the initiation ceremony was to seduce Phia and get her primed for her divine suitor. And they had fully expected to get fucked alongside her.

The redhead pouted and sighed loudly. The blonde fidgeted and bit her lip. Adelina, the tall one, stood up and walked over to Brune and Lilly, keeping a somewhat respectful distance.

Hiking up the skirt of her gown, she sat down and curled her legs, leaning on her palm.

Brune pushed the tip of his dick against Phia’s entrance. She was already writhing and moaning. Nothing could stop him now from taking what was his. No cardinal. No god.

Not even his guilty conscience. He still knew it was wrong to drag Phia into a rambling life of mercenary adventuring. Even if she thought she wanted it, she deserved better.

I’ll aim for something better. I’ll do it for her.

Brune plowed himself through Phia’s taut muscles, groaning at the feeling of her tight pussy squeezing his cock. He got less than halfway in. Her legs scrambled on either side of Brune’s hips. Her hands pushed at his chest. He felt claws digging into the back of his neck.

“Brune. It hurts.”

“I know it does. Relax your body.”

Her legs fell open. Brune fucked her with the end of his length, spreading wetness around until she loosened up ever so much.

Then he slammed himself almost all the way in. Phia screamed and jerked her hips as Brune kissed her forehead.

“It’ll get better if you relax. I promise.”

Brune slipped his fingers under the lengths of fabric that wrapped up her breasts. Pulling the fabric down, her handful-sized tits were in full view. Phia mewled desperately as he squeezed her breasts and pinched her nipples.

“You like that, don’t you?”

“Yes.” She ran her unpracticed fingers over the back of his neck.

Brune admired Phia, pinned to the ground by his cock like some rare butterfly. The sun seared his neck. It was high overhead; surely the time of Sol’s appointed arrival was almost there.

Too late, motherfucker. She’s not a virgin anymore. She’s my little slut now.

Pressing his lips against Phia’s soft cheek, he pulled back and thrust all the way in again. Phia bucked beneath him as her pussy gripped his cock like a vise. She lifted her knees up high, apparently trying to encourage Brune. He gazed at her impossibly smooth legs, her sandaled feet.

“That’s a good girl. You’re doing a great job, sweetie.”

Brune’s approval clearly made her happy. A little smile appeared on her lips, her eyes twinkled, and her pussy became even wetter.

Adelina moved closer to the lovers. She watched Phia’s face through hooded eyes, her legs facing Brune. She opened them and rubbed her pussy through her panties.

Then she moved over to Brune, putting her arms around his shoulders and looking down at Phia.

“Yes,” she intoned. “Fuck her. Fuck her hard.”

Overcoming their shyness, the blonde and redhead came and sat beside Phia, they ran their warm fingers all over her. The scent of so many women—all with their feminine juices flowing—drove Brune out of his mind.

He thrust himself in, balls deep. Phia moaned, her legs falling open in absolute surrender.

“Yes!” the redhead said. “Fuck her. Fuck that little bitch.”

She slapped Phia’s tits and then massaged them, taking a nipple in her teeth.

It was too much. For Brune and for Phia.

Brune’s forearms dropped on either side of Phia’s head, his hips pumping fast and deep. Phia’s pussy got wetter and wetter with every thrust.

But just when Brune was about to shoot his seed, Phia whined, “Oh! I… I feel something…”

Holy fuck.

He hadn’t expected her to be able to climax on her first time, especially under these hurried circumstances. But he sure as hell wanted it to happen, so he focused all his effort on holding back.

“You’re gonna cum,” he said, taking her head in his hands. “Let it happen, baby. Cum for me. Do it.”

“Cum for us, Phia,” the nymphs said, caressing every part of the cat girl that they could reach. “We want you to do it.”

Phia’s breathing became more and more frantic, until tremors shook her body and shuddered through her pussy.

“I... I’m... I’m cumming!” Phia said.

Brune grunted and thrust towards the most amazing release he’d ever had. Normally he was careful about blowing his load inside a woman. He knew what it was like to grow up without a father, and he wouldn’t have wished it on anyone.

But this was different. He wanted to mark Phia. And he wanted her to have babies. Lots and lots of babies. Which was weird, because he’d never thought he wanted babies.

But he did now.

Phia convulsed, the orgasm wracking her body, her cunt clenching around Brune and milking his cock. He shouted and cursed as seed shot from the tip of his dick, filling her up with thrust after frenzied thrust.

When he finally pulled out, Adelina lay down beside Phia and kissed her cheek. “You did such a good job,” she said, rubbing Phia’s cunt. “Such a nice little kitty.”

The sound of crying drew Brune and Phia’s attention.

Lilly was still sitting with Inga, but she was awake now, sniffling and rubbing tears from her eyes.

“What’s the matter?” Phia said as she and Brune walked over and knelt beside their friend.

Lilly sniffled and wiped her eyes. “I’m so happy for you two, that’s all.”

Brune lifted her chin and looked at her emerald green eyes. The tears welled up again.

“You two are so good together,” she croaked. “I’m glad you’re my friends. I—”

Brune smothered her words with a kiss. The fairy’s little body went limp in his arms.

Phia plopped down beside them. Lilly looked at the cat girl.

“I’m sorry all this happened, Phia. You were so excited to come here.”

“Don’t be sorry,” Phia said. “Lucia teaches that men and institutions become corrupt. That’s why my faith is in Feron’s love—not in any cardinal or palace.”

The two girls hugged each other, and the embrace quickly led to passionate kissing as Brune went down on Lilly.

Inga got up and stood aside, clasping her wrist and looking away. The lascivious nymphs gathered around again, calling for Lilly to be fucked—and Brune was pretty sure each of them was hoping for a turn, too.

That wasn’t going to happen, though.

Lilly was even more petite than Phia; breaking her in would be a challenge. The time for that would come soon. But not today. The poor little fairy was weak from the cataclysmic spell she’d unleashed.

Brune contented himself with pushing up her skirt, pulling down her panties, and lapping at her little pussy until she came in his face.

That took all the energy Lilly had. She dozed in Phia’s arms as Brune pushed himself away, his cock still rock hard. He glimpsed the blasted, smoking trail left by Lilly, and he realized how reckless it probably was to be hanging around there.

Lilly might have just killed the Head Cardinal, and we’re having a fuck-fest on the top floor of the Cathedral Tower.

Oddly, the matter felt less urgent than it ought to have. Lust was still thick in his belly, with Lilly’s taste on his lips and the grove’s intoxicating vapors working in his mind. The nymphs gathered around him, eyeing the bulge in his still-undone pants.

But as beautiful as they were, Brune ignored them, and cast around for Inga. He wanted to plunge into her soft warmth.

He noticed her lingering. “There you are!” 

If she hadn’t suspected what Brune wanted to do to her, the look in his eyes told her everything as walked towards her and took her hand.

“Mr. Hargish...”

Brune pulled her against him, took hold of her rump, and trailed kisses over her cheek.

Inga let out a girlish moan. Digging his fingers into her waist, he pressed his lips against hers. She threw her arms around his neck, her body surrendered, and Brune could sense the heat and moisture coming off her.

But when he thrust his hips against her, she pushed herself away.

“You should go, Mr. Hargish,” she said, panting for breath. “The wedding congregation will arrive at the reception hall soon. They’ll know something’s amiss right away. And the Cardinal... His guards will look for him before long.”

“The Cardinal!” Phia said, completely ignoring Brune for some reason. “What do you think happened to him?”

Lilly was sitting up, rubbing her head. “I think he probably fell off the edge of this… mountain? Whatever it is. Just like the last High Priestess.”

The nymphs watched Brune with long faces. “But… But he doesn’t have to go yet, Miss Inga,” Adelina whined. “They won’t come into the sacred meadow. You can stay a little longer, Mr. Hargish.”

“Nah,” Brune said. “She’s right.”

After pocketing all of Sevelod’s diamonds and as much of the gold coins as they could carry, they headed back down the trail.








CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE







BRUNE LOOKED AT his sigil ring. The wisp of blue light glowed brighter. Phia walked beside him, leaning forward under the weight of Lilly, who was riding piggyback.

“It’s pointing to the right,” she said.

“I see that, baby. Keep your eyes on the tunnel.”

“Don’t call me baby.”

Brune sighed in exasperation. “Are you still going on about this?”

“I can’t believe you kissed her.”

“How was I supposed to know you’d mind? You watched me make out with Lilly’s pussy for 10 minutes and you didn’t mind that!”

“Because she’s Lilly! Honestly, I can’t believe you!”

Phia’s voice echoed down the dank tunnel.

“Mind keeping it down?” Brune muttered. “The whole godsdamn tower’s gonna hear us.”

“I don’t care.”

“You shouldn’t have kissed that lady, Lord Brune,” Lilly said quietly.

“Well, I said I was sorry, so get over it already.”

They turned right, following Brune’s ring down an even darker corridor. Phia gagged in the stale air.

The girls had insisted on the rescue, so Brune was obliging them. If it made them happy, fine. Besides, maybe Endellion really was remorseful.

Brune sniffed. Not likely.

At least he reckoned the detour wouldn’t increase their risk very much. When they’d descended to the first floor, a room packed full of palace guards had awaited them. Unfortunately for the guards, a massacre ensued.

But now they scarcely encountered any guards, probably because few remained. Brune knew for a fact that the guard at the Imperial Palace in Erwynd City consisted of 48 soldiers and a few officers. The Cardinal’s palace guard would be significantly smaller than that. 

Brune stopped at a large door.

“Is this it?” Phia said, her voice trembling.

Brune undid some buttons on his belt; a leather tool case unrolled down his thigh. His experienced hands picked the lock swiftly.

When the door clinked open, the first thing they saw was the daylight from a small window high above. As their eyes adjusted, they saw the outline of a person lying on the floor. Flies buzzed around an untouched plate of crusty bread.

Phia let Lilly down and crouched at Endellion’s side. The elf had been disarmed and stripped of armor, except for her panties. Her blonde hair was darkened with blood, and her face was almost hard to recognize, with a puffy eye and a swollen lip.

“Endellion,” Phia said, touching her arm.

Endellion started and lifted her head.

“We’re here now. We came for you.”

She coughed and looked at Phia in confusion. Then she made a pitiful moan and shrank back towards the wall, her chains jangling. 

“No. No.” 

“Endellion. It’s okay.”

“Ph-Phia.” The elf’s voice was choked with anguish. “I... I’m sorry.”

“I know, Endellion. I forgive you. We heard about how you changed your mind.”

“No.” She pushed Phia’s hand away. “Leave me here. Leave me.”

“Endellion, we’re not leaving you!”

“Please. I want to die.”

“I’m not letting you die, Endellion. You’re my friend.”

Endellion sobbed as Phia stroked her hair. But she pushed the cat girl’s hand away again.

Brune walked over. Endellion looked at him fearfully, then covered her face and wept.

“Watch the door,” Brune said, pulling out his lock-picking tools.

“I’m watching,” Lilly said wearily.

When Endellion’s shackles were removed, Brune cradled her in his arms and lifted her up. She turned her face to him with an expression of abject misery and begged him to leave her there. It was the most pitiful sight Brune had ever seen.




* * *




Brune broke through the surface of the ocean and took a breath of salty air. The water was so clear he could see tiny fish darting over the rippled seabed below. It was the perfect anchorage; calm water, a beautiful view of vineyards and trees, and no one else in sight.

He looked back at the huge sailboat. It was old, and the previous owner had demanded too much for it (the old buzzard could tell they were in a hurry). But it still felt like a luxury to Brune.

He could see Lilly sitting in her sun chair. She’d been there since morning, with her nose in a book.

Brune swam back and climbed onto the deck.

“How’s the water, Lord Brune?” Lilly said, resting the book on her thigh with her finger marking the page.

Brune toweled himself off. “Perfect.”

Lilly admired his powerful body as he walked over in his swimming trunks and sat in a chair beside her.

“What are you reading?”

“It’s a murder mystery. So good! I can’t put it down.”

“Didn’t know you were such a bookworm.”

“I guess I am. I just found it in a little closet downstairs this morning.”

Brune reached for Lilly’s new cittern. She’d been plucking it almost non-stop for several days. The instrument looked tiny in Brune’s massive hands.

Lilly grinned. “Can you play?”

“Nah.” He idly strummed his fingers over the strings.

Phia stepped out from the galley, beaming a smile and wiping her hands on an apron. “The swimmer’s back!”

She popped back in and came out carrying a tray with sandwiches and iced tea.

Brune’s eyes widened, and he smiled with delight, as if Phia had performed an amazing magic trick. He grabbed a sandwich before she’d even put the plate down.

Phia clasped her hands and watched Brune as he shoved the sandwich into his mouth, devouring it in a few bites.

“Help yourself, Lilly,” she said.

“Thank you. Actually, I think I’ll go check on our patient.”

“How is the invalid, anyway?” Brune said.

Phia crossed her arms. “Brune, don’t call her that.”

“Her body is healing,” Lilly said. “That’s not the problem. It’s all the pain she has inside…”

“I’ve been praying for her... every night. I ask Feron to heal the hurt she’s carried around for so long. It’s no wonder she seemed so distant sometimes.”

Brune shrugged. “Everybody has a sad story.”

Phia put her hands on her hips. “All the more reason for you to understand her, then. You should forgive her, Brune.”

“Never said I didn’t.”

“Well, you don’t show it. You haven’t said a word to her.”

“Because she’s been in bed the past six days.”

“Maybe she’s too scared to come up here.”

“Scared?” Brune looked at Phia in bewilderment and then picked up another sandwich.

Lilly stood up and made a funny noise under her breath. She limped her way to the stairs.

Phia watched with a smirk. “Something wrong, fairy?” she said in a sweet voice. “You’re walking funny.”

Lilly turned around primly. “If you keep teasing me, I’ll get Brune to fuck you in the ass!”

Phia’s mouth fell open. “Lilly! You’re horrible!”

Chuckling, Lilly went down the stairs to one of the cabins. Phia sat down beside Brune and chattered to him for about 10 minutes while he finished the sandwiches.

Suddenly, Lilly rushed up the stairs. “She’s asking for you, Phia.”

Phia hurried down the stairs on light feet.

“I think you should come, too, Brune,” Lilly said.

“Alright.”

Brune could hear Phia’s soothing voice as he came down the stairs and walked to the door of Endellion’s cabin. He peeked inside. Phia was sitting on the bed, holding the elf’s hands.

Endellion spoke: “You’re a beautiful person.”

“So are you.”

“No.”

“I know you are.”

“I’m no good.”

“Why do you say you’re no good?”

Endellion breathed fitfully, struggling to hold back a torrent of tears.

“Endellion... Do you blame yourself... for what happened to your parents?”

Endellion broke down, gasping for breath, her body wracked with sobs. “I should have helped them. I should have helped them…”

Phia’s voice was gentle. “You were just a little girl. You were scared. It doesn’t make you a bad person.”

Endellion wept in the cat girl’s arms. Brune waited by the door with Lilly until Endellion’s sobbing had calmed down. When he walked into the room, Endellion tensed up. She looked at Brune searchingly, anxiety in her eyes. It was surprising to see her so vulnerable. She was almost like a different person.

But Brune suddenly understood her—why she was so icy. It wasn’t just her dark elf nature, after all. He saw a little girl, traumatized by the killing of her parents. The little girl was still a part of Endellion. He wanted to comfort her. Protect her. Make her smile.

Phia crawled onto the other side of the bed and lay down alongside Endellion as Brune leaned over the elf, taking her head in his hands. He kissed her forehead and cheeks. More tears streamed down as he kissed her lips.

Lilly came and snuggled up on the opposite side of Phia. The two girls hugged Endellion and kissed her cheeks. She smiled.

“That’s better,” Brune said, pinching her chin.

Phia snuggled up closer, her little tongue flicking out to lick Endellion’s shoulder affectionately.

Brune snorted.

Phia’s ears shot back. “Shut up,” she said.

“Don’t make me throw you overboard,” Brune said.

“No!” Phia squealed and buried her face in Endellion’s chest.

Brune tapped Endellion’s stomach. “You gotta come out and swim with me. These two are afraid of the water.”

“Okay.”

“I’m not afraid,” Lilly said. “I just don’t want to get my wings wet. She’s afraid.” Lilly pointed at Phia’s face.

“Am not.” The cat girl swatted her hand away.

Lilly rested her head on Endellion’s shoulder and ran her fingers over her chest. Phia purred.

“You know what Brune did to me last night?” Lilly said. “He broke my little cherry. I can’t even walk now.”

Endellion grinned. “I know. You guys weren’t exactly quiet... Too bad I missed it.”

Phia’s purring deepened. Her tail thrashed around on the bedcover. “There’ll be plenty more opportunities,” she said.

The three girls all looked at Brune.

He swallowed thickly. Oh, gods, what have I gotten myself into? They’re never gonna give my dick a rest.

Still, he rose to the challenge as the girls ran their eager fingers over his stomach and pulled his swimming trunks down.
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