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      I finished up an especially late night working at Conan's, a local pizza joint about three quarters of a mile northeast of the University of Texas at Austin campus—where I go to school. It's my second year. I haven't decided on a major yet. Nothing really grabs me, but I spend most of my time in the science department. I pull a 4.0. Learning is easy. Life, on the other hand… Outside of class, when I'm not working, which is rare, I enjoy observing the natives in their natural habitat, particularly the female of the species—babes hoticus. Unfortunately, I haven't figured out how to go in for closer observations without scaring them away.

      Conan's is an awesome place to eat! Great pizza. And they have these massive solid wood tables with tons of badass illustrations on top, under a thick resin coating. Most of them are by one of the greatest artists ever to live, Frank Frazetta. You can eat your pizza while taking in the sweet images of Conan—sword in hand, enjoying what is best in life—facing off against savage horrifying beasts and monsters. The man's just trying to do the right thing for the alluring scantily-clad women in danger. And when they're not in danger, well, he gives them other reasons to thank him. I've worked at Conan's long enough to know all forty-seven voluptuous illustrated babes by heart.

      I had to stay late, an hour past closing, to do an extra thorough floor mopping and deodorize the place as best I could, thanks to a group of drunk frat boys who should've passed out on somebody's front lawn long before they drove (Let's be honest. They drove…somehow.) to Conan's and shoveled down five large Bloodbaths—every topping on the menu. After my boss, Mario, closed out the register, he gave me the spare key. "Lock up when you're done, Dennis," he said. Then he took off, leaving me with the mess—but also with half a large pizza.

      I finished with a little help from Conan. Looking at him in the artwork reminded me he'd dealt with his fair share of putrid guts and other nasty shit. We were men. We did what we had to do.

      Having no car, I zombie-walked the mile home, ignoring sounds of the three or four parties ongoing in the neighborhood. I knew doing well in college was going to be my ticket. Ticket to where? I had no idea yet. When I got to my apartment, I went in and collapsed onto my bed, not bothering to get out of my clothes, despite the faint smell of vomit. I drifted off to the sounds of the wild party happening in the pool forty feet from my front door.

      I'd be cleaning the pool in the morning, same as I did every morning. It was part of my deal with the landlord—half off my rent. Unfortunately, at least four or five nights every week were party nights in the pool. Some parties were better than others. It's not like I actually went to them. I worked almost every night. But I could tell how good the party was by how many beer cans, overturned pool chairs, and left-behind bikini tops I found the next morning. If I started taking the cans to a recycling center and selling the bikini tops on Facebook Marketplace I could probably quit Conan's. Weird listing though—random bikini top, no bottom piece, don't ask.

      My apartment is shit. Just wanted to get that out there. Think of the tiniest most outdated apartment you can imagine. Okay. That's the one you'd choose instead of the one I live in. It must've been sometime in the 1970's, or maybe the '60's, when some drugged-out apartment developer decided, "Hey! Let's make the kitchen countertops orange!" Yes, it's my university's color, but come on! And my carpet, I'm not sure what color it started out as, but it's brown now. Not beige or mocha or cappuccino brown. No. Years of I'm-a-cheap-ass-college-student-I-can't-afford-a-vacuum brown.

      Some people had parents with money. I didn't have parents anymore. Even so, I like to think I'm still making them proud. If I have to live on the cheap and work my way through college, I can deal. Could be worse.

      The place is close enough to walk to campus in twenty-five minutes, and UT Austin has 40,000 students. No shortage of people willing to rent out any place with four walls means I have no leverage with my landlord to ask for new carpet.

      Aside from being able to walk to class—and enjoy the views of short skirts and tanned legs on the way, thanks to Texas sunshine—my apartment has one other perk. I've got a small balcony out back that overlooks the trees which cover the hillside my apartment building rests atop. And to the immediate left of my balcony, on the other side of a relatively low-rising wood fence, is the huge backyard pool area of the sorority house next door—a place I've never been, but often wished I could visit.

      I awoke as the morning sunlight shining through the sliding glass door to my balcony warmed my cheek. I glanced at the clock and realized I'd slept too late. I had to clean the pool area before heading to class, but my class started at 9am. I had a twenty minute walk to get there, and it was 8:30am. I wanted to skip cleaning the pool area, but I'd done that last month and my landlord gave me a first and final warning that if I did it again, I'd have to pay full rent for my apartment—something I couldn't afford. As I got out of bed, I realized how much I smelled of vomit from cleaning up the frat boys' epic pizza fail. No way I could go to class without a shower, but I had a test today—and my 9am class sat me between two of the hottest girls I'd seen on campus. This was a life-or-death situation.

      My brain kicked into high-gear at the thought of missing out on my 9am coed sandwich. I grabbed a shirt and a pair of jeans, then headed to the pool. It took me only ten minutes to clear the area. Record time. Sure, after the trashcan was full I shoved the remaining collection of beer cans and misplaced bikini tops into the holly bushes surrounding the pool patio. But this was do or die.

      I pulled off my vomit-smelling pants and shirt and tossed them behind the holly bushes too. I'd retrieve them later. Then I jumped into the pool and rubbed myself as clean as I could in thirty seconds before climbing out and putting on the spare clothes I'd brought. The run to the shuttle bus stop started poorly. I'd worn my flip flops. I pulled them off and carried them, sprinting the two blocks just in time to catch the 8:50am bus. After only one more stop to pick up a few more passengers, I got out of the bus and ran past the Union Building and the Biological Laboratory before heading into the T.S. Painter Hall for my astronomy class.

      I arrived at the door to class with wet hair and still slightly dripping, but not so much that I couldn't get away with coming in and taking a seat. I was a few minutes late and had to ask the TA for a copy of the test already handed out to everyone else. The TA nodded and walked to me with a copy. I took it and then took my seat between the two beauties, Monica and Sydney, each of whom threw me a smile. I took their attentions as a good sign. I also noticed that the two girls seemed to have either coordinated their low-cut blouses for a two-pronged visual assault on my eyes or else they were in competition for the Most Distracting Breasts On Campus Award and were waiting for me to judge the winner. I took the role seriously and had to give it some thought.

      "We need you." I heard the female voice, but wasn't sure who said it.

      Must've been Monica. I was still staring at Sydney's assets. I turned to her. "What?"

      She gave me a you're-a-little-weird look. "Huh?"

      "Didn't you just say something?" I asked.

      "No." She grinned. I was confused, but at least a you're-weird look and a grin meant I wasn't repulsive. Didn't it?

      I glanced around to see who else might've been talking to me, but everyone was heads down into their test. I realized I should do the same.

      I heard the woman's voice again, but this time I was sure it was in my head. "Guardian!" She was calling out… to me?

      I thought I was losing it, but a well-timed back-against-the-chair double-arm stretch by Sydney pulled me back from the brink. When Sydney was done restoring humanity, she started in on the test again. I glanced at the clock and realized I needed to get to it. I'd sort out whether I was crazy or not after class.

      About ten minutes into the exam, I began to feel nauseated. I knew the test material, and therefore figured it wasn't nerves. Then I recalled being coated with vomit from the frat boy cleanup, and realized I'd probably gotten sick thanks to their mess. The run to catch the bus probably didn't help. I felt my forehead and decided it seemed a little hot.

      Explains the voices.

      I tried to fight back the feeling by taking a breather from my test and casting a glance to Sydney, hoping for more of her medicine. My glance turned to a full-on stare as I decided she was definitely the winner of the boob beauty contest. I didn't know how I was going to break the news to Monica, but Sydney's boobs were clearly more motivated—half spilling out of the opening of her turquoise silk blouse, saying, "I'm a winner!"

      "Mr. Howard!"

      I pulled my eyes off Sydney's mounds and looked down over the other students in the stadium-style seats, finding Professor Bad-timing looking up at me.

      "Cheating will not be tolerated," the pudgy white-bearded man said, pushing the edges of his tweed vest out with his thumbs from beneath.

      I was trying to come up with a good way to explain I wasn't cheating without saying I was only staring at Sydney's boobs, but before I could think of something my nausea shot up to a whole new level. I groaned loudly and soured my face as my stomach twisted into knots and my head began to swim.

      The voice in my head again called to me. "Guardian, save us."

      Shit. I'm hallucinating.

      My stomach gurgled. I stood, knowing I had to get to the bathroom fast, test or not. There was no time to explain or ask for permission.

      Professor Bad-timing looked enraged by the interruption. He stormed up the steps toward me, passing two rows of students who, like everyone else in the class of 107 freshman and sophomores, were watching the show unfold.

      "You will not disrupt this test any more, Mr. Howard!" He was wagging his finger at me from three rows below. The students nearest him were leaning back, turned so they could see his face. Some of them looked shocked. Some of them amused.

      I held up my hand to him, gesturing for him to stop. His yelling wasn't making my newly started headache any better. I heard a few gasps from the audience as I kept my hand up, wagged my finger at him, and shook my head.

      He said something else, but I never heard what it was. His voice was drowned out by the noise from the students as they all erupted in a cacophony. "Oh, sick!" "Gross!" "Holy shit!" "Disgusting!" "Yes!"

      It played out to me as if in slow motion. The stream of vomit flew out of my mouth in a wonderful arc, farther than you'd expect. But maybe that was due to the stadium seating. The drop in elevation allowed for the river coming from my mouth to clear the heads of the students in the three rows in front of me, for which they were thankful, I'm sure. The river split into two smaller but equally powerful torrents as it struck Professor Bad-timing's finger. Both slammed into his tweed vest, splashing up over his face, drowning out the last words of whatever it was he was saying.

      Colin, a football player I'd shared a table with one time when the Student Union cafeteria was overly full, handed me a towel from his gym bag when I was done. As I took it to wipe my mouth, he gave me a big grin and a thumbs up. I nodded slightly, not wanting to talk, but feeling it was a good enough way to say thanks.

      I looked around, still feeling the headache, and now a little dizzy, but with less nausea in my stomach. Half the class had already bailed. Professor Bad-timing was cursing like a sailor, which was kinda hilarious since he'd made a show of being aloof and proper since the first day of class. He managed to squeeze in a dismissal between cursing, saying, "Test is canceled. Everybody can leave!" I could've sworn I heard a whimper from him as he staggered to the door of his little office which was at the right side of the lecture space at the bottom of the room. But then, I'd been hearing voices. So, who knows.

      I questioned whether I'd actually died from vomiting too much, when I felt a soft hand on each of my biceps followed by two pairs of boobs pressing against me. Monica was on my right, and Sydney was on my left. Each smiled at me. And, despite my headache and general shitty condition, I had the presence of mind to know I needed more time to judge whose boobs really deserved the gold medal.

      "I thought you two would be out of here like everyone else," I said, seeing the remainder of the students heading for the exit.

      "You look like you need some help," Monica said, placing her other hand on my forearm.

      "You're not the first guy we've seen lose his lunch," Sydney said.

      Sorority girls, no doubt.

      "Probably breakfast," Monica said, looking at Sydney with raised eyebrows.

      "Whatever," Sydney said. "You know what I mean.'

      "Thanks for getting us out of the test." Monica appeared genuinely grateful.

      I was still feeling like shit, but their attentions were helping. "You're welcome."

      "We want to take you home. Okay?" she said.

      "Uh."

      "We don't have another class until this afternoon," Sydney said, as she rubbed my arm. "We got the same schedule. Well, except on Fridays."

      "That's really not necessary," I said. Then my face felt hot. What? Stupid thing to say!

      The two women looked at each other. I think they were using some kind of girl telepathy. Maybe that was my light-headedness though.

      "We'll take care of you." Sydney squeezed against me a little more. She must've seen my eyes widen as she did, because she let out a little giggle.

      For a moment, my 150 pound 6' frame felt more like Conan the Barbarian's 6'2" 215 pounds—some say 6'6" and 250, but either way their attentions did wonders, even if my size increase was all in my head, with maybe one exception.

      Fifteen minutes later, we'd caught the student shuttle bus, I'd heard how each of them were communications majors, and the rest of the conversation I don't really remember. My head was pounding as they watched me fumble to unlock the door to my apartment. Whatever was wrong with me was still wrong with me. I made it to my bed. I think each of them must've helped me. My vision was getting blurry and I felt sleepy.

      Fuck. Bad time to get sleepy.

      But I couldn't fight it.

      "Cool," Sydney said.

      Her voice was sweet. I wanted to taste it, like honey. No wait, I thought. Her. I wanted to taste her.

      A warm washcloth gently moved across my face.

      "You work at Conan's Pizza?" she said. She must've been looking at one of my work shirts I'd left laid out. They had one of Frank Frazetta's illustrations on them and 'Conan's Pizza' above the image.

      I nodded.

      I heard Sydney's words again in my mind. Conan's Pizza. Conan. The amazing artwork I'd seen so many times on the tabletops at work danced through my head. The strong warrior. The voluptuous women. Their bodies played through my mind. I drifted into reverie. I saw the faces and well-developed bodies of the young women I'd seen around campus and in my classes. Some whose names I knew, others I'd only seen from afar. Higher education.

      "You feeling better?" I could tell it was Monica's voice.

      I nodded again, my eyes still closed.

      Don't blow this. Twenty years of not getting past first base and now you're about to hit a double home run. Wake up, Dennis.

      I felt my pillow under my head and then my legs got cold. Then I felt pushing against my shoulders and upper back. Then my chest felt cold.

      "Monica!" Sydney said from somewhere nearby.

      But a few seconds later, I was warm. I could tell my blanket was over me, except for my head. I kept my eyes closed. I was so tired. I had a fleeting thought at how stupid it was to fall asleep with two beautiful women in my apartment, the first time I'd been in such a situation. But the more I relaxed, the less nauseated I felt.

      "I told you I was going to get even with Brad today. You said you were in. So…" Monica sounded resolute, but I was too tired to ask what she was talking about, or who Brad was.

      "But, I don't think he's up for it." Sydney's voice was like an angel.

      "So, we'll wait until he's rested a little. Who cares if we miss class later?"

      "Fine."

      I heard a rustling and the small clink of something metal, followed by a soft thump, something hitting the floor.

      Then my body felt cold again, but only for a few seconds. I felt my blanket come down on me again, and more warmth. I wasn't sure who was on which side of me, but I felt Sydney's and Monica's naked bodies press into mine. A surge went through me. Dennis the Conqueror.

      I drifted in and out of consciousness.

      Wake the fuck up!

      But I was losing the fight. Blackness and stillness poured over my mind as my body gave in to its need for complete rest.

      As I drifted off, I heard that voice again. "Guardian."

      My dream came into my head slowly, materializing in the blackness. I must've been in that first part of sleep, where you know you're sleeping and you know your dream is a dream, because I was taking it all in and thinking how cool it was.

      My dream started great, but then turned to some weird shit. Sydney and Monica were in it, which made sense. They were naked. That made sense too, given my situation when I fell asleep. But there were about a dozen other women in my dream too. I recognized some of them as girls I'd seen in class or around campus, and one of them was my ridiculously hot English Lit professor, Ms. Thompson. She had a PhD, but if you didn't know it, you'd swear she was a senior in college, at most two or three years past.

      All that wasn't the weird part. One by one, first Sydney, then Monica, then each of the other women started to blur and their bodies looked like they were being stretched, with their legs being drawn down into a funnel of some sort. I watched the looks of shock on each of their normally beautiful faces as their entire bodies thinned out into a wisp of gas or something before disappearing into a black void below. I had only a split second to be freaked out and slightly pissed about what was happening before the same thing happened to me too. I thought it must've been one crappy bug I'd caught from the cleanup at Conan's. Then I was gone into the void.
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      I awoke still in a dream, or so it seemed. My head felt a little fuzzy. I saw stars in the night sky above me, and a flickering glow to my right. I felt the warmth, but I turned and saw it was coming from a large fire several feet away—not from Sydney or Monica, who weren't next to me anymore. I heard crackling coming from within the flames; the fire wasn't college-party-bonfire sized, but it was close to it. The light from the fire made it hard to see anything else around me for a moment. I pushed down with my hands to help myself sit up. Whatever I was touching wasn't my bed or blankets. As I sat, I looked down to see I was resting on a huge pile of oversized leaves. It looked like I was in a bird nest, except it was greener and flatter.

      What the fuck?

      I thought I must still be dreaming. Maybe it was the virus I must've caught from the cleanup at Conan's. Probably a fever, I thought. I remembered hearing how a high fever can cause hallucinations. Then I remembered hearing the voice in my head when I was in class. I was sure it was what was causing my funky dream.

      I took a second to take stock of how my body felt. Sure, I was dreaming, but since I knew I was then maybe I had enough awareness to tell how sick my body still felt.

      Weird.

      I felt fine. No. I felt awesome. Not sick in the least. In fact, I felt pretty damn good.

      I shrugged, thankful I at least didn't have to be sick in my dream.

      I turned my attention to my surroundings once again. My eyes now adjusted to the darkness of the sky and the nearby wall of trees, and the brightness coming in from one side where the bonfire was.

      "It worked!" The woman's voice came from behind me. She sounded familiar.

      I spun around on my bed of leaves, still seated.

      Holy shit.

      Two women stood before me. Not Monica and Sydney. Each of the two women wore a tattered skirt—no, a loincloth. Well, a loin-skirt. I mean, the cloth tapered down in front of their crotches, but rose up in a V, giving no coverage to their legs or hips. Savage Land couture. Their tops were of the same style, though woefully inadequate to conceal the ampleness of their breasts.

      The brunette raised the long silver staff she was holding as she spoke. "Thank the heavens! Our Guardian has returned to us."

      Wait. What?

      The blond woman stepped up next to the brunette and leaned closer to her. I heard her whisper, "He doesn't look like the Guardian."

      "In time," the brunette said, lowering her staff. A smile slowly drew up her cheeks. "He is our champion, and we must help him to become his destiny."

      The blond scrunched her nose and tilted her head to take a better look at me. She shrugged. "I'm new at this. I trust you're right, but I hope he's ready before we need him."

      The smile on the one with the staff faded as she said, "I hope so too."

      I scooted to the edge of the pile of leaves, which I saw was on top of a large stone platform. I hoisted myself down the three feet to the dirt below.

      "My name's Dennis," I said, approaching the two women. "I figure, this is my dream. So, we might as well get on with it." It looked like it could end up pretty good. My usual awkwardness didn't come into play. Nothing to stress over in a dream, I figured.

      "I am Alara," the brunette said, "Priestess of Carnera. But you are not dreaming."

      "What? Of course I am, honey." I stepped over to her. Man, she was hot. "Nice name, though. I'm not sure where I came up with that one, but it's good. Carnera, though. I just pulled that one out of my ass."

      I noticed the blond's eyes widen. Her jaw dropped slightly, leaving her mouth open, but she didn't say anything.

      Alara took a breath and let it rush out with a huff. "I remember now how difficult this can be. Come with me." She gestured for me to follow her as she turned. Her loin-skirt slightly bounced erotically against her full tanned ass when she walked. The sight made her request to follow her easy to comply with.

      I noticed the blond look at me with curiosity, and maybe a bit of confusion, as she walked beside me. I saw her gaze lower and I glanced down to find out what she was looking at.

      Oh, yeah. I only had my boxers on and between falling asleep next to Monica and Sydney then seeing these two scantily-clad babes the blood flowed, if you know what I mean.

      We were heading toward a small stone building fifty or so feet away, nestled under the canopy of tall trees. There was a small fire just in front of the building, off to the side.

      "So, what's your name?" I raised one eyebrow and gave my other dream woman my best how you doin'. Too bad I wasn't this smooth when I was awake.

      She dipped her head slightly as she looked up at me. Her cheeks blushed. Her long hair spilled over her chest, moving slightly as she walked, but pausing occasionally as it struggled to overcome her large breasts.

      "Nithia." Her gaze dropped again to my thinly clothed manhood, then she quickly turned her head forward.

      "Nice to meet you, Nithia," I said. She didn't face me again until the three of us made it to the front of the stone building. I decided to hold off on conversation while we walked there, instead soaking up the hypnotic views of Alara's ass and Nithia's profile. Between the two of them, I remained mostly clueless as to the rest of my surroundings until we stopped next to the little fire outside the stone hut.

      The building was small, probably only one room, I guessed. The stonework was uneven, but sturdy looking. A rough-hewn wood door with thick black iron hinges was the only portal visible on the structure, at least from the front. The sides were covered with vines and closely growing trees.

      Alara stood next to the small fire—which made her legs look great—and turned to me. There was an iron rotisserie skewer over the flames, but nothing was on it. I saw the charred ends of a few small bones peaking out from the burning wood beneath. Animal bones, they appeared to be. Small. Rabbit maybe.

      "You are not in a dream," she said. "Unless we all are a dream in the mind of the gods of the heavens."

      Uh. Yeah. Okay.

      "I'm not one to argue," I said. "And I certainly don't want to wake up yet," I gave her the up and down with my eyes, "but you're going to have to take my word on this. I'm dreaming and you two rank up there with my best efforts at it."

      I looked around, taking in more of the clearing now. The area was a rough circle, about eighty feet in diameter. Dirt mostly. Some scattered forest floor stuff—leaves, twigs, a couple of downed trees half rotted. The whole clearing was surrounded by a thick forest of tall—no, massive trees. Maybe not redwoods, but close. Aside from the stone building in front of us, with it's small campfire, the larger bonfire on the other side of the clearing, and the stone altar with the leafy bird nest I'd woken up on, there was nothing else to the place. And the thickness of the forest, with high undergrowth, made the place feel secluded. Away from the bonfire now, my eyes adjusted and I could more clearly see the magnificent night sky, filled with a thousand stars shining brighter than I'd ever seen them in Texas—except maybe for that time I went way west of Austin to the remote UT astronomical observatory site. I tried for a second to spot a few familiar constellations, but for some reason, I couldn't find them.

      "If he thinks this is all a dream," Nithia said with a worried look in her eyes, "how can he possibly protect us? And how would he ever be able to face the Dark One?"

      I was getting a little frustrated with my dream. I mean, I know you can't always determine what happens next when you're dreaming, but this one—while off to a good start—was not quite feeling right. Dark One? Why is my subconscious trying to complicate matters?

      Alara peered into my eyes. She seemed to be looking deep inside me somehow. I didn't mind so much—her emerald eyes were stunning—but she dragged it out a bit long.

      "I think we've made a mistake," Nithia said. She sounded really upset. I couldn't help but take it a little personally. Somehow I was a disappointment to her. Maybe not in some ways. After all, I did catch her checking me out. But evidently she was expecting someone else, or something more.

      "Okay," I said finally. "You girls have some interesting ideas, but how about we go inside?" I nodded to the door behind Alara.

      I marveled at how confident and bold I felt. It was easy in a dream, I reminded myself.

      "I don't think that's a good idea," Nithia said, but she was talking to Alara.

      Alara broke from her deep gaze into my eyes. "No. He's right."

      "What?" Nithia clearly didn't like Alara's response.

      At least Alara has the right idea. Maybe Nithia is my mind giving me a hard time.

      "I explained all of this to you before," Alara said, turning to the stone cottage and reaching for the door handle. "He's only just come to our world. He hasn't partaken of it yet. He won't fully awaken until he has. That's why he looks like he does."

      Wait. What? Is my subconscious insulting me now?

      "Can't he just eat some berries or something?" Nithia said, crossing her arms—which made her tits perk up nicely, not that they needed help.

      Alara smiled. "You know that's not enough. I am the Priestess. This is my duty. And as the only surviving member of our clan, you must act as my second in this task."

      "I never wanted to be your second." Nithia drew a scowl on her face.

      Alara's expression turned to one of sincerity. "But your sister-"

      "No!" Nithia flung her arms out and down to her sides, shifting her stance wider with a quick step. "You don't get to use my sister against me!"

      "Nithia, I didn't mean-" Alara reached for her, but Nithia jerked away from her and ran off into the woods.

      I watched her disappear into the shadows of the trees, then turned to Alara. "What was all of that about?"

      She was shaking her head. "I shouldn't have mentioned her sister."

      "What about her sister?" I asked.

      "She's gone now," Alara said, casting her eyes down at the ground.

      "You mean…gone?"

      Alara looked up at me. "Yes. She was taken by the Dark One's men, seven moons ago." She looked up to the stars. "Surely she is with the gods now."

      "And she was…your second? Is that what you said?"

      "She was… my friend. But I failed her."

      This dream is bumming me out.

      "Shouldn't one of us go after her?" I said, looking to the dark thicket of woods where Nithia had entered.

      What I said seemed to strike a chord in Alara. She looked at me for a long moment, holding a steady gaze into my eyes. Then she smiled, not a smile of light-heartedness, but one of simple happiness. Or maybe it was hope.

      At the same time, I liked the way her look made me feel, and I didn't. Her eyes on me had a weight, like she was handing over something she'd carried by herself for too long.

      "She'll be okay," she said, leaning her silver staff against the stone hut before turning to look to the trees. "It's not the first time she's run off. She never goes far, and she's more comfortable in the forest than anywhere. That's where I found her when we first met. Where I found both of them."

      "You mean her and her sister?"

      "Yes." She looked around the clearing as if remembering what was there before. "I am the last. The other priestesses fell, three in the first raid, three in the second. Balfin was away. We'd made him go. He didn't want to leave us, but he had a way to stop the Dark One, and we pleaded with him to do what he needed to do. Not only for us, but for all the people of these lands."

      I almost interrupted her with several questions: Who was Balfin? What's the deal with this Dark One? Why is this dream sucking so much now when it started out so good?

      But the way she stared past my shoulder toward the bonfire, and the distant look upon her face, kept me from saying anything.

      "Even when my sisters fell, I remained hopeful. It was just enough to carry me through my grief. I thought Balfin would defeat the Dark One. But I was wrong." She touched her hand to her breast.

      I felt like an asshole for getting a little distracted by the move.

      Dream or not, this was getting way too heavy for me. I was about to speak up and see if I could get my subconscious to stop screwing things up for me, but she turned her eyes to me and reached out, placing her hands on my shoulders. "You!"

      "Me, what?"

      "You have come to take Balfin's place?"

      I felt my eyes widen and I reflexively leaned back a little, casting a sideways glance at her. "Uh, no. I think you are confused," I said.

      She smiled. "No. It is you who are confused, but that is normal. Balfin was the same, or so my mother told me."

      She turned to the door again and this time opened it. Glancing back at me, she beckoned for me to follow her inside. "Your confusion will be gone soon."

      Yeah. I was confused. But she was a babe, and her ass had just the right balance of tautness and jiggle. I decided to go inside and hear her out.

      The inside of the stone hut was cozy. One room, like I guessed. There was a fireplace on the back wall, still aglow with embers nestled under a thick half-burnt log. To the left, a large wooden chest sat against the wall. A stack of blankets rested on top of the chest. To the right, where she now stood was a large bed. Not really a bed like I had in my apartment. It was more of a mat on the floor, or upon closer inspection, several blankets bulked up by whatever was tucked between them—the whole thing about a foot thick. It looked comfortable though.

      She reached behind her neck and pulled loose the knot which held up her top. She moved the tie strings a good ten inches in front of her—necessary clearance—and let them go. The simple cloth garment dropped to the stone floor.

      I stood watching the flickering light of the fire dancing around on her breasts. I'd never seen ones so full and… healthy. Her nipples looked like flowers with puffy petals. She bent over to pull the covers back and I marveled as her breasts adapted to the move. She knelt on the bed, extended her hand, and signaled for me to join her.

      "Come, Den," she said. "I will remove the veil of confusion clouding your mind."

      Fuck, yeah!

      Sure she got my name wrong, but Den was close enough, and I didn't think it was the best time to point out her mistake.

      Knowing I could wake up at any time, I stepped to it. No plan. Just blind stupid action.

      I moved to the bed as she reclined on it, making no effort to conceal her prize from me. I dropped my boxer shorts with some difficulty, due to increasing development down there. She appeared intently focused on what I had to offer. I was pumped by what was happening and I moved in to take the opportunity—no time for any more foreplay. Her naked body was charging me up and I was amazed she was giving herself to me. I knew I had to get in there and do what I could before I blew it.

      We spent the next hour under the covers, on top of the covers, and finally on the floor in front of the fireplace—bringing some of the blankets with us. I couldn't get enough of the way she felt. Soft, warm—and after a little while, dripping with sweat, sweet-smelling, and a little salty I discovered, as my tongue joined every other part of my body in pleasuring her.

      Man, I'm a natural. Who knew?

      The first race I sprinted, but as soon as she brought me to the finish line, she convinced me to run another. I didn't resist. She had every tool of persuasion at her disposal.

      Every inch of her body was an aphrodisiac to me. I caressed and kissed, and sucked and squeezed her curves and mounds and fertile valleys. Sometimes she held on to me with a firm grip to stay with me through the ride. Other times she used her hands and mouth, or just her writhing body, to stir me up again. More than once, I felt a strong wave build up in her until it crashed, and her flesh spasmed and quivered.

      I thought she was going to say something to supposedly explain why I was confused about everything, why it wasn't all a dream, but neither one of us talked. Except for the three episodes of her screaming out what she thought was my name. "Den! Oh, Den! Yes, Den!"

      By the end of the hour—maybe it was two—I seriously considered permanently changing my name to Den.

      It was without a doubt the best experience of my life. Awake or asleep. Granted, the closest I'd gotten to sex with a beautiful woman before was watching Game of Thrones alone. Well, except for falling asleep next to Sydney and Monica, it dawned on me.

      At least when I wake up, I'll have a good idea of what I'm doing. I hope they didn't bail on me after I passed out.

      Then something really weird happened. I felt extremely tired. My eyes got heavy. Then they blinked repeatedly, taking way too long to open each time.

      What the hell? Am I falling asleep? I AM asleep. Aren't I?

      And then I was.
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      "What happened to him?" I heard her voice before I opened my eyes. It was Nithia. She'd returned.

      What did she mean?

      I began to move my fingers, then my hands and arms—just small movements. I was waking up my body.

      My body? I felt different somehow.

      "He is in our world now," Alara said.

      I opened my eyes to find both women leaning over me. I was still on the bed mat. The covers had been returned to it from the floor in front of the fireplace. Alara was dressed again—well, as much as she was before.

      "I didn't know this would happen to him!" Nithia's eyes were open wide. The expression on her face was perky. Everything about her was perky, though.

      The door to the cottage was open and the morning sun shone into the room. I felt a cool breeze come in and heard what must've been a few leaves drifting across the stone floor just inside the doorway.

      I knew there was a conversation to be had, especially with Alara, but I said nothing for a few moments while I looked up at the two beautiful women. Alara's eyes connected with mine and I saw the corners of her mouth curl upward.

      I gave her a wink and nodded to Nithia. "Good morning, ladies."

      "Good morning, Den," Alara said, raising a leather flask and offering it to me. "Are you thirsty?"

      "Why, yes," I said, taking it from her. "I am. Thank you."

      She nodded and smiled more fully, as I drank my fill.

      Wow. I was thirsty.

      Then the realization hit me. I recognized her voice as the one in my head from class. And then I realized what she had meant by lifting the veil of confusion. I choked on the last sip of water in my mouth. Nithia looked alarmed and reached for me, but I held up my arm to block her as I coughed and spit out a bit of the water.

      "This can't be," I said.

      "What?" Nithia asked.

      Alara took the flask from my hand. "It is as I said. The veil has been lifted. Your journey here is complete now."

      My heart started pounding because I knew what she meant. I knew she was right. I knew this wasn't a dream!

      I grabbed the side of the bed mat with each hand to brace myself. "This is impossible. How? Why?"

      Nithia turned to Alara. "So, you were able to complete the task alone?"

      Alara tilted her head slightly. "As best I could. His body has already begun to respond, as you can see. But the return of his skills will happen more slowly. His other skills, I mean."

      Nithia looked ashamed. "I'm sorry I couldn't help you, Alara. You've done so much for me since you took me and my sister in. I just couldn't-"

      "It's okay, Nithia. This was never what you asked for. It was wrong of me to ask you to take over your sister's role. She chose her path. You have every right to do the same."

      I hopped out of bed and stood up. "Okay! I need some answers."

      Nithia gasped and drew her hand to her mouth. She turned her face away from me, but then slowly nudged back a little to sneak another glimpse despite herself.

      Alara glanced below my waist and giggled.

      "What?" I looked down. Morning woody. "Right." I gestured a mea culpa toward Nithia. "Sorry." After looking around for a second to locate my boxers, I gave up on them and instead pulled one of the blankets from the bed and held it in front of my offending member.

      Nithia stopped pretending to avert her eyes, and instead stared at me—the rest of me, I mean. "You're so much bigger now."

      Alara giggled again.

      "It's a morning thing," I said.

      I stretched slightly, as much as I could while holding the blanket in place.

      Huh?

      For the first time since I woke up, I actually noticed myself—my muscles. I was bigger. A lot bigger. "What the hell?"

      I never really worked out, not in the gym with weights, anyway. I was never exactly skinny, but I'd never been jock-level buff. And this—I looked myself over again, flexing my pecs and curling my arm which wasn't holding the blanket over my manhood—this was HGH and steroids shit.

      My heart felt like it was going to explode. Where was I? Why? What happened to me?

      I fell back into a seated position on the bed.

      "Somebody tell me what's going on, please." But somehow I already knew, sort of. I just had to hear someone say it to me.

      Alara turned to Nithia. "Gather some roots and berries for breakfast. I'll talk with Den."

      Nithia nodded, then glanced at me—her eyes widening again—before leaving the hut.

      For the next ten minutes, I sat in stunned silence as Alara explained to me how I came to be in her world, which she called Galderia. She told me how she, as Priestess of Carnera, had the responsibility of serving the Carneran Guardian. Then she told me I was the new guardian. She said she had for many moons been praying for me to come, ever since she felt the death of the previous guardian, Balfin. She had spent day and night pouring her desire up to the heavens. When she heard the heavens answer her plea, she told me, she was given the power to reach out across worlds and summon a champion, a would-be conquerer, someone of great strength and unyielding courage.

      "And now you are here," she said.

      Her crazy-ass story looped through my head. I tried to make sense of it. To understand how it could be possible. But I knew it was not only possible, deep inside I knew it to be true.

      "Fuck me."

      "So, soon?" she asked.

      "What?" I lifted my eyes from whatever had been in front of my blank stare. "Oh, no. It's a figure of speech."

      "Oh, I see," she said, but I could see she didn't really know what I meant.

      I held my hands in front of me and turned up my palms. Then I made them into fists, squeezing and appreciating my thick forearms. "So, I'm stuck here?"

      "If you're asking whether you can return to your home, then no. I know it must've been a great sacrifice for you. I saw the many great deeds you did for your people—the terrible monsters you slew, the women you protected, and the man who fought by your side. What was his name? Conan?"

      "What?"

      "I know it was selfish of me to take you from your world, but our champion had fallen. When the gods bestowed upon me the right and the power to choose another for our people, I reached out with the guidance of the gods and found you. I knew someone who had done so much, who had defeated so many terrifying enemies, was the man we needed."

      "You're fucking kidding me."

      "No. I saw into your mind. Well, not saw exactly, more like felt. But the thoughts, the images, the experiences you carried in your mind made it clear you were the one."

      This is just balls. I got zapped to another world by who knows what kind of power because this woman thought I was a Conan-level badass? I've fudged a resume to get a job once or twice, but this is over the top.

      "Why didn't you just pull Conan here instead?" Seemed just as plausible. This whole scenario was bullshit. I'd have sworn I WAS still dreaming, but whatever kind of crazy fuck magic she worked on me made me all too certain this wasn't a dream. I wanted to think I was crazy, but I knew that wasn't true either. She may have given me the best two hours of my life last night, but she gave me absolute clarity too—in my mind, unshakeable and undeniable. Clarity that this world is all too real, and clarity that I just got screwed in more ways than one.

      She looked off to one side out of the corners of her eyes. "I did try to pull Conan here first, actually, but I couldn't. I'm sorry you lost your friend. When I couldn't draw him here, or even feel him directly with my power, I knew he must've died in one of the many battles the two of you fought in together."

      I couldn't believe what she was telling me. I wanted to explain her mistake, but the thought of doing so sounded too exhausting. I decided to leave the conversation for another time. At least now I knew how I got here, sort of. And I knew why she chose me. Yeah, that's not going to play out well.

      I looked at her face. She was a total knockout, not only below the neck. The whole package. So what if she had a good bit of crazy to go along with. Probably needed it in this place. I didn't have the heart to crash her misplaced hopes.

      "Thank you for telling me," I said.

      "You're welcome, Den. You're the first time I've used the power. My mother brought the last Guardian to our world. I was only a child then. I knew I would do the same someday. It is one of the roles of the Priestess of Carnera, a mantel she handed down to me before she passed."

      I looked at my muscular arms and chest. "And this?"

      "I had to do it alone," she said. "To summon a Guardian properly requires all seven sisters of the order. I wasn't even sure I would succeed at all. I'm sorry I brought you here in the undeveloped form you were. If I had my sisters with me, you would have arrived fully formed, and our love making wouldn't have been necessary." She averted her eyes for a split second. "But I'm glad it was."

      So, I was underdeveloped? Gee, thanks for the compliment. I only nodded, deciding to ride out the rest of her explanation and ignore the unintentional slap in the face.

      "But don't worry," she said. "Our union last night helped bring you fully to who you are. With more time," she looked down and to the side slightly, "and more such unions, your body will return to what you were before. You will regain the skill you had as a warrior too."

      Oh, shit. That could be a problem—not the sex part, but the what I was before part.

      The next thing she told me was a huge relief, given her expectations of me, and frankly the fact that I was digging my new more muscular body.

      "The remainder of your strength still resides in me. The power the gods channeled into me for this purpose will restore you, using all of what I have felt and seen as I reached out and found you. The images and thoughts and feelings you carried in you were so vivid I drew them into me, knowing I would need them to pour back into you when you arrived. So," her emerald eyes gazed intensely into mine, "when you lie with me I return to you what I saw you to be on your world."

      So, I'm basically turning into Conan, because she confused some artwork and my daydreams with my real life? Oh, shit. And, she's up for sexing me over and over to make sure it takes?

      I just stared at her for a moment, soaking in every inch of her body. She knelt on the floor in front of me and swayed her hips ever so slightly forward, giving a little more prominence to her chest as she let her arms dangle to her sides with her palms upturned enough to suggest she was offering herself to me.

      It was time to man up, I decided. "You and your people need me." What can I say, I'm a standup guy. "I'll do what I need to do."

      She exhaled strongly as she clearly was overcome with joy at my words. She leaned in and hugged me tightly, causing us both to tip back onto the bed. "Thank you, Den. Thank you."

      I wrapped my arms around her and glided one hand down to once again enjoy the feel of her ass cheek.

      "As Priestess," she said, "I am here to serve you."

      "I appreciate that," I said. "I'll be taking you up on that offer."

      I was about to suggest we make another go at it right then, but Nithia came through the door.

      "Oh, sorry," she said. "I didn't know you were…"

      Alara turned her head to see Nithia, tickling my chest with her hair as she did.

      "I have explained everything to Den," she said to Nithia gleefully. "And he has accepted his role."

      Accepted hitting the jackpot with on-demand gorgeous babe sex, and a new muscled-up physique? Yeah, I'm no idiot.

      Nithia stood a few feet from us. She was holding a flat wicker basket filled with berries and roots. "And he will face off against the Dark One when he comes? Even though our last champion was slain?"

      "He is our Guardian," Alara said. "Of course, he will."

      Fuck. I'm an idiot.
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      After Nithia had come in and made a point of bringing up the Dark One, my mood soured on the whole I've-been-transported-to-a-crazy-fantasy-world thing. Given the circumstances—and the fact that I couldn't get back home, at least as far as I knew—I decided to keep my disappointment to myself. It wasn't the not being able to go home again. After all, with my parents gone—dad shot protecting an elderly woman during a convenience store robbery two years ago and mom being swept under by Houston floodwaters as she helped a child into the rescue boat a year before that—I was only giving up a few friends, most of which I hadn't seen in quite a while anyway, and the basic simple pleasures of college life.

      Of course, I also didn't mention to Nithia or Alara that the idea of fighting someone called the Dark One scared the shit out of me. The most fighting I'd ever done was playing Overwatch and Killer Instinct at a friend's house before I left my hometown for college.

      Sure, I'd watched tons of fighting—the Conan movies, Red Sonja, Bone and Blood, Enter the Dragon, and a ton of others. Maybe, with my new muscled-up body, that'll be enough, I thought.

      Who was I kidding? I'm gonna die. Maybe not today. Maybe not next week. But whenever this Dark One character comes back to town, I'm toast. I don't even have a weapon. Not that I'd know how to use it. But, maybe I should look into that.

      "Are you ready?" Alara said, as she walked up behind me.

      I'd been leaning against the wall of the stone hut, just outside the door. She had just come from a nearby pool which was fed by a stream about ten minutes walk through the forest. I'd been there an hour ago to wash up. I thought she was going to stay with me and do the same when she showed me where it was, but she said she needed to get back to check on some traps she had in the woods. When I returned from washing, she and Nithia took their turn in the pool. I had played the gentleman and fought my urge to stay with them when I saw Nithia looking uncomfortable with me lingering.

      "Yeah," I said, turning to see Alara. She was still wet from bathing. Evidently she forgot to bring a towel. The light tan cloth of her two-piece had been putting in a good effort at soaking up the water from her skin, and now her outfit clung to her like a couple of semi-transparent patches of soggy cheesecloth.

      "Is Nithia coming?"

      We were heading to town.

      "She is," Alara said, glancing behind her.

      I saw Nithia come out of the woods and head toward us. She glanced down at her chest a couple of times as she walked across the clearing to join us. When she stepped up to us, she looked a little embarrassed.

      "You okay?" I said, forcing myself not to look at her top, which was just as wet and just as transparent as Alara's. Okay, I looked anyway.

      "Uh, yeah," she said. She gestured toward the other side of the clearing. "Let's go. It's a long walk."

      "Ladies first," I said, bowing slightly. I might've grinned a little.

      Alara grabbed my wrist and pulled me along as she started for the other side of the clearing. "Come on."

      I saw her knowing glance at me as she dragged me in front of Nithia.

      We walked through thick woods for a couple of hours, some of it narrow well-trod dirt paths, some of it through seemingly unspoiled territory. Alara seemed to know where we were going, and so I followed. Nithia chose to walk in the rear of our little group. She didn't talk much, but Alara and I did. She told me about the lands around us, about her mother and where her family had come from, and about the three closest towns—one of which we were walking to now.

      The woods looked like what you'd expect from any untamed land in one of the temperate woodland areas on Earth. I saw a few small lizards, several birds—though they were high in the trees, so I couldn't make them out too clearly—and, sticking out from patches of wild forest undergrowth, bushy tails, which I assumed belonged to squirrels or some similar creatures. The birdsong was unusual, but I never fancied myself a birdwatcher. So, it wasn't necessarily alien-sounding. In addition to the birds, our footfalls on the dirt, and the sporadic breeze rustling the leaves and making some of the high longer branches creak, I heard a smattering of croaks, tiny high-pitched barks, and clicks coming from indeterminate places around us.

      It must rain often here. I could smell the dampness in the forest floor, and the farther we walked the more humidity I could feel. It wasn't unbearable, but it was less pleasant than the air back where the stone cottage was. After the first half hour or so, we had been walking mostly downhill. Evidently the stone cottage sat atop a fairly large hill, if not a small mountain. I didn't realize it before because the wall of trees surrounding the clearing where I'd first met Alara and Nithia limited the view.

      Austin, Texas has its fair share of nature trails—my favorite being alongside the river just south of downtown—and I walked them occasionally on weekends when I wasn't working or studying. This would have been just as relaxing if it weren't for the fact that I didn't have any shoes and at least once every five minutes some pointy rock or well-hidden barb pricked the bottom of one of my feet, causing me to wince before I buried my reaction to avoid embarrassment. Neither Alara nor Nithia wore shoes, and they didn't seem to have any problem. It wasn't as if their soles were hobbit-feet looking—certainly not Alara's. I'd seen and felt hers all over. Maybe they just had tougher skin, I thought. Maybe I'm just a college city boy way out of his element. I certainly looked like it, walking through the forest with only my boxers on—light blue, with vertical white stripes. Too bad she didn't portal me here when I had the rest of my clothes on, and my tennis shoes.

      I used the uninterrupted view of Alara's voluptuous poorly-covered ass to distract me from the discomfort of my feet. A good tactic, except on more than one occasion it worked so well at taking my mind off everything else that I failed to respond when she asked me a question. I played it off each time by pretending I'd heard something unusual in the woods and was focusing on that until I made sure none of us were in any danger.

      She didn't turn around whenever I offered my excuse, but she might've chuckled. I'm not sure. I knew my feet would adapt—or maybe I'd buy some shoes when we reached the town.

      People do wear shoes in this world, right?

      The sun was high in the sky, but we were still walking under thick tree canopy, so it wasn't too hot. If this world had seasons, I thought, it must've been spring. The temperature was reasonable. The trees still had all their leaves, and for the most part all the plants looked vibrant.

      "Tell me about the Dark One," I said. I knew if I wanted any chance of not dying I needed some info on the big bad of fantasy land.

      "He's one of the reasons we're going into town," Alara said, without looking back or stopping.

      He's not in town, I hope.

      "What do you mean?" I asked.

      "Well, even as strong as you are—and you will get stronger still," she gave me a quick glance and a wink, "—you'll need a proper weapon to face him."

      "To even get to him," Nithia chimed in from behind me.

      "And," Alara continued, "we need general supplies… and I need to speak with someone while we're there."

      She'd told me before we left that we'd be staying overnight in town, but not why. She'd said the walk would take three hours, each way. Frankly, I thought as long as we had enough food, I'd rather come back to the stone cottage and let Alara help me thicken up some more. Maybe Nithia would get tired of missing out on the fun and do more than just steal a few peaks now and then.

      "And you're sure you don't want to return tonight?" I had to let my preference be known. Couldn't hurt.

      Alara froze in her tracks.

      "I just figured-"

      She quickly turned to me with her hand flung out, bringing it directly in front of me. I saw the expression on her face and knew I needed to shut up. It wasn't what I had said.

      She looked left and right, deep into the forest overgrowth. The greenery was so thick I couldn't see anything beyond twenty or so feet from our path, and nothing in particular caught my eye. But something had grabbed her attention, and she looked alarmed.

      "I heard it too," Nithia whispered behind me.

      "I didn't hear anything," I said, not whispering.

      Alara glared at me and shoved her hand against my chest. I felt it but it didn't budge me in the slightest. Muscles.

      She held her silver staff high in the air with her other hand and something freaky happened. The white stone on top of the staff began to glow. I wasn't sure at first if I was really seeing it glow. I thought, maybe the sunlight filtering in through the trees was reflecting on the stone. But then I distinctly saw tiny arcs of electricity jump around the stone and I heard the crackle they made.

      "There!" Nithia called out, pointing into the trees.

      "Den," Alara said, "get ready."

      "Ready?" I looked to where Nithia was pointing, but I saw nothing but plants. Lots of plants. "Get ready for what?"

      Alara didn't need to answer. As soon as I had spoken, five men leapt through the bushy sea of greenery under the towering trees and rushed toward us. The men were only twenty feet away and closing fast. They wore rags—worn out brownish pants. Three had shirts. Two didn't. They looked like a cross between some of the bums I'd seen panhandling on Guadalupe Street across from campus and some of the MMA fighters I'd seen on the wall-sized flat screen last month over a dinner of wings and onion rings at one of Austin's finer dining establishments.

      I experienced a fleeting moment of joy when I saw two of them had on shoes.

      I heard the crackling from Alara's staff grow louder.

      The fastest of the five men jumped over a log and raised a short sword as he quickly made his way to us.

      A boom sounded beside me as a white bolt of energy shot into the sword the man carried, shattering it. I watched his body spasm as he collapsed, dropping what was left of his weapon. Wisps of smoke rose from his clothes, or maybe they were from his skin.

      I stole a quick glance toward Alara and saw her holding her staff horizontally, pointed to where the charging man had fallen.

      The remaining four men passed their cohort without pause, two of them brandishing daggers, the other two without a weapon, but they looked like they could do some damage nonetheless.

      Nithia got behind me. "Den! Do something!"

      I wanted to turn around and ask her what exactly she expected me to do when I was outnumbered four to one and two of them had weapons. But I didn't turn around. I was facing a bum rush of 'gonna die in the forest of Hot Babe Land' and the only fighting I'd done was flexing my thumbs on the A and B buttons of my friend's console game controller.

      Maybe watching fights does actually help. Man, I hope so.

      I also hoped Alara was about to zap the rest of the guys, but that didn't happen. I glanced down at my hands and once again noticed how freaking strong I looked.

      Do something, Dennis.

      I did.

      Two of the men came at me together, one thrusting his blade toward my stomach and the other throwing a ham-fisted arm down at my face.

      My instincts—or the adrenaline-pumping fear running through my veins—told my body to jump into action. I kicked out with my left leg. The thug jabbing at me with his dagger took my foot in his groin. It happened so fast, I can't be sure, but I think I heard a crunch-squash-pop sound from under my heel as I plowed my foot into him. Luckily, my legs were considerably longer than his arm, and so, his blade never made it to my stomach.

      I didn't get my arm up in time to block the other man's blow, but I did manage to lean my head out of the way. He slammed his fist into my shoulder, which didn't feel great, but wasn't as bad as I expected. My old shoulder would've buckled under the impact. Thanks to Alara's sex magic, my new frame took the force pretty easily.

      I planted my leg again right as my shoulder was hit, then I twisted and gave the guy a hook with my left. My fist clocked him square in the jaw, sending him flying behind Alara, who was stepping toward another assailant.

      With the two nearest me down for the count—if not for good—I watched as Alara swung the bottom end of her staff up at the dagger-wielding man in front of her, whacking him in the face. The metal of her staff easily cracked the man's nose and solidly thumped his forehead. Blood squirted and the man cried out from the pain. He dropped his dagger and raised his hands to his face. Blood from his forehead ran down into his eyes and he fell to his knees, continuing to scream.

      I felt Nithia behind me. She was huddled against my back now. I heard her shallow rapid breaths.

      One man left.

      The fifth attacker evidently had second thoughts. He had stopped rushing the three of us. I stared him down. I thought about going for him, but Nithia had wrapped her arms around my waist from behind. I felt her face against my back.

      "Please don't let them hurt me," she said.

      "It's okay," Alara said.

      I started to make a move for the last man, but Nithia held onto me tighter.

      "Go!" Alara stepped a few feet past me and planted the end of her staff on the ground, yelling at the last man again. "Go! And take your friend with you." She gestured to the only other man not unconscious—or dead? The uninjured man rushed to the side of his now quieter companion and grabbed him by his arm, leading him away, since the man evidently couldn't see.

      I watched the two men scurry back into the forest. Of course, they would be the ones wearing shoes.

      I looked at the three we'd taken out. One of them was moving slightly, rocking a little on his side. It took me a few seconds of watching them, but I noticed the other two were still breathing. Their clothes were filthy, and had blood on them too. They looked too small for me anyway. I'd have to carry on with only my boxers for the time being.

      I felt relieved. I didn't want to kill anyone. Well, I didn't even think about the possibility when the men were attacking. I just reacted. But now that the fight was over, I was glad I hadn't killed them. This was different than video games, I thought. But they were going to kill us.

      I noticed Alara was standing beside me now, looking at me. Nithia still hadn't let go of me, but I could feel her breathing had slowed.

      "What's the matter, Den?" Alara asked. "Are you hurt?"

      I took a split second to do a mental check of my body. Had I been hurt? No. I was fine. My shoulder was hit, but it didn't feel like more than a minor bruise. I'd taken on five men—okay, I actually only fought two—and it was pretty easy.

      "I'm okay," I said. I reached down to Nithia's hands at my waist and gently unclasped them, turning so that I could see her. "You alright?"

      She looked up at me as if I'd just rescued her from certain death.

      I guess I had.

      I saw the glistening of a tear in one of her eyes.

      "Thank you," she said.

      "You fought well," Alara said, wiping the bottom of her staff in the dirt to clean the blood from it.

      "So did you," I said. I looked at the stone atop her staff. "That thing packs quite a punch."

      "It's not meant for that," she said, looking a little disappointed in herself. "But I wasn't sure if you…" She stared at me.

      "If I was going to handle the situation?"

      "Yes," she admitted. "I didn't know if you had time to fully reclaim your skills."

      My skills. Right.

      She was so hot, standing there with her amazing body, which apparently wasn't her only talent. For some reason, the fact that she just kicked the shit out of that guy made me want her even more.

      "They're coming back to me," I said. "But I think I'll still need your help to get everything sorted out."

      Then I felt Nithia's arms around my waist again, and she leaned her head against my arm.

      Alara glanced at her, and then at me. She smiled, but only briefly. "We should be on our way. They may be back, and maybe with more men."

      She didn't wait for me to respond before she turned and started walking.

      I grabbed the dagger one of the fallen men had dropped—one of the fleeing men had the other one— and I began walking. Nithia walked beside me now.

      "Who were those men?" I asked. "Were they working for the Dark One?

      "No," Alara said, still walking ahead of me. She didn't turn around to answer. "Just bandits. They never stray far from the cover of the woods."

      "Don't you think we should hurry it up a bit?" I said. "I mean, if there's a chance more of them will come, we probably want to put some distance between them and us."

      Alara stopped and looked at me, and she glanced to Nithia. "You're right. I usually travel alone. Easy to go unnoticed. But we should do as you suggest."

      We decided to speed up to a reasonably fast jog for the next twenty or thirty minutes. I really wished I had my tennis shoes. Eventually we slowed, guessing we'd gotten a safe distance away.

      I'd been wanting to ask Alara about the Dark One for a while, but talking while running through the forest would've been challenging, I had thought. And I didn't want to give any other bandits an easy clue about our location. Satisfied we'd gotten far enough from the ambush site, I asked her. "How were you sure they weren't working for the Dark One?"

      "I've seen bandits more than once," she said. "They were too poorly equipped for one thing. And they didn't have that look."

      "What look?" I asked.

      "Well, it isn't always the case," she said. "But often servants of the Dark One look more…"

      I waited for her to finish.

      "Monstrous," Nithia said.

      "Yes," Alara said. "They do. Just not natural looking. Not always, but more often than not."

      "Why is that?" I asked, though I had an idea. I'd seen the Lord of the Rings movies—read the books too. Evil overlords usually have ugly-ass creatures doing their bidding.

      "I'm not sure," she said. "Maybe they're the sort of creatures who are inclined to serve evil."

      "Maybe," I said, but I quickly realized evil could just as easily come with a smile and a nice suit, or whatever. Maybe this world is simpler. That'd be nice.

      Alara continued, "But many say his power corrupts those who serve him, making them more…unnatural."

      "Can we not talk about this right now?" Nithia said.

      She looked upset, and frustrated, like we'd made her think about things she hadn't wanted to recall or something. I couldn't be sure if that was it, but she seemed more disturbed by the conversation than I would've guessed she'd be.

      "Yes," Alara said. "Of course."

      The way Alara quickly acquiesced made me think she understood in more detail what was bothering Nithia. I decided not to push the subject for the time being, though I suspected it was about what happened to her sister.
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      We came over a mostly treeless ridge and I saw the town. It was nestled in the valley below, surrounded on all sides by hills like the one we were descending.

      "Darguna," Alara said.

      "About damn time," I said.

      Nithia giggled. I glanced at her and saw she had the same expression she'd had every other time I caught her looking at me over the last hour or so—ever since she'd taken cover behind me when the bandits attacked us. She was doe-eyed. I turned my attention back to the town in the distance, maybe another twenty minutes of walking.

      I couldn't see the entire town, some of it seemed to disappear into the trees which filled half the valley. What I could see was about fifteen or so larger buildings, maybe they were connected. It was hard to tell from where we stood. The tallest of them was maybe three or four stories high. They formed the central part of the town. Spreading out from there the other structures were less substantial—houses, I figured, though they were definitely on the small side. Some no doubt only the size of Alara's stone cottage.

      Beyond the perimeter of hills were proper mountains, and one of them was beginning to hide the sun—more reddish than Earth's, but close to the same size, or so it seemed. The bottom sliver of it had already dipped below the mountainous horizon. I didn't see any snow on the peaks, but the ones in the distance were hazy from cloud cover. So, I couldn't be sure.

      I guess we're heading west. Oh, wait…

      I realized the cardinal directions didn't necessarily hold true on another world.

      "Darguna is the western most town this side of the Sea of Ronak," Alara said, taking a place next to me, opposite Nithia.

      Nailed it. West.

      "We'll see the blacksmith first," she said. "He's an old friend. He'll have a sword for you. He owes me. He'll put us up for the night and have the supplies we need. You can rest there while I go to speak with someone."

      Blacksmith? Sword? Oh, right. Dark One. Shit.

      "Do you think she'll still be here?" Nithia asked Alara. I figured she was talking about the person Alara was going to talk with, since most blacksmiths I'd heard of were men. But who knows.

      "I hope so." Alara was looking down into the valley at the town.

      A wind blew up over the ridge, causing her hair to lift from her shoulders and dance behind her head. The field of tall grass before us bent and swayed like a sea wave. The sun had lowered halfway behind the distant mountain now. Rays of light beamed across the valley toward us, showering the three of us in a reddish glow.

      I glanced to both my companions and then to the magnificent vista, and finally to the village below. Taking a deep breath, I soaked up the moment.

      "Let us go forth," I said, probably making my voice sound a little deeper than it normally was. "Adventure awaits!" I might've pushed my chest out a bit and I definitely clenched my hand into a fist in front of me.

      I didn't hear a response from either woman. I snapped out of my dramatic pose and checked them out to see what the problem was.

      Both of them were staring at me with a look which I'm sure was meant to say something along the lines of, "Where the hell did that come from?"

      I decided to rein the theatrics in a notch, shrugging as I glanced to each of them.

      They both shook their heads.

      "Right, then," I said. "Why don't we head down?"

      Without further words, the three of us started down the long sloping hill toward the town.

      By the time we reached the valley, the sun had almost entirely set behind the mountain beyond the hill at the far side of town. The three of us strolled past several small homes, most of them wood, a few half stone. It was much cooler in the valley and I looked enviously at the smoke rising from the chimneys of the homes. My boxers were doing very little to keep me warm, and from the looks of Alara's and Nithia's thinly veiled nipples they were feeling the chill just as badly.

      I thought I might be a bit of a spectacle in my blue and white undershorts, but then I factored in what Alara and Nithia were wearing—or not wearing. I tucked the dagger into the elastic waistband on the back side of my boxers, realizing walking into town with an unsheathed dagger in my hand wasn't the most friendly-looking thing.

      "The blacksmith is just ahead," Alara said, nodding to the left path where the road forked ahead.

      I once again noticed how sore the bottoms of my feet felt as we crossed a low-lying rock-filled patch in the otherwise dirt road. Maybe it was my fatigue—or the combination of being chilly, feeling the rocks dig into my feet, and the increasingly sharp pangs I was getting in my stomach from not having eaten for most of the day—but going sword shopping was the last thing I wanted to do.

      "How am I supposed to pay for a sword?" I asked, really hoping she didn't have a good answer. Maybe the longer I put off getting a weapon—I figured the dagger didn't count—the less likely she'll push me to go take on the Dark One.

      It's just common sense survival.

      I was rationalizing to make myself feel better. I felt a little ashamed at how much I did not want to power up and take on the guy who killed my predecessor. Sure, I took care of the thugs in the forest—with Alara's help—but something told me the Dark One might be considerably more trouble.

      "We'll meet with the smithy and tell him what you need," Alara said. "Like I said, we're friends. He wouldn't charge me for it."

      We walked down into the town, passing a few people who clearly were avoiding us before Alara apparently saw a familiar face. She waved at the woman and a moment later the two women were talking. Turned out they weren't close, merely acquainted. They had a mutual friend, the blacksmith.

      I watched Alara's expression go from pleasant—at greeting the woman—to shocked and defeated, as the woman told Alara the blacksmith had closed up shop and left town a month ago, saying he had to go help his cousin's family. Someone had died. It was his cousin. He had gone to be with his cousin's wife and two young children.

      Someone had taken over the blacksmith's place and converted it into a home. The woman made it clear they wouldn't be keen on unexpected visitors.

      I thought Alara might ask the woman if we could stay with her, but the lady took that option off the table before the request was even made. "My husband wouldn't approve," she said. "I'm sorry. We don't really have any space, anyway. But there's the inn."

      "Yes," Alara said. "I understand. We'll head there."

      The woman left with a wave.

      So, picking up a sword and heading straight back to the shag shack definitely wasn't happening. I had still been holding onto the possibility we might do our business and get back right away. Clearly this turn of events was going to complicate matters.

      Go with the flow, Dennis. You're not on a schedule anymore.

      I stepped over a loose pile of rocks as we continued walking, evidently now headed toward the inn.

      "We'll buy a weapon from someone tomorrow," Alara said. "Surely someone in town has something they're willing to part with."

      I reached back to pull the dagger from the back of my boxers—I was going to proclaim it might be good enough—but the dagger was gone!

      "Oh, shit! I must have dropped it." I glanced back, but the road behind us was dark, and we had been walking for a while. I couldn't see any sign of the dagger."

      Both women looked at me with incredulity.

      I thought about suggesting we go back and look for it, but Alara and Nithia looked cold and not terribly pleased at what I'd just told them.

      "I'll come up with the coin to buy a weapon," Alara said. She looked really upset, but it looked like it was more than my misplacing the dagger. Must be her blacksmith friend leaving.

      I left a few moments of silence, but finally I had to ask, "How do you plan to do that?"

      "You ought to know," Nithia said from behind me.

      I looked back at her. "What do you mean?"

      Nithia raised her eyebrows and tilted her head from side to side in an exaggerated fashion as she answered. "Oh, I'm sure you have no idea."

      "Nithia!" Alara's tone was stern but not unkind. "I know you don't approve, but the priestess must do whatever is necessary for the Guardian." Alara looked at the ground for a moment. "I didn't think I'd ever have to do such a thing, but…"

      I saw Nithia using her eyes to direct my attention to Alara's body. She glanced at her ass, then looked at me until I figured it out.

      "Wait," I said, shifting my glance between Nithia and Alara. "You mean you're going to-"

      "Yes," Alara interrupted. "Anyone in the village will pay a handsome sum to lie with me. It's not often they have a chance to have such a close connection with the gods."

      "Whoa." She's a little full of herself. I mean, yeah, it was amazing, but…

      I must've looked shocked, judging by the way both of the women were now looking at me. I was certainly surprised. I had no idea the high priestess was the town whore.

      Then I realized just how extreme my expression must have been. Alara's brow wrinkled and she scrunched up her nose. I saw her lower lip faintly quiver, and maybe it was the light of the setting sun playing tricks, but I'm almost sure she had tears beginning to pool in her beautiful green eyes.

      I didn't call her that out loud, did I?

      I was sure I hadn't, but for some reason she was losing it. As is usually the case when some girl I know is upset, I really didn't know why exactly, but I knew it was entirely plausible that it was somehow my fault. So, I tried to make her feel better.

      "Are you okay?" I asked. It wasn't knight-on-a-white-stallion stuff, but it was all I had at the moment.

      She stopped walking and just stared at me, looking strong, fierce. I let the silent moment take its course, then I noticed the first crack as her lip quivered again. She held on for a second or two, then the dam broke. She burst into tears, hunching over as her body rhythmically shook with her sobs.

      Stop looking at her boobs, jackass.

      I didn't know what I was supposed to do. Facing the thugs in the forest was less unnerving.

      Nithia stepped in front of me and reached out to Alara. She put her hand on Alara's shoulder. "You don't have to, you know."

      Alara couldn't respond. She was crying too hard to speak. Nithia looked at me with wide eyes. She motioned with her head and a shift in her eyes from me to Alara.

      What am I supposed to do?

      After another glare from Nithia, who was still rubbing Alara's shoulder, I spoke up. "I'll get the money, the coin. You don't need to do anything."

      I waited a few seconds to see if I had helped at all. Her crying quieted some. She wiped her eyes, still looking down.

      "I had no idea Gareth had left," she said. I knew she was talking about the blacksmith.

      Seeing her upset, I wanted to fix the situation—to ease her mind.

      Taking stock of myself, I wondered how I was going to earn money in a town I didn't know, in a world I didn't know, with nothing to my name except the pair of boxers hiding my junk. Then, seeing my arms and chest, I noted how damn big I'd gotten. I've gotta be the strongest man anyone here has seen. Maybe I couldn't fight, I thought, but… I clenched my fist and flexed my arm. I gotta be able to do something with all this.

      This time my voice resounded with confidence. "I'll take care of it."

      Alara must have believed me, or at least believed I meant what I said. She stopped crying and wiped her eyes and cheeks clear of her tears. Then she raised her head and looked at me, as if she was choosing to believe in me.

      "No woman of mine has to sell out her body to get by, especially not on my account." Just saying it made me feel more manly.

      Alara smiled. A small tear broke loose from the corner of her eye, but I could tell it wasn't a new one. She wasn't crying now. I'd done it. Somehow, I'd done it.

      She gave Nithia a small thankful nod and moved closer to me. Feeling the moment, I extended my arm to envelop her with it as she pressed in against me.

      The sun had set behind the mountains. Only a reddish glow remained of the day. The light from a few small fire pits ahead lit the road just enough for us to make our way. What little warmth the valley had soaked up during the day was quickly rising, leaving a growing cold.

      I wrapped my other arm around Nithia, who had come in to join our embrace. "Why don't we find someplace warm? Maybe get something to eat."

      "Sounds good," Nithia said, looking up at me.

      "Yes," Alara agreed. "There's still the problem of paying, though."

      Well, crap.

      "Yeah," I said. "Let's just get in somewhere, out of the cold. Maybe we can figure something out then."

      I could feel the two of them starting to shiver, and I was too. I wanted to ask them both why they didn't wear more clothes if it was going to get this cold, but I knew it wasn't the time. Besides, I didn't want them to think I disapproved of their wardrobe choices. After all, it had been one of the first things I noticed, and was what I would've picked out for them to wear if they'd asked.

      A few townspeople strolled past us, but they were on the other side of the road and they gave us little attention—only a quick glance from the cover of their hooded cloaks. Seeing them dressed warmly only increased the chill I was feeling.

      They've got the right clothes on. Hello, everybody. My name's Dennis. Ignore my shrinking manhood. I had no idea I was going to be trekking in the cold in my underwear today.

      I quickly made a plan to remedy the situation as soon as possible. "Since we're already going to be scrambling to pay for a room, we may have to share a bed." I dropped the line without looking at Alara or Nithia. I didn't know how my pragmatism would go over with them, and I figured nonchalant was a safe way to play it.

      "Mm," Alara said.

      Nithia quickly responded. "That makes sense."

      I could already feel the warmth building.

      Without another word, we walked to the inn. Alara knew the way. When I saw what was painted on the wooden sign hanging over the door I had a feeling the warm comfort of sharing a bed with Alara—and, hot damn, Nithia too—was not a foregone conclusion.
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      "You've been here before, right?" I asked Alara as I looked at the warning hanging over the entrance—Pay For Your Bill, Or Pay With Your Life.

      Alara took note of the sign also. "Once." The concern on her face did little to still whatever was stirring in my stomach. "It was quite a long time ago, though."

      "Wait." It dawned on me that not only had I just read this sign, this sign on another planet, written in another language, but that I've had no trouble speaking or understanding the language Alara and Nithia spoke. The thought never crossed my mind, in fact. What can I say, the two women had been more than distracting since I got to this world.

      "What?" Nithia asked.

      "How is it I can read this?" I stared at the two of them. "And speak your language?"

      I could tell by their confused expressions they didn't realize I hadn't known their language before. "Must be part of your priestess magic," I said, unintentionally nodding down toward Alara's loins.

      I winced at realizing what I'd done, expecting her to snap something back at me or tear up again, but she didn't. Instead, she raised one eyebrow and pulled one corner of her mouth into a grin.

      "I'd like to take credit," she said before shrugging.

      "Well," I glanced only halfway down this time. "It's the only explanation I can think of."

      "All creatures capable of speech on Galderia can understand each other," she said. "Most can read, at least a little. If you say your world has another way of speaking, I can only believe you, but this is news to me."

      Nithia bumped me gently with her hip. "I'm cold."

      I looked down at her—her head came to the bottom of my neck. For some reason, I hadn't noticed how striking her eyes were before, or that they were even blue. But my heart—or something—throbbed as I looked at them now. She nodded toward the door to the inn.

      I realized my curiosity about the language question wasn't the most pressing thing.

      "Right," I said. I'm a little chilly too. Let's see if we can work something out with the innkeeper."

      Alara and Nithia quickly glanced at me with a mild expression of alarm. Evidently my eyes had wandered across their breasts when I spoke, giving them the wrong idea about what I meant.

      "Not that," I said. "I told you—both of you—no woman of mine has to sell herself to get by."

      They both looked relieved… and obviously affectionate toward me—Nithia especially, which, I had to admit, was turning me on something fierce. And I got that look from both of them—the I-want-you-now look.

      Yeah. We're getting that damn bed.

      I blame what I'm sure was an overzealous testosterone jump for what happened next. Actually, in retrospect, I think I was still learning to get a handle on the raw strength and energy, and newfound brazenness, coursing through me—whatever it was Alara had stirred up in me.

      I pulled open the door and stepped in first, Alara and Nithia right behind me. I would've been a gentleman and held the door, but I figured on a tough world like this a man ought to enter a room with a presence—to let everyone know he wasn't to be taken lightly—and I was concerned about how things would play out in the inn, given the tone of their sign. I decided to take charge of the situation—whatever that meant. Somehow that thought, loosely defined, materialized into me not only walking through the door first, but doing what I did next—which in retrospect was a mistake.

      I didn't actually step into the room. I swaggered. Maybe it was the fact that two libido-pumping Hyperborean bikini models had just flashed me with fuck-me eyes. Alara I expected, but Nithia apparently had finally come to terms with what she actually wanted. Who was I to disappoint her?

      After a few steps into the room, I took a spot near the first table full of locals. I somehow managed to simultaneously plant one foot on the wood floor hard enough to turn a few heads while placing the other one in my mouth, saying, "Which one of you fellas am I going to have to knock out to earn some coin for a room?"

      Yeah. I did. Standing in the middle of the room in my blue and white boxer shorts, muscled up, with no clue what I was getting myself into, I blurted that out. I thought it would come across strong, but a little funny—an ice-breaker. Would've worked at a college party. Maybe. Not that I'd ever been to one.

      As soon as the words left my mouth I wanted to take them back, but it was too late.

      "Are you crazy?" Alara said from behind me.

      It could have been any one of the fifteen people in the room who answered my now deeply regretted question, but it was one particular man who stood up. Conveniently, he had been seated at the very table I stood in front of when I let my stupid show. If I had it to do over, I'd have picked anyone else in the room—by a long shot.

      When the man stood, everyone at his table and the three nearest ones cleared the area. The sudden jumbling of chairs and the accompanying noise—chairs scooting, people mumbling nervously, and a ceramic mug breaking as it hit the floor—made the situation feel comical, for a moment. When I turned my attention away from the clammer in the room and to the man I'd unwisely invited to fight, I mentally drew a tally mark in the column 'most stupid things I've ever done'.

      Saying he was big would be like saying looking at a naked woman is mildly enjoyable. Since I had muscled up, and after taking out the guys in the forest, I was starting to feel pretty much like a badass—except when Nithia brought up how I was going to get murdered by the Dark One at some point. But now, probably getting a crick in my neck from looking up at the pissed off guy in front of me, I felt like plain old Dennis. The man not only had arms at least as big as mine, but also had a scar from his forehead down to the side of his jaw. It was a big-ass scar, and it ran over his eye! Well, it skipped his eyeball, but…

      Fuck.

      His clothes didn't look like those of a fighter. He had brown pants, a thick leather belt, and a faded blue shirt—sleeves rolled up. Okay, maybe they did. Regardless, he was powerfully built. His dark skin had veins that worked overtime to move blood to his well-developed muscles.

      He looked down at me and exhaled heavily, giving a little movement to his thick black mustache and beard. I could feel the mist from his breath. No. Not mist. It was full-on wet. He basically cleared his nostrils on me. The son of a bitch did it on purpose, I could tell.

      Poker face. Poker face, Dennis. Let it go.

      I held out for three, maybe four seconds. Five tops. The man crossed his arms and continued to stare at me. I saw his head nod slightly.

      Nope. Even knowing I'd regret it, I couldn't let it slide.

      "You know," I said, pausing after to wipe my face clean with a single move of my forearm, "I was kidding around."

      I glanced around the room and saw everyone staring at the two of us. Some of them were chuckling, not too under their breath. A few were pointing. The people were simple townsfolk, for the most part. They probably came here every night—drinking, laughing, telling stories, having a good time. But in that moment, when I looked at them, I saw frat boys and sorority girls. It was all too familiar. And once again, I was the odd man out, standing at the edge of the party, looking in. I had just walked for four hours, in the cold, poking my feet on rocks, getting attacked by thugs, having no idea when some guy named the Dark One was going to show up and kill me. And now, this guy in front of me was going to blow his nose on my face?

      I had come inside the inn feeling better about my situation—thanks to Alara and Nithia—but for some reason this gorilla of a man in front of me opened the floodgates on all the frustration I'd been shoving down inside me for… well, since my parents died, actually. Then two years of busting my ass to get through college… and no girlfriend to make things easier. And now, with two of the most beautiful women in Galderia waiting to jump my bones, I had this guy standing in my way.

      "I was kidding," I repeated, "but for some reason you've made me lose my sense of humor."

      I should've stopped. I might have, in spite of all that welled up inside me. After all, I was a decent guy. I had never been a bully, or even an asshole to anybody. Wasn't my style. But then he sealed the deal.

      "Why don't you run your ass out of here while you can," the man said. "Leave your women. I'll make sure they know what a real man is." He looked around my shoulder toward Alara and Nithia, who were still behind me. I could feel a hand from each of them on me.

      The tables in the room were well-made round tables, possibly oak. I couldn't really identify woods on sight. But someone had done a good job making them. That I could see. And the walls—plaster over the stone, a few spots had worn thin and the stone was showing—the walls were nicely decorated. The innkeeper, or his wife, or whoever was the artsy one, had hung a bunch of pretty pictures around the room. They were paintings or drawings of some sort. I'm not entirely sure. I didn't get a good look at them. I just remember there being a bunch of them on the walls. And there were two great chandeliers. They were iron. Well, the main frame parts of them were iron, but they had all these glass jars with candles in them. The place looked really great.

      As soon as giant Mr. Sniffles made a play for my women, my inner savage came out. The fists flew—mine, his, mine, his. Lot's of pain. Lot's of grunts. Plenty of sweat. Plenty of blood. Mine. His. Mine. His. We went on for two minutes—actually a long time for a no-holds-barred-pummel-each-other-until-one-of-you-doesn't-get-up kind of fight. I don't know what anyone else in the room was doing. All I could see was the bastard in front of me. I think Alara or Nithia, probably both of them, called out for us to stop, but I was too enraged to hear their exact words.

      All the nice tables and pictures on the walls, and anything else that had looked nice before we started fighting, soon looked like crap. Throwing each other around, knocking each other back, picking up whatever we could find to smack each other with—we managed to break about everything in the room.

      We stopped when both of us were on the floor, squinting to see through our sweat and blood, breathing like we'd been under water for way too long. Laying on the floor felt good. Not swinging my arms anymore or getting pummeled by the other man's also felt good. We looked at each other. And, though he hadn't apologized, I figured I'd made my point. I could tell he was ready to let the disagreement go by the way he nodded to me and started to say something—but he choked instead, then spit out some blood. After he cleared his mouth, he said, "You're alright." He took a couple of breaths. "Willing to fight for your women." He nodded. "Respect."

      I nodded in return, breathing too heavily to talk.

      "Cormac," he said.

      I gave a grunt to acknowledge him, then I reciprocated. "Den."

      Nithia rushed over to my side once we had stopped fighting. She leaned down to me and I turned my head to get a better look at her breasts as she nearly plopped them onto my face, but the damn sweat from my forehead rolled down into my eyes, robbing me of the pleasure.

      "Are you okay?" she asked.

      My ribs hurt when I started to laugh. Holy shit that's a dumb question. But I knew what she meant. She cared for me, and that made some of the pain go away. Not most of the pain, though. Most of the pain was right there where my new friend had put it. And I'm sure he felt the same.

      Alara stepped over to me, but didn't lean down. "That was really stupid, you know?"

      I managed to move my hand up to wipe clear an eye, so I could see her better. "Yeah. You're probably right." But I could see she wasn't really angry. She looked that way for a second, but her expression softened.

      "I don't want you to…" She trailed off with a quiver of her lip, before biting it to hold herself together. Obviously she was still emotionally vulnerable, and my unbridled display of… whatever it was, hadn't helped. I felt a little guilty, but I also felt a lot more relaxed, almost at peace. It was as if I had packed two years of therapy into two minutes—not that I'd ever been to therapy, but I felt like I'd just gotten the results—worked out my latent issues.

      "I'll be alright," I said. I glanced across the floor—my face just inches off of it—to my partner in stupidity. "We worked it out." I looked back to Alara. "Don't worry. Just a misunderstanding. I think we're good now."

      I heard laughter behind me from the man. I couldn't help but laugh too. Then we both cut it short as we each moaned from the pain we were feeling.

      "Ooh, men!" Alara had her hands on her hips.

      Nithia looked up at her, as if trying to understand what she meant. Then she looked at me again with her big blue eyes and smiled. "Men." She said it much more softly than Alara had.
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      It turned out Cormac owned the place, and my scuffle with him—okay, my wild-ass brawl—wasn't the first he'd had in the place. Once he and I managed to drag ourselves off the floor, we draped ourselves onto a couple of chairs and rested the upper half of our bodies on a tabletop. Alara and Nithia sat with us, and two over-worked employees—a young man and a significantly older woman—set about cleaning up the place. Several regulars among the townsfolk chipped in, getting the place back to normal—or close to it—in little time. A few chairs were brought out from a back room to replace the ones Cormac and I had broken.

      A few people had left, possibly going upstairs to their rooms. Maybe some left altogether. But the ones who remained seemed less troubled by what had happened than I would've expected. It was as if they'd seen it all before.

      The fireplace in the corner warmed the room nicely, which I now started to notice, since my blood was no longer at a boil. Alara and Nithia looked less nipply, but no less amazing. Both of them were leaning in close to me, partly to avoid sitting too close to Cormac, I'm sure. But their actions weren't out of place considering the vibes I'd gotten from both of them before we came inside, and my already established relationship with Alara.

      Wow. I'm in a relationship. How weird is that?

      "Thanks, Sylvia," Cormac said to the older woman beside him who was placing four beers on the table. She said nothing. She had carried two beers in each hand. The ceramic mugs had handles, making the task easy enough. She'd probably been handling drinks for years, and from the nonchalant look on her face, I guessed she'd been cleaning up after Cormac for a long time too.

      A sweet fragrance was floating in the air, though my sweat mostly overpowered it. I took my drink and drank a sip. I wasn't a beer guy, but it was better than I expected. Evidently Cormac could see that I enjoyed the taste.

      "It's got a little honey in it," he said, raising his mug as if toasting me, before he took a drink too.

      We took two rounds of drinks, Cormac and I. Alara finished half of one. Nithia wet her lips with hers, but I don't think she drank any. As we drank, some of the aches in my body dulled, for which I was thankful.

      Cormac told us how he'd come to be an innkeeper. He'd bought the place ten years back, after what he said was too much adventuring. He'd served under a warlord in a land beyond the Sea of Ronak, then left the company when the territory disputes died out. He moved around for a few years, selling his skills as a fighter to whoever was willing to pay him his worth. Getting on in years and weary of having no place to call home, he decided one day when he road into town that he was done traveling. And so, with the spoils of his years of hiring out his skill at killing men who may or may not have deserved it, he took up the offer of an ailing elderly innkeeper and bought the place.

      "It's been the peace and quiet I wanted," he said, finishing off the last sip of his beer. He placed his mug on the table and stared at Alara.

      Wait. Didn't we already deal with this?

      But I quickly realized he wasn't ogling her. He looked at her with sympathy. "But no place can hold on to peace and quiet forever. Can it?"

      Alara simply shook her head.

      Right. The women of her order.

      I thought I needed to say something to break the silence, but Cormac spoke again before I did.

      "Well," he said, abruptly standing up. "The three of you will stay here tonight."

      He slapped my back and grinned at me. "No coin needed."

      How is this guy suddenly fine. I feel like a truck ran over me… twice.

      I heard Nithia sigh with relief.

      Alara sat her mug down. She'd been holding it, though not drinking from it much. "Thank you, Cormac."

      "Yeah, thanks," I said.

      "Den, I haven't felt the thrill of a good fight in a long time. I'm happy with my simple life here, but sometimes I miss pounding some blood out of a guy."

      Glad I could help?

      In spite of my body not wanting to, I made myself stand. "Yeah. It was great." I felt several sharp pains—my ribs, my lower back, my left foot. "Good times."

      As much as I was selling it, Cormac must not have been buying it. "You three have had a long day, I'm sure," he said. He glanced to the stairway at the back of the room. "Take the room at the end of the hall. It's nice." He glanced to Alara and Nithia, then back to me. "Big bed."

      Alara and Nithia stood, and Nithia ducked herself under my right arm, giving herself to me for support.

      "Thanks again," Alara said. She turned to me. "I need to go see my friend. You two go rest and I'll be back in an hour."

      I wasn't crazy about her leaving, but I couldn't argue with the idea of lying down in a bed. I was basically spent from the fight with Cormac. "Alright. But don't be too long, and be careful."

      Sure could use some of your sex magic boost right about now. I wanted to say that aloud, but I knew better.

      Cormac slapped me on the back again. Evidently in one of the spots where he'd given me a good wallop earlier. "I'll send some food up shortly," he said.

      "I appreciate that," I said, trying to keep any expression of pain off my face.

      Alara left, but not before Cormac had someone bring her a fur-lined cloak.

      Nithia and I made our way to the room at the end of the hall on the second floor. It wasn't exactly spacious, but it was several steps up from the stone cottage.

      "He wasn't kidding about the bed," Nithia said.

      Nithia and I stood at the foot of the Disneyland of beds. Okay, maybe not the right image to invoke, but this bed was working overtime. For starters, I was concerned there might be giants in this world, because the bed was freakin' huge. Why? Then I mentally slapped my forehead, remembering I'd already planned to have Alara and Nithia in it with me. Not a novel idea, I'm sure.

      It was a four-post number, like I'd seen in old movies. The kind you knew rich people had. The posts were thick dark wood, spiraled, and almost reaching the ceiling. There was some odd patchwork on the top thick blanket. What is that called? But it looked damned comfortable. There were four pillows at the head of the bed, and probably a couple more tucked underneath. I knew I could stretch across the thing sideways and still not reach the edges.

      "So," I said, also staring straight ahead at the bed, like Nithia still was.

      She turned and stepped over to a water-filled basin on a small table at the side of the room. "I'm going to wash up. All that walking."

      "Yeah, walking," I said, about as awkwardly as possible. "I'll…" I looked around the room to find something else to do. I was confused by my own behavior, by my nervousness. Why is it different with her? You were ready to go not too long ago.

      "Wait," I said, stopping myself.

      "What?" Nithia didn't turn around. She was reaching for the small folded towel next to the basin.

      Come on, Den. You've got this.

      I looked at her. "Oh."

      She turned to face me and it was as if I was seeing her again for the first time. She had left her top on the table beside the water basin. Her beauty was so different than Alara's. Her breasts were slightly smaller than Alara's, but still nothing less than large. They had a youthful buoyancy to them. The light in the room, provided by two lanterns hung on iron hooks at opposite walls, was bright enough to see the color variation from her nipples to the full body of her breasts. But the light left room for soft shadows, which only accentuated every curve her body had to offer.

      She stood, presenting herself to me. I marveled at her form. Feeling the moisture under my tongue pool, I realized my mouth was hanging open. I closed it and swallowed before speaking. "You're absolutely beautiful."

      The smile that formed on her pushed her now rosy cheeks up into smooth balls. Her blue eyes drew me in, somehow managing to pull my gaze from her naked torso for a few moments. I don't know how many seconds I stood looking at her. But I was probably longer to take action than was sensible, given what was before me. But I wanted to drink in every inch of her with my eyes.

      "Are you tired?" she asked.

      I was exhausted, and sore. No. I was still in pain. But damned if I was going to call it a night.

      "If I was," I said, "you seem to have made me forget."

      She demurred, lifting her eyes up at me.

      Damn she's good at this.

      She walked—deliberately slowly—to the side of the bed. Facing away from me, she reached to the sides of her loin-skirt and undid the tied strings, which miraculously were all that held the cloth on despite all we'd been through the whole day.

      The small piece of cloth dropped silently to the floor. Her ass was round and full. I knew it would be easy to get ahold of and use to guide her onto me. The image of coming at it directly flashed in my mind too. She stood for a three count before pulling the covers back and sliding into bed. She turned at the last second, giving me a peak at her breasts before pulling the cover up to her shoulders. She leaned her head back onto one of the pillows and smiled—somehow giving off innocence and vixen at the same time.

      A knock sounded at the door behind me.

      You're fucking kidding me.

      "The food," I said to her. I must've sounded apologetic. She said it was okay, and told me to get the door.

      "But make it quick," she said, as she lowered the edge of the blanket a few inches, revealing the tops of her breasts. She quickly pulled the cover up and giggled.

      "Yeah," I said. "They'll be gone fast."

      I was so intent on getting the door open, the food in and set somewhere out of the way, and the door closed, that I didn't notice I had a massive hard-on pushing my blue and white boxers to the limit of the fabric's structural integrity.

      The young woman at the door holding our tray of food did notice.

      I think it was her saying, "Oh, my god!" that tipped me off. That and the fact that she was staring at the sword in my shorts. Okay, dagger. But I gotta say, since Alara magicked me up…well, it worked all over.

      She was a cute redhead. Had the pale skin. Freckles. Green eyes. Not like Alara's, but nice. I guessed nineteen. She wore a green skirt, ankle-high boots. Yellow top with the collar cut in one of those low-sitting square openings. Her breasts were small, but she had well-defined cleavage still. Not cavernous, but-

      What am I doing?

      I took the food tray from her and thanked her.

      She curtsied and said, "No, sir. Thank you."

      "I'm waiting!" Nithia called to me from the bed.

      I shut the door and placed the tray of food on a half-moon table to the left, then turned back to the matter at hand.

      I stumbled slightly as I pulled down my boxers while walking across the room to the bed. They'd gotten snagged on- Well, you get it. Thankfully, the posts of the bed were as sturdy as they looked. I kept myself from falling by shoving my hand out to one of them. I think I heard the post crack, but I didn't bother to stop and take a closer look.

      As I walked around to the side of the bed closest to Nithia, she ceremoniously drew the cover back revealing her naked body in all its glory. The surge which shot through me felt like the time I got a steroid shot to deal with a bad case of strep throat. I think I could've lifted the entire bed off the ground in that instant if I'd tried.

      I knew Nithia hadn't been part of Alara's divine sex ritual to gather my barbarian strength for me, but based on how she made me feel, Nithia seemed to have what she needed—what I needed—right there in her hot babelicious bod.

      I did a quick study of her full frontal. She moved her legs slowly, sliding a knee up to the thigh of her other leg, then down—caressing herself, as it were.

      Man, she can work it.

      I caught a glimpse of her gold before she squeezed her thighs together and, with a well coordinated move, squeezed her shoulders inward and rolled her arms in a little, giving a boost to her tits which were doing fine all by themselves. But I appreciated the extra effort.

      "Alright," I said. "We've been holding off too long, haven't we?"

      She nodded slowly and continuously as I climbed on top of her and lowered my chest to hers, and—as she opened her legs and reached down to guide me—I lowered my dagger into her sheath. She was warm and already very wet, and I felt her quiver as I entered her.

      We made full use of the oversized bed. We got going with the standards—based on knowledge I got from some of the MA movies and shows I'd seen, and what Alara and I had done. But the more I gave to her—and the more she drew out of me—the more I rebounded with energy. Maybe she didn't have priestess magic, but she had what I needed. Every time I was spent, I only had to wait thirty seconds or so and run my hands over the curves of her body before I was ready to go again. The first three times she beat me to the punch, but no matter how much her body shook—both of us dripping with sweat—she begged me not to stop. I ran her through what I could remember from the Kama Sutra pdf I downloaded one time, and she ate it up. Then I did the same for her.

      When we first started, she made some faint almost chirping noises. I thought I'd hurt her, but when I backed off she grabbed my neck and pulled me back to her, saying, "More!" I decided to trust her judgement, and I gave her what she wanted. I was afraid my large muscular body was going to break her, but she was resilient and rode our wave of passion like she'd be waiting for it all her life.

      After we both rose to climax together, looking into each other's eyes, I decided to change things up. She had no hesitation adjusting. I rolled her over and pulled her legs off the edge of the bed and took hold of her sweet voluptuous ass I'd so admired before she climbed into bed. Amazingly, she took every inch I gave her, and with my muscles bulging, by the time we both collapsed from exhaustion, the ridiculously oversized bed was halfway across the room.

      I glanced over the mess of covers and pillows and noticed that we'd knocked over the water basin table. Somehow, I hadn't even heard the basin shatter on the floor.

      "That was-"

      "Amazing," she finished my statement.

      "Hey, you two!" Alara's voice came through the closed door. "I hope you saved something for me."

      Huh?

      "I'm starving," she said.
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      The handle turned and the door opened before I could muster the strength to get off of Nithia. My upper body was over to her side, on the bed so I didn't put too much weight on her. But we'd both relaxed into a spooning position on the side of the bed.

      "Oh, wow!" Alara closed the door behind her, leaned her staff against the wall, and walked straight toward us. She had on the fur-lined cloak Cormac had given her, but she'd undone the drawstring near the waist and it was flapping open. Her amazing body held just as much appeal as when I first saw her, despite the romp Nithia and I just shared.

      "Hey," I said—a brilliant response it wasn't. I wondered if she was about to smack me in the face, as she continued walking over to us.

      "Was I gone that long?" She stepped around the bedpost nearest Nithia and me, then she plopped herself down on the bed… right next to us! "I'm so ready for this."

      What the fuck?

      "Okay," I said, still not removing myself from Nithia, because, well what was the point? And I really was tired. "When you opened the door I expected a slightly different reaction."

      "So did I." Nithia wiggled her rear and I knew it was time to move.

      So I did. I sat up, my legs off the side of the bed. I rested my arms strategically on my legs, blocking the view to my manhood.

      "I knew you two would open up to one another," Alara said, placing a hand on my thigh and the other on Nithia's.

      I was too confused and too tired to be aroused. I actually thought any second she'd drop the facade and slap me. But apparently she was serious. I didn't get slapped.

      Alara looked across the room to the tray on the half-moon table by the door. "Is that the food?"

      "Yeah," I said. "It may be cold by now." I raised an eyebrow as I turned to her. "We sort of forgot about it."

      Alara chuckled. "Well, I'm starving." She rose and went for the tray.

      Nithia got up and walked over to the overturned table which previously had the unbroken wash basin on it. From the floor, beside the table, she picked up her top, then she walked to the other side of the bed and knelt on the floor. She reached underneath the bed and pulled out her savage-land bikini bottom. Standing unashamedly, she put them both on.

      "We should probably eat too," I said, looking around for my boxers. "If there's enough."

      Alara turned around, holding a turkey leg, already chewing on her first bite. "Mm hm." She swallowed. "There's plenty."

      I found my boxers and slipped them on, watching Nithia join Alara at the small table. They were standing, side by side, picking up different things from the tray and eating them. The two seemed to be totally fine with each other, with the situation.

      I really don't understand women. Or this planet, at least.

      "So, we're okay?" I finally asked.

      Neither of them were even looking at me. They were too busy eating. I could hear each of them making small noises indicating the food was tasty, or at least that they were really hungry.

      I realized I was hungry too. Famished, in fact. I decided to grab some before they ate it all. "Save me some."

      "What?" Alara said. Then she glanced at me. "Oh, yeah. We're fine." She stopped chewing and looked at me with more focus. "We are fine, right?"

      "Uh, yeah," I said. How did I get so lucky?

      "Right," she said. Then she turned back to the tray and took another piece of something and put it into her mouth.

      A moment later, I nudged my way between them to see what was left on the tray. Something green and leafy, and a…sausage. Hopefully. It was hard to tell. Is that an intestine lining?

      I was about to reach for a small handful of grapes, but Nithia plucked them up and took them with her to the bed, popping several into her mouth.

      Alara dropped the last bone—meat stripped away—onto the tray. "Oh, that was good." She joined Nithia on the bed, but stretched out onto her back. Nithia remained sitting, eating the last of the decent food.

      My stomach protested at my hesitation in taking the leftovers. After squishing the sausage to see if in fact that's what it actually was, I decided not to think about it anymore. I chomped down on it and soon gobbled it up. I stuffed the pile of leafy greens into my mouth too, since I didn't know when I'd be eating again.

      I went to wash up. I had forgotten Nithia and I had broken the wash basin.

      "Oh, right." I stopped before walking on the broken ceramic pieces. Still no shoes. I glanced at myself to see how sweaty I was. When I looked over toward the bed, Alara apparently realized what I was thinking.

      "I don't mind," she said, gesturing with her head for me to join them.

      "I'm just really tired," I explained, walking over. "I know I probably smell, but…"

      Alara looked at Nithia, then back to me. "I'm sure you're worn out. Lie down. Get some rest."

      I was more than relieved she was cool with me doing so, even though I had sex sweat all over—and it wasn't from being with her.

      I took a spot on the bed after Alara moved over to make room. Sinking my head back into the pillows, I exhaled all of my concerns. Where did these girls come from?

      I heard Nithia chewing up the last of her grapes. Shortly after, she got up and walked around to the side of the bed I was on. "Scoot," she said. I opened my eyes and saw her tipping her chin up a couple of times, her blue eyes open wide. "Both of you."

      Alara moved. I moved. Then Nithia took the empty spot beside me, making me lift up my legs so she could pull the cover over both of us.

      We were quiet for almost a minute. I thought about how similar this situation was to the one I was in a day ago, when this all started—with Monica and Sydney next to me in my own bed.

      "Did you get a chance to talk to her?" Nithia said.

      "Yes," Alara answered. "But you're not going to like what I found out."

      Oh, great.

      "What?" I asked.

      "She received a message from Watsel. His men hit there."

      "Oh, no!" Nithia sat up and looked across me to Alara.

      "They lost almost everyone they had to stand against them."

      "What's going on?" I asked, sitting up also.

      Alara turned toward the two of us and propped her head up with a hand under it. "She said they're on their way here."

      "What? No!" Nithia looked frightened.

      Alara looked at me. "The raiders. Twenty, at least. The Dark One's men."

      "Oh, shit," I said.

      "They're a days ride still." She leaned back onto her pillow. "But they'll be here soon enough."

      "What are we going to do?" Nithia asked. "These people can't stop them. Maybe if they had twenty men like Den… or Cormac, but I don't think there's a fighter in this town besides them."

      Alara turned her head toward us, her cheek still on her pillow. "It's up to us."

      Oh, man. I knew this wasn't going to last. I glanced back and forth at the two of them, to see if one of them might come up with another idea.

      "You're right," Nithia said. "But maybe we don't need twenty more fighters. Cormac, you and your staff…" She looked at me, "and Den." She started nodding her head.

      I started shaking mine. "I don't know if that's actually a good plan. Those numbers don't really add up." I knew I at least needed a weapon. Maybe a tank or something.

      Nithia yanked the cover off of both of us. She looked wildly to Alara. "You need to make him stronger!"

      I got what she was saying.

      "Huh? Wait," I said. "I don't think that's gonna-"

      "Yes!" Alara practically shouted. "Of course!"

      "Oh, come on, ladies! I don't want to sound ungrateful, but I'm exhausted." I dropped my head back onto the pillows. "And I really doubt us getting it on right now—as much as the idea would appeal to me under normal circumstances—is going to make me capable of taking out… How many guys are we talking about? Nevermind. I just don't think it's…"

      I got nothing.

      They must've been using that girl telepathy—same as Monica and Sydney had used. Alara slipped off her cloak, and with perfect synchronized timing they each untied their tops and freed their bountiful breasts. It was overwhelming, to say the least.

      Alara looked at Nithia. "So, you're going to help me?"

      "If that's alright," she said.

      "Yes. I think that's a good idea." Then Alara paused as if remembering something. "You did spend many nights praying with me as I tried to summon Den."

      Nithia glanced down. She was looking directly at my crotch, but I could tell she was focusing on her recollection. "That's right. I did." She darted her eyes up to Alara and her face lit up. "And remember, I saw some of the visions too!"

      "You did." Alara looked extremely pleased.

      "Surely with both of us, he'll gain his full strength," Nithia said, pushing her palms down onto my stomach. She rested them there and then slid her right hand down toward the top of my shorts.

      "Yes," Alara looked pleased at the revelation. She nodded as if resolute in their joint decision—ignoring my reluctance. "It could take all night." She looked at me, as if waiting for my acceptance of the…plan?

      I looked at her emerald eyes, her long thick brown hair, and her full breasts. I sighed. Then I turned to Nithia. When our eyes connected, I jolted slightly as she accentuated the moment by slipping her hand beneath my shorts and finding me quite eager underneath them.

      "I can see you two aren't going to take no for an answer," I said. "So, I guess I have no choice but to go along with this."

      But let's be honest, I wasn't really going to put up a fight if they both wanted to go to town on me. Eat, drink, and fuck like crazy, for tomorrow I'm probably gonna die.

      They both leaned closer to me and all I could see was big beautiful breasts. My animal instincts quickly took over, only one cogent thought before I gave in fully to our intertwined flesh. Damn, I hope this works. But if not, at least I'll die happy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      "Den!"

      I felt a sting on my face. Then I felt it again.

      "Den! Wake up!"

      That sting again.

      I opened my eyes and saw Alara's hand swinging toward my cheek.

      Smack!

      "I'm awake," I said. "That's enough of that."

      "Sorry, Den." She was dressed, minus the cloak. She was standing over me. Nithia was next to her, also wearing her Galderian bikini.

      "We've been trying to wake you for twenty minutes," Nithia said, crossing her arms, unintentionally giving her boobs a squeeze which was nice to behold.

      "Why didn't you just shake me or something?" I rubbed my face as I sat up.

      "We did," Alara said, reaching for her cloak which was draped over the foot of the bed. "We shook you for five minutes, but you didn't respond."

      I yawned, finishing it with a good nose and forehead stretch and scrunch. "Well, I'm awake now. I guess it's morning."

      "No." Nithia put her hands on her hips, swaying them to one side. Damn, she had nice hips. "We were still up when morning came. Remember?"

      I did a quick replay in my head. "Oh, right. Yeah." I chuckled. "You two kept me going all night. I don't know how."

      "Of course you do," Alara said, slipping her cloak on. "Now, stand up. Tell us how you feel. Do you feel any different?"

      "Any stronger?" Nithia asked.

      "He looks a little bigger to me," Nithia said.

      I extended my fingers, turned my hands over, clenched them into fists. I felt good. Stronger? I wasn't sure. I stood up. One thing was clear, all of my soreness was gone. And in spite of the marathon tag-team sex I felt well rested.

      "I feel good. I'm not sure how I'm supposed to know if I feel stronger, though."

      Alara looked me up and down. "Good point. I guess we'll just have to hope so."

      I sighed, remembering the appointment I had later in the day—the one where I probably would get my ass kicked, or die. Well, if you're gonna go… I tipped my head to the side slightly. Last night was probably the best send off a guy could hope for.

      "Lift the bed." Nithia blurted it out. Clearly she just thought of the idea and thought it was brilliant.

      "Huh?" I said. I think I wasn't entirely awake yet.

      "You're stronger now. I know it," she said. "Lift the bed. That thing's huge. Solid wood. Try it."

      "Yeah, okay." I rubbed my neck just behind my right ear as I looked at the side of the bed, trying to find a good place to take hold of it. The bed was ten or twelve feet across and maybe a couple feet longer. I decided lifting from the side was no good because of the lack of leverage.

      I realized I was swinging free down below and I certainly didn't want to get my manhood squished between my leg and the side of the bed. I held up a finger—my index finger, just to clarify—to signal I needed a moment. I found my shorts hanging below one of the lanterns on the iron wall fixture off to the side of the room—very far from where I remember taking them off. I glanced to Alara and Nithia, expecting one of them to explain how my boxers got there, as far from the bed as possible. Nithia shrugged. Guilty lovable little vixen.

      After putting on the woefully inadequate protective layer of cotton between my legendary manhood—could be, give it time—and the bed of all beds, I moved to one of the corners at the foot of the thing and squared down to the base of the post. The column of hardwood was a good twenty inches thick at the bottom. I leaned into the post and reached out to either side of it with my arms, grabbing the heavy wood beams of the frame. I glanced up to Nithia. Her eyes widened and she nodded repeatedly.

      I thought about the scene in Conan the Destroyer when he held the heavy metal gate, keeping it from trapping everyone inside. I decided the grunting was important. So, I'd do that too.

      I took a deep breath then commanded my arms, legs, and back to do the deed. For half a second the bed didn't move, but I grunted, pumping strength into my muscles, and then it happened. The massive bed—probably five hundred pounds—raised off the floor. Not just the corner. I'd managed to lift the entire thing, leaning back, propping the corner post against my stomach and chest.

      "Yes!" Nithia shouted gleefully. "I knew it!"

      A loud crack sounded. Then in quick succession, two more. The two long heavy beams I was gripping snapped just past my hands. The humongous bed which had been there for me during hours of good times crashed to the floor, sending splinters of wood flying out across the room. I tumbled backward, still holding the giant wood post and the corner section. Alara and Nithia darted out of the way as I fell onto my back and the part of the bed I had in my arms landed on top of me. I estimated it at about a hundred pounds—a mildly unpleasant experience.

      A few minutes later I had leaned the broken off corner piece against the rest of the bed. I tried to prop it up somehow, but I finally gave up and it fell over onto the covers.

      "Well, shit." I turned around to see Alara and Nithia staring at me like I was being an idiot. They were right. "What do you think the odds are Cormac has insurance?"

      Each of the girls furrowed her brow into a what-the-hell-is-insurance look.

      "Yeah," I said. "I didn't think so either."

      Giving up on making the room look suitable, I resolved to fess up to Cormac and offer to work off the cost somehow.

      "I guess we should head downstairs," I said.

      "Yes," Alara agreed. "We need to tell Cormac to prepare, and to spread word around town. Maybe there are some others who can be of help."

      "So, they're really coming, huh?" I knew it was so, but I just couldn't get motivated to do a high noon showdown with a bunch of Dark One minions.

      "Of course they're coming!" Alara wasn't in a lighthearted mood anymore. It was time to go.

      I almost said something trepidatious again, but then I realized I wasn't actually afraid, at least not like I had been before. Yeah, I still had enough sense to know what we were about to do was dangerous, but I felt more like I was on offense now. I got it.

      Time for action.

      Then I heard it, track one of the Conan soundtrack. Thank you, Basil Poledouris. It was the drums. It was the trumpets. It was all in my head… but I was feelin' it.

      "Yeah," I said heading for the door. "Let's tell Cormac. Maybe he has a sword or an axe I can use too."

      I spoke as I was walking past Alara and I think she swooned at hearing my words. I opened the door and paused, looking back at my two companions, my two women. Alara could handle herself, I thought. But Nithia, she was a grown woman, to be sure, but she wasn't ready for fighting. "Nithia."

      "Yes, Den?"

      "I want you to lead the effort to notify the townspeople. Make sure everyone knows what's coming."

      She nodded to me and looked at me with confidence and trust. It felt good. "I will," she said.

      "Alara, do we know which direction they'll approach?"

      "From the south," she said. "It's the most direct route to the town. They won't have any reason to do otherwise." She took a deep breath and exhaled. "They're used to slaughtering whoever gets in their way. They'll expect this town to be no different."

      Then it hit me. Why were they doing this? I asked Alara.

      "They're the shadow of the Dark One," she said. "He spreads fear to all free peoples. He claims dominion over the land. Terrorizing is his way of making sure the people never challenge him."

      I nodded. A familiar story. I'd seen enough despots on the news. Read about 'em in the history books. Evil bastards are the same on every planet, I guess.

      "Come on," I said, going through the doorway. "Things are about to change."

      I could feel my adrenaline flowing, building, steadily.

      We found Cormac downstairs and before I could say anything, from across the room, he tossed some clothes at me. I caught them and spread them out to see them. "Thanks!" I gave a quick upward gesture with my chin toward him. He returned the motion.

      Alara and Nithia gathered around me as I laid the clothing on the table. Two cloaks. I handed the smaller one to Nithia. A piece of thick but supple leather, which I could tell was to take the place of my boxers. I realized to pull the look off I'd have to go commando, since the leather didn't actually connect below the crotch, but I figured when in Rome. There was a thick leather belt, probably one of Cormac's own. I took it too.

      "Den."

      I turned as Cormac walked up to us. He had three pairs of leather boots in his arms.

      "Yes!" I couldn't help my enthusiasm.

      He handed them over to us.

      "What's with all the gifts?" I asked.

      He looked at me with great seriousness. "I need your help."

      "My help?"

      "We were about to ask the same of you," Alara said, as she sat and began putting on her boots.

      "Really?" Cormac studied the three of us for a moment. "So, you've heard?"

      "The Dark One's men," Nithia said. "Yes."

      Cormac nodded. "It was only a matter of time." He looked around at the interior of his inn. A few people sat at one of the tables, nursing their drinks and talking amongst themselves. I could tell none of them would stand a chance against a seasoned fighter.

      But I'm no fighter either. Still, I know I can do this. Something's different now.

      I glanced to Alara and Nithia. Love that sex magic.

      "I traveled as far from the carnage as I could get," Cormac said. "I knew my respite couldn't last forever. He nodded toward his customers across the room. "They're the ones I feel sorry for. It's a small town. Maybe fifty people. Simple folk. This is all they've known. And death is riding for them… but they have no idea."

      "We need to warn them," Nithia said with a sense of urgency.

      "She's right," I said. "Everyone in town should have a chance, a chance to leave, or prepare, or…"

      "Make peace with their gods," Cormac said, looking at Alara.

      He knows she's a priestess.

      I placed my hand on Cormac's shoulder. "It doesn't have to come to that."

      "How many men do you think are coming?" he asked.

      "Maybe twenty, or more," Alara said, pushing herself up with her staff. "That's what my friend said."

      Cormac looked at her. "Who's your friend?"

      "Senia, the elder."

      "Ah, yes," he said. "She would know."

      "She'd only just heard," Alara said. "Someone in Watsel managed to send the message with one of Senia's birds."

      "We'll be waiting for them," I said.

      Alara leaned over the table and gestured with her hand, as if she were drawing a map. "There's a narrow passage on the way in."

      "The sheer cliffs." Cormac agreed with her idea.

      I placed my fist on the table where Alara was pointing. "That's where we'll stop them."

      We put on the rest of the items Cormac had given us and Nithia set off to warn everyone. She was accompanied by two workers from the inn—a young man, who was entirely too scrawny to fight, and the red-headed nineteen-year-old who'd thanked me for answering her room service delivery with a stiff one in my shorts.

      Thirty minutes later, Alara, Cormac, and I were leaning against the rock face of one side of the sheer cliffs at the southern path into the valley.

      I looked at Cormac. "I've been meaning to tell you."

      He answered, still looking to the land beyond the cliffs. "What's that?"

      "I seem to have broken your bed, in the room you let us stay in."

      His chest jolted as he coughed up a laugh. After a couple of seconds, he looked at me and then to Alara. "You did, did you?"

      I took what he was thinking. "That's not exactly-"

      "Don't worry about it, friend," he said. He started laughing again, and spoke as he did. "We might all be dead before tonight. So, maybe we don't need a bed."

      He kept laughing. He looked proud of the joke he'd made.

      Fuckin' hilarious.

      I shook my head slowly in disbelief. He quieted after a few moments and we all went back to listening to the wind.

      I turned the sword in my hand, admiring the blade. Cormac had given the weapon to me. He brought a double-sided axe for himself, the handle of which was four feet long—the bladed head a foot and a half. It was next to him, leaning against the rock too. The sword he'd given me had carvings on the hilt and a sphere at the bottom of the grip. The blade was long and broad. I knew if I'd held it before I'd undergone my physical transformation it would have been too hefty for me to handle, but it felt right in my strong hand. Cormac said he acquired it in the course of one of his expeditions on the other side of the Sea of Ronak. I wondered who else had wielded it and to what end. I was curious about what the carvings meant. They included some writing, but I couldn’t read it. He claimed he couldn't remember exactly whose sword it had been.

      The cool wind blew between the cliffs, but I didn't mind with the cloak on.

      I gazed into the distance. The narrow passage we were in ran for a hundred feet before opening onto a plain. There were fewer trees to the south. The ground sloped gently downward, hiding a portion of the land before rising again at least half a mile away.

      "How long?" I asked.

      Cormac pointed to the rising land in the distance. "We'll see them there."

      The day was short because we were down in the valley. Twenty minutes later dusk was upon us.

      I looked back toward the town—a thirty-minute walk away. Few lights. They'd wisely put out most of the fires. Better for hiding.

      I hope Nithia stays safe.

      Alara must have seen the concern in my face. "She knows how to take care of herself," Alara said.

      I looked at her, gauging the truth of her words by her eyes. "She's more cunning than I first thought," I said. "That much is certain."

      I turned my attention back to the distant patch of land where our enemy was expected soon.

      Strange. Only a few days in this world and I feel more like I belong here by the hour.

      I glanced down at my powerful chest pushing open the middle of my cloak, then I raised the sword I was holding a few inches, looking at the blade again.

      Who am I?

      Cormac bumped my shoulder, jolting me out of my introspection. "You do know how to swing one of those, don't you?" He laughed.

      Clearly he meant it as a joke. He had no idea how valid a question he'd just asked.

      Alara reached her hand over and stroked my face. I had a heavy five-o'clock shadow and her gentle touch tickled my skin as the short growth bristled. "He is a true warrior. A champion. Any weapon in his hand is deadly to his enemies."

      I think I raised my eyebrows and widened my eyes, but I managed not to say anything to refute her over-the-top claim.

      Way to put the pressure on, babe. Thanks for that.

      Cormac bellowed, "Good to hear!"

      My intellect told me I should be scared as shit. It also told me I couldn't know how to wield a sword, since this was the first sword I'd held—not counting the wooden one I bought at a renaissance festival a few years back.

      But my gut—my barbarian badass muscled-over gut—told me I was ready. I'd achieved the pinnacle of my life last night with Alara and Nithia. A week earlier I'd have laughed until I puked if you said I'd be in bed with two beautiful women—not once, but twice—before Saturday. I knew anything was possible.

      Maybe last night did all she said it would.

      I looked at Alara. Her breasts rose out of the opening in the middle of the cloak like two voluptuous thinly blanketed mountains—summits I'd reached. Hell, reached? I planted a flag and called them my own. No. She offered them to me. Her. She offered herself to me. She trusted me.

      I looked to the land we'd been watching. The enemy was there, riding beasts—not horses, something more…devilish.

      Damned if they're going to harm my girls! My captivating surprising women.

      "There!" Cormac shouted, stepping out toward the middle of the fifteen-foot-wide passageway, apparently to get a better view.

      "I see them," Alara said, pushing herself away from the rock behind her.

      My blood simmered. I watched the riders make their way across the plain. They'd be here soon enough.

      "Den." Alara sounded surprised. "You look…"

      "Yeah," I said. I could feel the blood in my body priming my muscles for action.

      I raised my sword in front of me, turning the blade once more. It felt like an extension of my will. I was ready.
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      Five of them rode out front, first up the slope nearest us. If they were men, it was only because they had arms and legs, and roughly looked so. Their faces were hideous, scarred and disfigured, wisps of hair in patches around the sides. I heard their grunts and wet smacking wild cries for blood.

      They each rode with one hand on the long mane of their beast and the other wielding a weapon—black iron, a mace, a sword, an axe, a spear.

      Howard might've dreamed these guys up. I quickly recollected some of the enemies my favorite Cimmerian faced in the original books.

      The relentless creatures they used as mounts were hell-spawn to be sure. As muscular as oxen, they moved and looked like wolves—triple-sized-matted-hair wolves. The beasts' mouths hung open, gnarled two-inch fangs jutting out misaligned. A haze moved with them as the powerful legs of the black-haired animals kicked against the ground.

      Cormac and I took the center position between the cliffs, giving ourselves room to swing our weapons freely without striking each other. I quickly glanced at Alara. She stood back several feet and struck the top of a large buried flat rock with the bottom of her silver staff. The impact brought forth a brief flash of light from the stone atop her staff. I caught a glimpse of her eyes glowing before I turned back to face the enemy.

      The five dark riders looked strong, fierce, savage.

      We waited for them to come to us.

      I held my sword at the ready with both hands. I'd taken a spot just behind and slightly to the side of a large rock, which evidently had cleaved from the cliff and fallen into the roadway. I knew it would slow the riders as they came within the reach of my blade.

      A cold wind blew, bringing with it the creatures' stench.

      Cormac stood to my left with the blades of his heavy axe resting on the ground to his right. He also held his weapon with both hands. He looked ready to swing it upward at the first to test him.

      My heart pumped strong and fast, but I felt steady. My breaths were audible, rushing air into my lungs, charging my muscles.

      What was a low rumble grew into a thunderous sound as the great leathery paws of the giant wolves pounded the ground, bringing the dark riders closer and closer.

      Man, would this make a great painting, or what?

      I shook the distracting thought from my head and squeezed the grip of my sword. And waited.

      If such a foul band were running across my college campus for me a few days ago, I'd have been running away screaming like everyone else. Even yesterday, I might have done the same, or at least avoided the fight at all costs. But I had changed. I was Den.

      Den the Conqueror. Summoned to a distant world to be the guardian for- Oh, shit! Focus, man.

      The five came well before the others. They had ridden ahead, probably not expecting any substantial resistance. After all, stories of the horrors inflicted by the Dark One's men preceded them everywhere. They came to kill and plunder, to terrorize and take life and hope from the land.

      They should have waited for the rest of their band of raiders to join them before riding between the cliffs, but then, that's why we chose this spot, to thin out the assault we would face. So, perhaps it wouldn't have made a difference.

      The first dark rider veered around the rock in front of me and swung his mace in a wide arc, leaning forward as the weapon came toward my head. I lunged toward the heavy spiked metal ball, dropping to my knees and sliding under it on the dirt and rock. As the rider passed me, I ripped upward along the side of his beast with my sword, slicing into the creature's chest and severing the rider's foot from his ankle. Blood spewed as the demon-wolf howled in pain. The man screamed. His mace flew from his hand and struck the gray stone of the cliff face. The two of them crashed into the ground and tumbled and slid. I didn't see how far. I heard bones crack and his scream drown with a gurgling sound.

      I tumbled onto my right shoulder as I rolled from the momentum. I saw Cormac's axe cleaving into the open maw of one of the black-haired beasts. Then I turned to face whichever dark minion was next. As soon as I'd spun around to deal with another attack I found myself almost trampled by one of the giant beasts, which had leapt toward me. I was still squatting and the creature's front paws were driving down toward my head.

      There was a flash of light and a loud crashing sound followed by a crackle. I was momentarily blinded by what I realized was Alara using the magic of her staff.

      Knowing I was about to be struck by the trampling legs of the massive wolf-beast, I thrust my sword upward in front of me, rising from my kneeling position as I did. I felt the weight of the creature as my blade pierced its hide and moved into its inner flesh. Turning slightly I heaved my sword higher and carried the beast with its rider into the air. Working with the momentum of the two, I hurled them overhead and behind me until the hellish animal's body was flung off the end of my blade, but not before being clawed just inside of my shoulder, dangerously close to my neck. I nearly dropped my sword from the pain.

      I saw the dark rider's head hit the ground first, fracturing into several bloody chunks. The black-haired beast fell on top of him.

      I wiped one hand across my neck to make sure I wasn't going to bleed out—or at least not too quickly. My hand was mostly clean of blood when I looked at it. I knew I could continue.

      The smell of burning hair and flesh invaded my nose. I turned quickly back to find the next enemy, flinging the coating of blood from my sword as I moved. A lifeless mound of beast and rider burned ten feet in front of me. I glanced to my left. Cormac stepped onto the back of the second giant wolf he'd slain and swung his axe blade down onto the man atop the creature before he could strike Cormac with his sword.

      I looked to Alara. She nodded to me. Five raiders down. Their mounts slain too. My breathing was heavy, but I still had plenty of fight in me.

      The other riders were getting close. I doubted they'd seen the deaths of the first five. I looked at the slain men and beasts. They'll trip up the others well.

      "Wow," I said to myself. "Never thought I could." I always thought taking a life was something way beyond what I was capable of doing. I certainly never wanted to do it. The worst I'd ever considered doing was punching that jackass who knocked one of the pool chairs into the water when I was doing my morning after-party cleanup. I didn't, of course. Punch him, I mean. And now?

      This is different. They were going to murder the innocent people of Darguna.

      By the end of that quick conversation inside my head, I realized I had let go of the naive idea I could get through life without crossing any lines. I had crossed the line now, and—knowing what would have happened if I hadn't—I didn't regret it. I wasn't blood-thirsty, but I knew going forward, I would take down anyone or any creature I had to stop to protect myself or the people I cared about. And if I didn't, I would die trying.

      The rest of the Dark One's men came at us all at once, a dozen. I was relieved we'd been misinformed as to how many there were. Then I laughed at the fact I felt relieved, while twelve more crooked-fanged matted monster wolves and the even uglier men—still not sure if they were—riding them charged us. Still, seventeen is better than a couple dozen.

      Deep down I knew there was still a healthy dose of fear in me. Making light of the situation was a way of coping. I lapsed into a moment of doubt, wondering if I'd been lucky getting through the first ones. I knew I couldn't turn away now, but I questioned whether my newfound confidence was the result of self-delusion. The sting of my wound near my shoulder shook me back to the reality of the moment. No time for deep thoughts.

      The horde approached. Can you call a dozen a horde? Anyway, they were coming. Loud. Nasty. And now that they could see we'd killed their buddies—pissed.

      The three of us did that quick glance-to-each-other-and-nod-your-head thing. I was a little worried about Alara. No. I was plenty worried about Alara. But I saw the stone atop her staff glowing still. Good. She's got some juice left.

      "Den!" The voice was faint. Coming from far behind me, toward the town.

      "Den!" I heard it again as a looked back and saw someone waving. There were seven others beside her. They each were carrying something. They were so far away, I couldn't tell at first who they were or what they were holding. They started running toward us.

      "It's Nithia!" she called out to me. "We're here to help."

      She and four of the others with her had bows in their hands, quivers on their backs. The other three people had spears.

      "Way to go, Nithia," Alara said, though not actually loud enough for Nithia to hear her so far away.

      Full of surprises, aren't you, Nithia?

      "I am impressed," Cormac said. I glanced to him and he was grinning. "Both of your women fight for you."

      I rolled my eyes.

      "I fight," Alara said, "because it's the right thing to do."

      She's right.

      Nithia and the others—one of which was the nineteen-year-old redhead from room service—reached us just as the dark riders did. With Cormac and I taking the middle of the narrow passage, Nithia and her archers and spearmen lined up on either side, keeping their distance, but getting a clear line of sight to the raiders. When the riders on their beasts were close enough, Nithia's gang let loose their arrows and spears, most striking their targets because there simply wasn't much of anywhere else the barrage could land—and they came in as a crossfire. When the first few were struck, they veered and collided into the ones next to them. The ensuing nine-wolf pileup was a sight to behold. Cormac and I each took out one of those who managed to make it past the crash. Alara blasted the mound of coarse black hair-covered flesh with her lightning-in-a-stick trick. Cormac hurried to the burning pile and whacked into whichever parts moved. More arrows flew into the mass of would-be terrorizers—triggering more sounds of pain to add to those already happening. I knew there were broken bones aplenty. It looked as if not a rider in the wreckage had escaped the crushing weight of one of the beasts.

      I readied my sword for the lone rider who made it through unscathed. He was charging for me.

      Thwip.

      Air blew across my cheek as an arrow whipped past me. It struck between the black eyes of the rider heading for me. His head shot back and his beast staggered as the man fell to the side, his hands still wrapped with the long hair of the creature's mane.

      I glanced back and saw the young red-head lowering her bow. She looked at me and waved.

      Holy shit.

      I turned back to see what else might be a threat, and in a short time dealt with the rest of the Dark One's lackeys.

      It wasn't until the fight was done that I noticed my leg had been clawed too. The gash was significant, but not life threatening. I could walk still, but as my adrenaline lessened the sting of the wound became more noticeable. Cormac had taken a bad blow to his left shoulder. He put his axe down and placed his opposite hand over it to slow the bleeding. Alara had made it through unhurt, as had Nithia and the help she'd brought—having taken positions behind the front line.

      I watched as Alara leaned against the rock wall behind her. She looked tired.

      A few of the townspeople went to her.

      "You, okay?" I asked her.

      She held up her hand and nodded. I wondered if using the magic in her staff drained her somehow. I knew she hadn't fought any of the raiders directly.

      Nithia walked toward me, with the red-head beside her. "They wanted to fight," she said, as she approached.

      I saw a couple of the others go over to Cormac, one of them reaching to Cormac's injured shoulder. The last of the group sat down on a large rock, apparently to rest.

      "I'm sorry we couldn't get here sooner," she said, then smiled. "I can't believe we're all alive."

      "Thanks in big part to you," I said, enjoying seeing her again. She's so amazing, I thought. And hot.

      I looked to the red-head. "Thanks to all of you."

      "Tara." The firm-bodied small-breasted freckle-faced young woman smiled. Then she curtsied, winking at me.

      Oh, she's trouble.
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      Later that evening nearly half the townspeople gathered at Cormac's inn, many of them spilling the celebration outside for lack of room. After Nithia properly attended to my wounds, she and I joined everyone downstairs. I left upstairs the cloak Cormac had given me. It was hanging over the side of the bed to dry. We'd been given a new wash basin, and I used the water to get as much blood out of the cloak as I could. I carried down the sword Cormac had loaned me, thinking he might want it back. The bottom floor of the inn was warm; a large fire burned in the fireplace downstairs. Alara was waiting for us at a table near the bar. Cormac was with her, Tara at the seat on his other side. He stood and offered his chair to me when I walked up.

      I held out the sword for him to take, but he declined, shaking his hand and waving it away. I placed it on the table.

      "I need to check on a couple of things," he said. I noticed the bandage on his shoulder as he turned and headed into the room behind the bar, which I guessed was the kitchen.

      I made a point of keeping my glance to Tara as brief as possible before I sat. She was giving me eyes. Alara seemed to be less concerned than I expected she might. Nithia sat across from me.

      The room was loud. Everyone was celebrating, having a good time. Drinks were flowing. A couple in the corner played music—the old man on what would pass as a homemade fiddle, the not quite as old woman using a delicate mallet against a row of metal bars fixed to a large wooden block hanging from her neck. The woman accompanied the music with vocals somewhere between humming and faintly singing—though I couldn't make out what she sang. It reminded me of some of the renaissance festival music I'd listened to while chowing down on a funnel cake. The thought of eating funnel cake with blueberry compote floated through my mind.

      People were shuffling from one table to the next, talking to one another. A few got up to dance. Stories were already being crafted, telling how Cormac, the priestess, and a traveling warrior defeated the forces of the Dark One and saved the people of Darguna. More than one person had patted me on the back when I'd come downstairs. It was the exact opposite feeling I usually had when a party was going on. I wasn't only in the party, I was the reason for it—well, along with Cormac, Alara, and Nithia and the townspeople who stepped up. Okay, it was for all of us, but that didn't bother me. I was just happy to be on the winning team for a change.

      A young girl, a child, had come up to me and handed me what looked suspiciously like a woman's shawl—the kind I'd seen on old ladies in church, a long time ago when I actually attended. She insisted I put it on, saying she'd been working on it for nearly a month and wanted me to have it, to say thanks for saving her family. It was purple-ish, a faded sort of color. Probably dyed with berries or flowers, I figured. Odds Darguna had a Hobby Lobby were pretty slim.

      So, there I sat, a great barbarian shirtless warrior, at a table with three insanely hot women, all of whom thirsted for my loins—yeah, Tara was still giving me those eyes—and I was wearing grandma's purple shawl. It barely covered halfway to the outer edges of my shoulders. I wanted to remove it, but I kept glancing to the other side of the room to see if the young girl had left. Every time I did, she was staring back at me smiling. She looked so damned happy. What was I supposed to do?

      "I like your shawl," Alara said with a tone of condescension.

      It is a shawl! I knew it. "Ugh." I rolled my eyes and shrugged, then glanced toward the young girl who'd given it to me. She waved at me. After a deep exhale, I waved back.

      My table companions chuckled almost in unison.

      "Okay. Okay," I said. "That's enough of that. What am I supposed to do, break the little girl's heart?"

      "I think it's sweet," Nithia said.

      Tara put her hand on my forearm. "I think it makes you look really sexy." She looked at me lustfully for a couple of seconds, which, I had to admit, worked for me. But then she laughed.

      I half-considered getting up from the table and making an excuse to go, but I couldn't think of a good reason and I couldn't pull myself away from the three of them, despite their light-hearted ridicule. I decided to change the subject.

      I looked at Nithia. "How'd you manage to get the townspeople to come to the fight? I thought the fear of the Dark One would've made that impossible."

      Nithia shrugged and started to answer, "I-".

      "She's very persuasive," Tara interrupted.

      Nithia looked a tad uncomfortable for a second.

      Huh?

      Nithia glanced at Tara.

      "I mean," Tara continued, "it's not a hard argument to make, when you think about it. Get your ass over there and help, or run and hide and lose everything you have in life…and maybe either way you end up dead."

      "Uh, yeah," Nithia said. "I'm not sure that's exactly how I phrased it, but…"

      "Well," Alara said, placing her hand on Nithia's, "I am proud of you. Your efforts probably saved the three of us, not to mention the town."

      "I had help," Nithia said, glancing to Tara.

      Tara shrugged. "You roused something in me- in us. Like I said, persuasive." She smiled and let an awkward moment build.

      I got the sense I might've been getting only half of the conversation at the table. Knowing my inability to accurately tap into girl telepathy, I decided not to dig deeper.

      "You're a damn fine shot," I said to Tara. But unfortunately, my lower brain then took over for a second, compelling me to run my eyes all too overtly over her athletic young body as I continued. "You nailed that last guy. Hell of a climax to the fight." I didn't realize it until I'd spoken, but the words rang of double-entendre to me. I hoped it'd slide unnoticed. Maybe they weren't paying attention to me. I shifted in my seat—more aware now of the fact that I was flying free under the leather flaps which were a poor substitute for shorts. My face felt a little warm and time seemed to slow down as I scanned each of the three women's faces for a telling reaction.

      Each of them darted her eyes to the others. I felt like I'd stumbled into something I was about to regret.

      I was going to talk my way out of the hole I'd dug. "I…uh…"

      Alara placed her elbow on the table and leaned in, cradling her chin with her hand. She glanced to Nithia and Tara, then back to me and stared. Then the other two took up the same pose, all of them putting the pressure on.

      I felt more uncomfortable than I had been with the dark riders charging me.

      After the three women tortured me a few more seconds with their stares, Alara broke character first, laughing. Nithia and Tara immediately did the same. Evidently I'd been holding my breath, because when they eased up on me I exhaled strongly and quickly drew in more air.

      I was about to speak, to figure out what exactly had just happened, but Cormac came up to us right then. "Alright, you three," he said, holding three large pouches, two in one hand, one in the other. "Here." He threw them onto the middle of the table. I heard a heavy chink sound as they landed, closer to Alara, Nithia, and me.

      "What's this?" I asked, looking up at Cormac. He was grinning, like he'd just spilled a secret he'd been wanting to tell.

      "Go ahead," he said, pointing to the bags. "Open 'em."

      I glanced to Alara and Nithia. They both shrugged, apparently not having a clue what was going on either. Then I looked at Tara, who didn't have a bag in front of her. She looked like she was in on it—like she knew what Cormac was doing. She nodded toward the bags.

      I pulled one of the bags closer to me and untied the leather string, unwrapping it from around the cinched top. Alara and Nithia did the same.

      "Holy shit." I had the top open a few inches and inside I could see gold! I cradled the side of the pouch, pushing against it a little to feel the weight. I guessed there must've been several hundred gold coins in the pouch, each about the size of a silver dollar. But they were fucking gold!

      I looked across the table to Nithia and over to Alara. I knew by the expressions on their faces they had the same jackpot in front of them.

      I turned to Cormac and searched for words, only shaking my head with my mouth open instead.

      Alara spoke. "This is…too much."

      "What?" I said. "No."

      "Thank you, Cormac," Nithia said.

      Cormac was laughing now.

      Tara giggled.

      "I mean," I said, "this is insanely generous. No. Not insane. I mean, this is so… Holy shit. Wow!"

      Cormac placed one hand on my shoulder and the other onto Alara's. "You three deserve this."

      "Well, this is awesome," I said. "Don't get me wrong, but I don't see how…"

      Cormac glanced around the room. I did the same. No one had noticed what we had on our table.

      "Go ahead and close the bags," he said. "These are good people, but you don't want to make anyone too envious." He grinned, like he was having the time of his life.

      We each closed the bags. I wrapped the leather strap a few times around the top of mine and then tied it again. Cormac grabbed a chair from a nearby table and pulled it over. Tara scooted a little so I could make room as Cormac put his chair between Alara and me.

      He sat down and leaned in, as if he now wanted to be more discreet. "You three stood up for Darguna. You didn't have to. It wasn't your fight."

      "Standing against the Dark One is everyone's fight," Alara said.

      Cormac nodded. "Fair enough. It's just that I've seen many a man run when the time came." He looked disappointed, casting his eyes downward. "Maybe that's what I finally did…when I came here."

      Tara grabbed Cormac's hand. "No! You were the bravest. You spent years fighting. Everyone deserves to eventually have peace."

      Cormac regained his composure and looked at Tara. "Maybe you're right." He turned to Alara, Nithia, and me again. "You deserve this." He gestured toward the bags of coins.

      "This is…" Then it dawned on me. How much is this bag of gold coins worth on this world?

      "More than most people see in a lifetime," Nithia said.

      Okay. Sweet. Thought so.

      "True," Cormac said. He leaned back in his chair. "But I've probably lived a dozen lifetimes worth of fighting."

      Metaphorically speaking, right? I figured that's what he meant, but I wasn't sure, since this world had crazy-ass magic and shit.

      He waved his upturned hand at the three bags. "This is but a small amount of what I've gathered over the years." He raised his eyebrows briefly as he tipped his head slightly to the side for a second. "Taken over the years."

      "From those working for the Dark One," Tara added, looking reassuringly to Cormac.

      Wait. Is she into him? I thought…the way she looked at Nithia…yeah, trouble alright.

      I glanced around the room again. Everyone was still in party mode. I had to check because I had the sense the room had gotten quiet, but I realized the sense was just from the fact I was so absorbed by what Cormac was saying…and by the bag of gold in my hands…okay, and wondering about the one girl at the table I hadn't seen naked. What can I say? Raging hormones, and I was definitely in my prime now.

      It hit me—why Cormac wasn't pissed when I told him I broke his bed. He probably had enough loot to buy a new bed every week if he wanted to. Though there's probably not a Rooms-To-Go anywhere nearby.

      "But this is what we always did," Cormac said. "The men I fought with, we shared the spoils."

      "Yes," Alara gestured toward the bag in front of her, "but this is yours. We didn't take it off the dark riders."

      "No," Cormac said, leaning in again. He looked at the three of us one-by-one. "But that's where it came from. Not these guys, but others like them." He smacked his hands on the table. "Anyway. I have more than I'll spend before my time." He looked around the room at the townspeople, who were still laughing and talking. The two musicians, who had taken a break, were playing again now. "This is all I need now. My thirst for treasure is gone." He leaned against the back of his chair again. "I am happy here." He patted Tara's hand.

      Oh, okay. So that is a thing. I felt disappointed that Tara evidently was with Cormac, whatever that meant in this world. Then I felt like a jackass for being disappointed that exactly one of the three scantily-clad blood-rushing hotties wasn't riding the Dennis Express Train of Love. Wait, express train? That's not right. Not express. Ah, fuck. Whatever.

      Tara chuckled. "You weren't at first, though. Remember?"

      Cormac's face relaxed as he remembered. "Yes. And you were such a little pain in my ass. I remember that too." He looked at her with affection.

      "Hey," Tara said. "I was only nine."

      Wait! What!

      "You two met when you were nine?" I asked. Oh, that's all sorts of wrong. It wasn't like she was nine now, but something about them meeting when she was that young and the two of them now…

      "Wow," Nithia said. "You two have known each other that long?"

      "Yes." Cormac said, placing his arm around Tara's shoulders.

      I was beginning to feel uncomfortable.

      "Ever since he came to town," Tara said.

      "That's great," Alara said.

      No. That's not great. It's creepy.

      "She's like the daughter I never had," Cormac said.

      "Little sister," Tara said, elbowing him in his side.

      "Okay," he said, feigning pain from her elbowing. "Either way, we're like family. I look after her—make sure some guy doesn't mistreat her." He looked at me, but I could tell he did it jokingly.

      I felt the ick feeling quickly drain from my body. Okay. I get it. Phew. I just had to make sure. "So, you two aren't…" I glanced back and forth to the two of them.

      "Ew! No!" Tara said. "He's like my father."

      Cormac pretended to look offended. "Older brother."

      In retrospect, I think I must have looked really relieved or a little too happy upon hearing the clarification.

      "Why so interested?" Alara said, definitely talking louder than she had been.

      Oh, shit.

      "Uh, no reason."

      I didn't want to look directly at Alara in that instant, and I certainly didn't want to keep looking in Tara's direction. I turned my gaze toward Nithia, thinking she was neutral territory.

      I was wrong.

      She puckered her lips, then winked at me.

      What am I getting myself into?
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      The gods smiled on me—or whatever it was people said in this world—when three people approached our table before I had to face further inquiry from Alara about my intentions with Tara. It wasn't like I had done anything, nor was it the case that Alara and I had decided to go steady. Okay, I know, not what people call it nowadays, but my experience with women in the flesh was a big zero as of last week. Still, it was a conversation I didn't want to continue and the three townspeople were there to save my ass.

      It was pretty obvious they'd been drinking for a while. Wait. Why haven't I been drinking? I'm the one who nearly got trampled to death by hairy hell-creatures.

      The trio was a woman and two men, all probably in their mid-thirties. She'd had a kid or two and went with it. The two guys had cancelled their gym memberships years ago, if they ever had one in the first place. What they lacked in physicality they all made up for in character. If Norman Rockwell had gone on a cocaine and alcohol bender then somehow stumbled into the wrong apartment around 2am, only to pass out on a cheap dog-hair-matted area rug, and awoken an hour later to find a child's easel and paint set in the next room, these are the three people he would've put on the flip-over-the-top paper.

      That being said, they were friendly, and partly due to their timing, I decided they were my kind of people.

      "We were wondering," the man on the left said. He had tan pants kept up with a belt holding on for dear life and a shirt which let me know it'd been a while since laundry day. "We were wondering," he started again, "if you killed all of those blackened riders-"

      "Black riders," the woman corrected him.

      "Right," he nodded to her then looked at me again. "Black writers with your muscles or with your sword."

      The other man gestured in front of the first one, as if he was wiping his friend's words from the air. "What he means is could you have taken them on without a weapon. I says, yes."

      The woman leaned forward past the two men beside her, apparently so she could get a better look at my arms. "I say you're damn right. Yes."

      I heard Nithia chuckle, but I kept my attention on the three townsfolk. I knew the longer they talked the less likely I'd end up having to try to back out of the whole Tara-Alara conversation.

      The first man to speak told me where he stood on the question. "I said, you don't look so tough." I think he meant to shove me. He pushed his hand out in front of me, but didn't actually touch me. "If you didn't have your sword, I could take you down."

      I heard giggles behind me. I glanced to Cormac. He shrugged and grinned, but left me to answer the awkward non-sensical challenge.

      What the man said didn't bother me, but I decided to have a little fun. I stood up abruptly, intentionally knocking my chair hard enough with my leg to shove it with some noise. All three of the townspeople quickly stepped back a few feet, looking up at my Mr. Universe—okay, preliminary qualifier round, maybe—body with surprise and, I was willing to bet, a little fear.

      "Well!" I used the best powerful man voice I had, then I let the anticipation build for what came next.

      I feigned a reach for the sword on the table, which Cormac had told for me to keep. "It's a good thing I have this with me, then. Isn't it?"

      "I-I don't know what I'm sayin'," the man who challenged me said. The three of them backed up, and scrambled around several people, standing and seated, until they got back to their table.

      I felt bad after the fact. They didn't mean any harm and the one man who had the balls—okay, who was stupid drunk enough—to challenge me looked like he was going to wet himself.

      "Maybe I should go apologize," I said, peering across the room to their table.

      Nithia laughed. I turned to her. "No," I said. "I feel kinda bad about it."

      "It's not that," she said, then she pointed at my chest and shoulders.

      I realized I still had on the purple shawl. "Oh, right." I glanced around the room to find the child who'd given the garment to me. She was nowhere to be found. I pulled the shawl off my shoulders. "No wonder they were frightened."

      "No," Cormac said. "Leave 'em alone. That's Seni Bobbins. He's always spouting off on someone. Everyone knows he doesn't mean it. He's dealt with a lot over the years. Too much."

      I could see Seni and his two friends were doing everything possible not to look in my direction. I sat again. "Alright. I suppose he'll have a story to tell, though."

      "He's not so bad," Cormac said. "Catch him when he's sober and you'd like the guy."

      I suggested Seni had the right idea to let loose a little, and Cormac agreed. He ordered a round of drinks for all of us, and we took our time with them, listening to the music and getting to know each other a little better. Thankfully, Tara kept Cormac going with his many tales of travel and adventure. Whenever he finished one, she'd ask him to tell another. He'd seen much more than I had. I didn't want to compare my epic retelling of the time I stayed up all night cramming for an exam on the Russian Revolution and let it be compared to Cormac's story of how for four days he tracked a band of seven servants of the Dark One who'd captured a friend of his, and how he slaughtered three of them before they could draw their swords, then—with the help of his friend he'd freed—proceeded to take down the other four.

      No. I was happy to let him have the floor.

      Tara seemed to relish the stories, though I suspect she'd heard them all before. Ever so often, she'd remind him of a choice detail or two he left out.

      Nithia appeared less enthused, but she didn't seem to mind them too much. I kept checking her expression—as inconspicuously as I could—whenever a particularly gruesome incident came up, or when the Dark One was mentioned. I thought she might have trouble hearing those things, because of what happened to her sister. If the stories bothered her, she kept the fact well hidden. But I continued to watch her as the stories went on over the next hour or so.

      Alara, for whatever reason, seemed to be playing her hand like I was. Whenever someone asked her for a story of her own, she'd throw out a few vague recollections and smoothly redirect the conversation back to Cormac. I realized over the course of the evening that I knew too little about her, despite what she'd told me when we were walking to town. And Nithia, though she'd opened up to me in the bedroom, I knew there was much more to her. But this wasn't the time, evidently, and all I really wanted to do, after facing the dark riders not too long ago, was to relax. One thing I kept wondering about though, was how neither Alara nor Nithia said anything about me being the Guardian. Maybe it's something only she and the sisters of her order are concerned with, I thought. And Nithia, I figured, was probably just following Alara's lead.

      Close to the vest on it. I had no problem with that, considering the whole point of being the guardian was to take on the Dark One. His minions—at least today—yeah, I could handle that, but Sauron or Thanos or whatever fuck-up-everyone-on-the-planet kind of dude he was… No, thanks!

      "Den," Alara said, leaning over to look into my eyes. "Are you okay?"

      "Huh? Oh, yeah. I'm fine. Just thinking."

      It wasn't long until I was feeling the weight of the day. I yawned first, then everyone else at the table followed suit. To be polite, I sat through the last bit of the latest story Cormac was telling.

      "And that's how I got the scar on the back of this arm," he said, raising his arm overhead so we could see. I lost count, but I think it was the eighth or ninth scar he'd mentioned.

      I kept my mouth closed the next time I yawned, not wanting to imply the conversation was boring me. Alara must've noticed anyway. She stood, taking her bag of gold in one hand, and placing her other hand on my shoulder. "I'm tired," she said. "I think I'm going to go to bed. Den, are you coming?"

      Yeah, it was a test—but not the kind I could study for. She was calling me out, but I wasn't sure what she was actually saying. Were we really going to sleep? Did she want some it's-been-a-long-day-fighting-monsters sex? Was I going to look whipped if I went upstairs with her? Did I care enough to turn her down?

      I stood up.

      "Yeah, I'm tired too," I said.

      Tara looked at me. No, I mean, she looked at me. Yeah, that look. She didn't seem to care who noticed…which was everyone at the table, by the way. "Den, do you want me to bring you anything? Room service, I mean."

      Damn! She's got some balls. I'll give her that.

      Maybe it was in my head, but there's a good chance Alara's grip on my shoulder tightened considerably.

      "Oh, no, thanks," I said. "I appreciate the offer, though."

      Alara removed her hand from my shoulder, and I felt the difference. Yeah, she had a death grip on me before. I was conflicted. I didn't want trouble, but I was my own man. Ah, hell, I thought. Couldn't possibly be an issue. "I might take you up on that later, though."

      Oh, crap. Of course, I shouldn't have said that.

      "Oh, yeah," Tara said, smiles til Friday. "I'll hold you to it."

      I glanced to Cormac. He shrugged me off. At least he wasn't going to whack me with his axe for what was going down with his adopted younger sister.

      I glanced to Nithia.

      "Don't look at me," she said. "You said it."

      Alara was already walking toward the stairs.

      Nithia stood up and leaned closer to me, whispering in my ear, "I think she's great. I have no problem with it." She kissed me on the cheek, then waved goodnight to Cormac and Tara before heading to the stairs herself.

      She said 'no problem with it' not 'no problem with her'. That's a green light from Nithia. Okay. This is getting out of hand.

      I think I stood looking like a deer in headlights or something, because Cormac laughed as he too got up from his chair. He turned to Tara. "You go easy on him, okay?"

      "I…" I picked up my sword.

      "Don't forget to grab your heavy little sack," Tara said.

      I grabbed the gold. "See you two tomorrow. Gotta get some rest."

      I left before either of them could respond.
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      I should've been excited as I reached the top of the stairs in the inn, but, staring down the hallway I had a sense of dread.

      Maybe I'm overthinking this.

      Or maybe I had just been a dumbass and put a kink in any future ménage à trois where Alara was going to be in the trois.

      This Galderia world is more complicated than college life.

      I walked down the corridor toward the door at the end, knowing on the other side awaited my fate—at least for tonight. Was it going to be a room of riches, of carnal lusts and fawning beauties, giving themselves over to me willingly and eagerly? I took the final steps down the hall, stopping in front of the door to our room. Or was I about to open the gate to wrath and contempt, of soul-sucking damnation at the hands of a vengeful temptress? A demi-goddess wielding that most terrifying of weapons—the cold shoulder.

      As I stood before the door, staring at the handle, it hit me. I'd been drinking.

      I tucked my sword under my armpit and opened the door. Alara was in bed, under the covers. Nithia was on her back, at the foot of the bed, her knees bent. She was laying crosswise. She tossed me a quick wave. The foot of the bed on one side dipped slightly lower than the rest. The post and corner I'd broken off was on the floor a few feet away from the rest of the bed. I grabbed my sword, stepped inside, and placed my small heavy sack—Tara had a way with words—on the half-moon table nearby. Then I shut the door and leaned my sword against the wall.

      "So," I said. Long pause. "Hell of day, huh?"

      Alara didn't bother to look up at me. "Hm." I could tell what she really meant was, you're an asshole.

      Nithia was more kind. She slid off the side of the bed and walked over to me. She still had her savage-land bikini on, but I could tell by the way she came over to me she wanted me to imagine her without it—which I did.

      She wrapped her arms up around my neck and leaned in, pressing her boobs against my chest, giving them a nice squeeze. She gave me a kiss, then leaned back to look at me. "Yes," she said. "It's been a crazy day.

      "Nithia." Alara was still in bed under the covers. "Can you run downstairs and get a few things from the kitchen?"

      Nithia looked back to her, but without letting go of me. "Huh? Oh, yeah. Sure."

      "Some food or something," Alara said. "Den and I want to talk."

      We do?

      Nithia looked up at me, widened her eyes and raised her eyebrows as she shrugged. My mouth opened, but I didn't say anything. I just shook my head, hoping she'd stay.

      She smiled at me and patted my chest, then she walked by me toward the door, gliding her breasts over my arm as she passed.

      I watched her leave. She paused in front of the door to adjust her tan bikini bottom unnecessarily, moving both sides up and inward to reveal her full ass cheeks before putting the cloth down again and giving a ceremonious tug to the tie strings on either side. At the last part, she gave me one of those over-the-shoulder glances—the kind that said, 'Aren't you going to do something about it?'

      I watched the door close behind her after she walked out. Could she have made the situation any more awkward?

      I turned around. "So, what did you want to talk about?"

      "What's wrong with me?" Alara said.

      Huh?

      I went over to the side of the bed and stood next to her. "What do you mean? Nothing's wrong with you."

      She scooted herself up a little on the pillow behind her. The blanket slipped down, revealing enough of her breasts for me to know she wasn't wearing anything—at least up top. "Then why did you ignore me downstairs?"

      "Ignore you? I didn't…"

      Okay. I admit it. I definitely was giving most of my attention to Tara.

      She gave me don't-bullshit-me eyes.

      "I, uh."

      I sat on the bed beside her. "Look, you don't need to worry about Tara. She's got nothing on you. Hell, you're the first woman I ever slept with." That just kinda slipped out.

      Alara's eyes lit up. "What? You mean…?"

      "Yep."

      She looked like she didn't believe me. "That can't be true. I saw you with all those women, on your world."

      "Uh, yeah. About that."

      She sat up the rest of the way. The blanket gave up the fight against her massive breasts, surrendering to their need to be seen. Okay, maybe I was the one that needed to see them. Either way, I was glad the blanket fell down.

      "You were saying?" She nudged me with her hand. Apparently I'd lost my train of thought.

      "Oh, sorry." I nodded toward her boobs. No need to hide it, I figured. Besides, she wanted me to want her. So, I was just being a stand-up guy by ogling her. Right? She looked at me with her beautiful emerald-colored eyes. I could tell she needed me to rescue her from her doubt…about us. I decided to take a chance and see what happened.

      I took a deep breath and started from the beginning—at least before I threw up on Professor Bad-timing in the middle of class—where I came from, what college was, where I worked, why she saw all the images of Conan and fighting and beautiful women in peril. She didn't say a word the whole time. I knew I was blowing her mind. Probably completely disappointing her. Certainly freaking her the fuck out. She'd summoned a college sophomore who'd never been laid, never been in a fight, and whose only adventuring had been an occasional late-night trip to the Perry-Castañeda Library on campus.

      "And that's how I ended up here," I said, finishing my story.

      "I…" She stared at me. I stared back at her, mostly. I might've glanced at her boobs too.

      I could tell she was trying to wrap her head around it all. Finally she spoke again. "What is pizza?" I'd mentioned how great it was at the place I worked.

      I laughed. "That's your response?"

      "I don't know," she said. "I'm confused. You say you aren't a hero, but you are. I mean, look at you. And look what you've done."

      She was right, in a way. I looked the part. And against the dark riders, I acted the part. Maybe I didn't always feel like a hero, but did a hero always feel like he was one?

      I scrambled for an explanation. "Somehow, your magic-"

      "You mean my prayers to the gods?"

      "Yeah, that. Somehow, you did it. You brought me here and turned me into this."

      She looked down at the cover for a moment, then back up to me. "The gods wouldn't have guided me to you, if you weren't a champion. It's in your blood."

      I started to argue with her, but she held a finger to my lips and slightly shook her head. Then she put her hand on my chest. "In here."

      I didn't want to say it, but I felt warm and gooey inside. She was my first, and even after I spilled the beans to her about how mundane my life was before coming to Galderia she stood by her opinion that I was the hero the land needed—the hero she needed.

      "So, you believe me now?" I said. "I mean, when I tell you there's nothing to worry about between you and me." I had the sense that opening up to her, being vulnerable, ironically had made our connection stronger. Maybe that's the way it's supposed to be?

      She smiled and slowly nodded. I could see the worry disappearing from her face. She looked at me like I was quenching a thirst she'd had all her life. Her breathing was smooth, but deep. I noticed her mountainous breasts rising and falling. The rhythm was almost hypnotic.

      "Well," I said, "let me make absolutely sure you don't have any more doubt." I grinned and did a quick up down with my eyebrows.

      "Yes." Her eyes widened. "I think you should do whatever it takes." She pulled the covers back, revealing the rest of her body. She was completely naked. Maybe she had planned to sleep that way. Maybe she'd hoped for this outcome to our little talk. I didn't know which was the case. Either way, I wasn't complaining.

      First I scanned her from head to toe. Well, okay, I think my eyes only made it down to her crotch. I ran my fingers over one of her nipples, then gave her breast a squeeze. She reacted by slightly arching her back, sounding the faintest of moans—but I could tell it was genuine. I propped myself up with one arm, leaning halfway over her. Then I ran my hand down, exploring her nether region. She slowly squirmed as I did, signaling I was doing exactly what she wanted.

      Her eyes closed and she nodded her head faintly. So, I kept going. After ten or twenty seconds, I noticed her breathing became much more rapid. I almost stopped when I saw a white glow emanating from the bottom edge of her eyes. They were still shut. I recalled seeing the glow when we were fighting the dark riders.

      "You, okay?" I asked.

      "Oh, yeah." She didn't open her eyes, but the glow continued. Her massive mounds undulated and shifted as she squirmed from head to…toe—presumably. I could feel the heat radiating from her into my increasingly wet hand.

      I was more than a little concerned that some sex magic was about to fuck me up, but I hoped for the best and went for broke—knowing to stop now would be a huge disappointment to her.

      Three things came at once. She cried out, "Yes!" Her eyes opened, shooting white light into the ceiling. And…Yeah.

      "Holy, shit." The white blast of energy billowed out as it struck the ceiling, but it didn't seem to do any damage. Then, just as everything else had come to an end, so did it—vanishing.

      Alara looked at me with her once-again mesmerizing emerald eyes.

      I wanted to ask her why the hell light was shooting from her eyes a second ago, but I thought I'd ease into it. "You good?"

      She chuckled, still breathing heavy. "Good? That was wonderful, Den." She rolled onto her side and wrapped her arm loosely around my mid-section. "Thank you."

      "Of course," I said. "I do have a question, though."

      "Anything."

      "Did you happen to notice that white fucking light shooting out of your eyes? I mean, I know it was good and all, but what the holy hell?"

      She looked at the ceiling, then glanced around the room. "What? No. What are you talking about?"

      Well, I'm not dead. I glanced at the ceiling. Didn't seem to actually do anything.

      "Nevermind. Maybe I was seeing things," I said.

      She looked unsatisfied with my response, but I didn't want to get sidetracked with the conversation. I know, pretty foolish thing to ignore, but while she apparently just had one of the best finishes in memory, I was poised at the starting line. Her naked body was before me, and I was determined to have a go at winning a medal too. And I knew she'd be up for another run.

      I leaned down and kissed her, and we lost ourselves in one another for a good amount of time—tasting, teasing, lips and tongues and blind wandering caresses, leaving little unexplored.

      The pressure building in me was too much to ignore any longer. I centered myself over her and used my hands to slide hers across the sheets and above her head. She looked at me and nodded. "Uh, huh," she said, her words dripping with anticipation. As our bodies merged, a fleeting concern of whether I was going to be blasted in the face with her white eye-beam magic flashed through my head, but I didn't have time for such rational worries. So, I pushed the thought from my mind and got on with it.

      Within a few seconds, dents and cracks were appearing in the wall behind the headboard and bed posts. Nobody behind that wall. The quickest of thoughts was all I needed to dismiss any notion of stopping or changing our position. Alara was calling my name once again. "Den! Yes, Den!" I was plowing ahead full-force—too much momentum to do anything else. I couldn't get a word out and I guessed she couldn't either, so intense was the motion. But I saw the biggest smile stretch across her face I'd ever seen on a woman—okay, the roster of experiences was limited, granted. Her breasts bounced wildly against my chest and against her chin.

      The battle-scarred massive bed held out until the end. Then, just as I collapsed onto Alara and she exhaled with absolute satisfaction, the thick wooden bed frame underneath our heads splintered and collapsed too. I felt the impact with the floor as the force passed through the bed and through Alara, into my loins.

      She wrapped her arms around me and the two of us held onto one another. I knew any doubts she'd had about us must've disappeared.
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      What was odd was how long it had been since Nithia had left to grab some food from the kitchen. Alara and I had already gotten out of bed—what was left of the bed. We'd washed up and gotten dressed. Didn't take long, though, to put on a couple of leather tire flaps for me and a two-piece for Alara, fit for whatever beaches Galderia had to offer.

      I was thankful to have gotten through the romp in the covers this time without someone knocking on the door at the end, but now I was anxious for some of whatever food Nithia was supposedly getting. Even if it was the weird shit we had last time.

      I walked to the foot of the bed, which now rested at even more of a cock-eyed angle thanks to three of the four corner posts being out of commission. I sat, then fell back, resting on the bed with my legs hanging off from the knees. Alara joined me, taking a similar position next to me.

      I studied the ceiling, looking again for any sign of damage from the light which had emitted from her eyes when I'd given her a hand earlier. I couldn't find anything wrong with the ceiling, which was made from smooth wood planks, running the same direction as the length of the bed.

      "What are you thinking about?" she asked.

      "Nothing, really. Just checking out the ceiling."

      "Oh, I see." She looked at it for a second before continuing. "Not really much to look at."

      She was right. I turned my head toward her. She was much more worth seeing. She turned and caught my gaze. We looked into each other's eyes without speaking for a few moments. It felt good. I had a sense of peace. I knew all of it would've been nothing more than another one of my daydreams a week ago—my muscled-up body, her voluptuous curves, lying on the bed after knocking the paint off the walls, now just soaking up the quiet moment together like it was exactly the way it was supposed to be. But it was real. Totally bad-shit crazy fantasy land. But real, nonetheless.

      She looked up at the ceiling again. "I need to rebuild the order."

      "Oh." I think I knew what she meant, but I really just wanted her to know I was listening.

      "I know it will take time." She looked at me. "To find the right women. To train them. Months." She looked up again. "Years, maybe."

      "That's a big undertaking," I said, trying to show I was taking what she was saying seriously, which I was.

      She looked at me again, nodding, even though her cheek was against the blanket.

      "Do you think Nithia will…" I stopped myself, remembering how Nithia had shot down the idea of assuming her sister's place in the order. Oh, sore spot. Shouldn't have…

      "It's not her path," Alara said, not an ounce of resentment in her voice. I knew she'd accepted Nithia wasn't priestess-hood material.

      Priestess-hood. Can you say that? Priesthood. Priestess-hood.

      Someone gave the door three quick knocks. I turned and saw it open.

      Nithia walked in. Tara was with her.

      "Hey, you two," I said. "Uh, where's the food?"

      They had nothing with them.

      "Sorry about that," Nithia said, coming over to me. I sat up. "We can have some sent up in a few minutes. Honestly, I forgot all about it."

      Alara sat up too. "Well, room service is already here. So, who's going to bring up the food?"

      I tossed a look of disapproval to Alara. I knew she wasn't Tara's biggest fan, but her remark had some unnecessary cat claws. She didn't respond to me.

      Nithia put her hands on her hips and looked at Alara. "Tara's here because we've been hanging out." She gave Alara a bit of a scowl, but quickly looked back to Tara and smiled. "We're basically becoming best friends." She was pretty animated when she made the claim.

      Tara looked just as gushing about the pronouncement. "Forever."

      "BFFs," I said.

      All three of them looked at me, but Alara said, "What?"

      I gestured with a hand as I clarified. "It's a term, where I come from."

      "Yeah," Nithia said. "I get it. Best friends forever."

      She and Tara giggled.

      Alara did not.

      Holy shit, what are sorority girls doing all the way out here?

      "So," Alara said, cutting dryly into the moment of fun the other two were having, "you're probably pretty busy most of the time, Tara, aren't you? Helping Cormac with the inn, I mean?"

      It was a legitimate question, sure. And I probably wouldn't have thought anything odd in her asking it, if it weren't for the fact that I knew she'd rather Tara not be around.

      Tara took a few steps toward the bed as she answered Alara. "Well, you know. I'm the preferred girl when it comes to room service."

      Oh, come on!

      "Yes," Alara said. "I thought as much, when you came to the door last time."

      Seriously? I thought we worked this out already.

      I felt like a referee watching for any below-the-belt punches—ready to step in and give a warning, or send them both to their corners if need be.

      Nithia raised her hand as if she was about to say something, but Tara got in one more jab. "I don't mind serving it up." She glanced at me. "Especially when the guests are nice. Besides," she looked at Alara again, "if we left everyone to only what was in their rooms, they'd starve."

      "Ooh!" Alara shuffled to get off the bed. I knew she was pissed. I didn't blame her, but I quickly stood and embraced her as she rose. "Alright, you two. That's enough," I said.

      "Yeah, seriously." Nithia looked back and forth at both of them.

      It took a few seconds, but eventually Tara and Alara both apologized.

      I faced Alara, so that the other two couldn't see me as I mouthed to her, "What's wrong?"

      She looked up at me and I saw her eyes get a little glassy looking, like she had a tear building.

      I glanced back at Nithia and Tara. The two of them had walked over to the half-moon table beside the door. I wasn't sure what they were doing, but I took the moment to reassure Alara. I held her hands. "This isn't going away. You know that, right? You and me.“

      I meant it, and I was glad it seemed to pull her back from her tears almost immediately. But I felt weird saying it.

      Listen to Mr. Sensitive here.

      Honestly, I had a weird gut reaction to how I was acting. I mean literally. Maybe it was panic. Maybe my manhood was standing up for me, as if to say, "Hey, dumbass. Don't go all gushy on me." I liked what Alara and I had, but I was a lifetime away from a white picket fence and a dog.

      She pulled her hands from mine and firmly took hold of me at my upper arms. She sharply inhaled, then exhaled. Her expression was much more calm, maybe even resolute.

      "You're right," she said. "I was just…Nevermind." She smiled at me, then stepped past me to my right and walked toward Nithia and Tara.

      I turned and watched her. Oh, shit. I thought she was about to go savage babe on…well, the other savage-land babe. Maybe it was that odd little compartment in my subconscious which kept me from stopping her—you know, the for-some-reason-men-like-seeing-two-hot-chicks-go-at-it part of the subconscious. I raised my arm, supposedly trying to grab her before she got across the room, but that's about all I managed.

      She came up behind Tara—who, along with Nithia, was facing the table and didn't see her coming. Then she reached out and…tapped her gently on her shoulder?

      Tara turned around, and so then did Nithia. Alara raised both arms and…gave Tara a big hug.

      What? I'm confused.

      I didn't dare go over to them. I kept a safe distance and watched, looking for any clues which might help me understand what was happening.

      The hug lasted several seconds, which seemed really long to me, considering I was expecting a big-ass slap, and then some. I wasn't routing for it. Truthfully. But I must've missed a beat, or something.

      Girl telepathy, maybe.

      Finally I got up the courage to go see what was going on. I could hear giggling and all three of them were talking, probably loud enough for me to catch what they were saying, but I was still stunned, apparently. When I came up next to them, all three of them turned to me.

      "I'm sorry, Den," Alara said.

      "Me, too," Tara said.

      "Uh, okay." Stupefied.

      I glanced back toward the bed, raising my hand with my forefinger extended. My mouth was wide open. I wanted to ask how everything changed so fast from a few minutes ago.

      The three of them looked at me. They seemed to enjoy what was probably evident confusion on my face.

      "You're the Guardian, Den," Alara said. "I realized that means… Well, I'll tell you later."

      Tara whispered to Nithia, "Huh?"

      "I'll explain later," Nithia whispered back to her.

      "Besides," Alara continued, "I was being unreasonable." She looked at Tara. "No. I was being mean."

      Tara shrugged and smiled at her.

      "Ooh." Nithia hugged the other two. "I'm so glad you two cleared this up."

      I took a couple of seconds to see if any thoughts floated into my mind which might help me understand the three of them.

      "Yeah," I said. "I got nothing." I shook my head slightly.

      I walked back to the bed and dropped onto it, back against the covers.

      "Den," Nithia said. "You okay?"

      "Den?" Alara said.

      "Den?" Tara said.

      They left me on the bed for a good while. All three of them went downstairs, after they told me they were going to get the food Nithia had forgotten before.

      "Mm hmm," I said, just before they left. After a few minutes on the bed, with the room now quiet, I decided at least sleep made sense. So, that's what I did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      I was sitting at a table downstairs, having a drink—something called black-brewed ale. I had a smoked turkey leg—already eaten. It was awesome. If I didn't know better I'd have thought it came straight from a renaissance festival food stand. Cormac spotted me for it, which was good, since tossing out a gold coin for a turkey leg and a drink would be a bit conspicuous.

      Left on my plate was half a loaf of bread with seeds and some unidentifiable bits in it to munch on. I'd taken one bite so far, trying to avoid the mystery ingredient as much as possible. The old lady working for Cormac brought it out straight from the oven, evidently. The bread smelled good—deception. The taste was like the time I took a sample from a crunchy hipster at a stand outside Whole Foods—organic gluten-free sustainably-harvested don't-hurt-the-tree-spirits poison.

      The place wasn't too crowded, which was nice. I'd slept like a rock, but despite feeling rejuvenated, I still wanted a little peace and quiet. With only five other people in the room, each minding their drinks and their private conversations, I was enjoying the moment.

      I'd only seen Cormac briefly when I first came down. He and I had a few friendly words, then, after telling his serving wench—okay, the nice older lady who brought the food—he excused himself to get some things done. I didn't ask what—innkeeper duties, I figured.

      Tara evidently was out somewhere, possibly with Nithia, maybe even with Alara too. "Your women said to tell you they'd be back before too long," Cormac said before he went to do his tasks. There would've been no relaxing with Tara around, I knew. So, all the girls being on an outing was fine with me. Wonder if they've gone shopping, I thought, trying to imagine if Darguna had any stores even vaguely like the ones in Austin and every other decent-sized city in the U.S.

      Battle Bras Limited. Stone Hut Decor Emporium. Bedlam, Bloodbath, and Beyond.

      I was taking a second look at the hipster loaf on my plate when someone flung open the front door to the inn. The sound of it whacking against the wall got me to look up.

      "She needs help!" The shirtless elderly man standing in the doorway was hunched with a woman's arm over his bony shoulders. He clearly was struggling to hold the young woman upright. I could see him shaking slightly. He was little more than wrinkled skin over a small frame of bones.

      "What the-" I recognized her. She looked like she'd been through hell. She was covered in dirt from her messed up brunette hair to her bare feet, and she had a few small scratches on her unclothed legs—none of them dangerously severe though. It was clear she was hanging most of her weight on the poor elderly villager's shoulders. Her expression was almost vacant, like she was barely holding on to consciousness. The shirt she wore—clearly the man's—draped low enough to cover her crotch, but the faded blue cloth rode higher on the sides due to her curvy hips. I could see she had no panties. The shirt was a pull-over—no buttons. It was tight over the chest—obviously not fit to a woman, especially one with ample breasts like hers.

      I heard voices and a few other chairs move, as other people in the room no doubt rose from their seats to help, but I had already done the same and was rushing to the door.

      "Monica!" I reached her just as the old man buckled under the strain of holding her up. She didn't respond as I extended my arms, catching her right as the man's knees gave way.

      How the hell did she get here?

      I stood holding her in my arms, horizontally, her neck on my left forearm, my other under her knees. I had scooped her up—a lot easier than I expected, thanks to my barbarian muscles. The old man staggered to the nearest table and sat. I'm not sure if she recognized me. She only glanced at me for a moment before her eyelids drooped then shut.

      Several other people gathered round as I walked her into the room. "Is she, okay?" "Who is she?" "Oh, my. Poor girl." Everyone was interested in the mystery woman. I was wondering how the hell she ended up in this world. I wanted Alara back from the girls' outing, so I could ask her.

      The old woman who'd brought my food earlier gestured for me to follow her. "There's a place back here where she can lie down."

      I carried Monica into what I previously thought was the kitchen. Turned out to be a sort of employee lounge—the kitchen was through an open doorway to the right. There was a narrow cot-sized bed against the back wall. I lowered her gently onto it. The woman doubled over an already folded blanket and placed it under Monica's head. Then she took another blanket and draped it over Monica's exposed legs, pulling it up over the bottom edge of the shirt the old man had given her. The curious townsfolk stood at the edge of the room, looking in.

      I took a step back and looked at Monica. She was sleeping now. I didn't know what I was supposed to do, but I had the sense that I was somehow responsible for her well-being. Maybe it was the fact that she was like me, thrust into this world unexpectedly. She's probably been freaking out. Who knows what's she's been through. I knew the odds of her having the same greeting I had received were a gazillion to one. No, she probably got the savage part of this world. At least she survived, I thought.

      "I'm going to get a few things to clean up her scratches," the old woman said, heading toward the kitchen. I nodded.

      I recalled how Monica and Sydney had accompanied me back to my shitty little apartment. I played the fateful scene through my head as best as I remembered it. "Oh, wow," I said—no one close enough to hear me. "She got caught up in the summoning."

      "What's that?" The old woman returned from the kitchen, holding a small lidless jar. It had some sort of ointment in it.

      "Huh." I realized I had spoken instead of just thinking the realization. "Oh, nothing."

      The woman came up beside me. "Move over a little, honey." She didn't wait for me to, instead bumping her hip into me. I stepped aside.

      She dipped a couple of fingers into the ointment. It smelled like that hot-cold rub I'd used for sore muscles after my first week of working at Conan's pizza and doing the morning shift on the Swimming Pool of Debauchery. She rubbed it onto the scratches on Monica's face, then pulled the blanket down off her legs and applied some there too. I couldn't help but notice how close the bottom edge of the old man's shirt sat on the border of bathing suit-level eye-candy and what I could've seen if I hadn't passed out on the afternoon Monica and Sydney took me home.

      "Why don't you go out," the old woman said. I looked at her and saw from the expression on her face she'd noticed I'd been making a quick study of the borderland. "I'll do the rest of this, then we'll let her sleep."

      Despite the fact I'd become a legendary lady pleaser the last couple of days—at least in my mind…and to Alara and Nithia—I felt a little embarrassed at the old woman catching me ogling Monica. Feeling sorry for Monica—knowing what she must've gone through since she got zapped here—played into it, I'm sure.

      "Yeah," I said, stepping back. "I'll be just in the other room." The woman nodded to me. "But come get me as soon as she wakes up," I said. "Okay?"

      She gave me a curious look. "Alright," she said. "I can do that, I suppose."

      I'm sure she thought it odd that I wanted her to get me when Monica woke, but I knew it was better not to tell her I knew who Monica was, where she came from, and that she'd been naked in my bed a few days ago.

      I went back to the other room and took a seat. I decided I'd stay there until Monica woke up or Alara, Nithia, and Tara came back. Cormac would need to be informed too, I thought. She'll need a place to stay, until…I figure out what to do. Maybe Alara can help me make some sense of what happened. It was her magic after all which dragged Monica into this. Then I remembered Alara telling me there was no way back home. Ah, shit. Monica is not going to like hearing that.

      I tipped the mug I'd left on my table, checking to see how much was left in it. My drink was nearly empty. I glanced around for the waitress, but immediately realized the only one I'd seen working since I came downstairs was the old woman. She hadn't come out of the back room. I didn't want to bother her for a refill while she was looking after Monica. I stared at the granola bread on my plate. "Guess it's just me and you, then, huh?"

      My stomach turned, but it wasn't at the thought of eating the bread this time. What about Sydney?
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      The granola bread and I never became more acquainted, and my stomach was grumbling as a result. I wanted another turkey leg, but the kitchen was closed until further notice. But that was the least of my problems.

      Monica had awoken after nearly two hours. Alara, Nithia, and Tara had come back ten minutes before then. I filled them in on the situation, leaving out the fact that I knew who Monica was, and that she was from Earth, until I pulled Alara aside. She was the only one I told at first. Then we told Nithia, once Tara left us to take care of some of the customers who'd been waiting for a while without any service. It wasn't like it had to be a secret, I just didn't want the whole town—or at least the people gathered at the inn—to hit me or Monica with twenty questions. I also didn't want to spread the news that I came to town to kick the Dark One's ass—something I still hadn't come to terms with and was completely open to avoiding, if at all possible.

      Cormac was still gone doing who knows what, so the old lady continued to keep watch over Monica. We had to have that first conversation with Monica with the old woman in the room.

      Alara, Nithia, and I stood just inside the doorway to the employee lounge where Monica was still sleeping. The old lady moved back and forth from the kitchen to the lounge every few minutes, checking on her. I waved to her the last time she headed back into the kitchen.

      "So, she was a friend of yours?" Alara asked.

      "Uh, yeah, sort of. We were in class together," I said, forgetting I hadn't told Nithia I was only a college student back on Earth.

      "Wait, what?" Nithia said. "In class? What do you mean?"

      Oh, shit. Right.

      "I mean…" I tried to think of a quick way to explain everything to Nithia and also whether I even should tell her what I'd told Alara—that I wasn't a barbarian badass on Earth.

      Alara broke in to save me the trouble, for the moment. "It's complicated, Nithia. Not now."

      That's one way of putting it.

      Monica groaned faintly.

      "She's waking up," Nithia said, pointing to her.

      We walked over and stood next to the cot. I glanced to my right. I saw the old lady was busy stirring something in a big pot at the far side of the kitchen. I hoped she'd stay busy. The conversation with Monica was going to be awkward enough, especially with Alara and Nithia next to me.

      Hey, Monica. Welcome to Galderia, land of ‘you're stuck here and may die before the end of the week’. Meet my new girlfriends, a magic priestess and her equally buxom gal pal. Oh, and you're here because you decided to get into bed with me at just the wrong time.

      Monica opened her eyes slowly at first, then wide as she startled seeing the three of us looming over her. She withdrew a little toward the wall, still on the cot, but pulling her knees in toward her stomach and bracing herself up with one arm to a mostly sitting position, her other arm wrapping around her knees. The blanket slid down off her legs as she moved.

      "What's going on!" She looked frightened. "Who are you?"

      "You're safe now," Alara said.

      Monica glanced around frantically. The old lady was still stirring the pot in the next room. I tried to look as unthreatening as possible. I realized she'd just woken up in a strange place with three people standing over her—two in wild-woman bikinis and me an over-muscled shirtless guy. I hoped she'd recognize my face.

      Her expression changed to one of bewilderment. "Dennis?"

      "Yeah," I said. "It's me."

      She gave my body a once over. "What happened to you?"

      "Kinda hard to explain. Are you okay?"

      I knew seeing me in barbarian mode must've been a shock to her, but no doubt she'd seen a lot of other crazy shit the last few days. So, I didn't go into my training routine—years of reading sword and sorcery novels and looking at Frazetta paintings, topped off with a few days of heavy dosing on boobs and bare-ass babes. It's not like it would've made sense anyway.

      "I…" She shook her head a little, then looked at Alara and Nithia.

      "Oh," I said. "These are my friends." I gestured toward them. "This is Alara."

      Alara nodded.

      "And this is Nithia," I said.

      "Good to meet you," Nithia said. "What happened to you?"

      "Excuse me." I pointed to the blanket at the foot of the cot before slowly reaching for it. Then I pulled it up to Monica and handed the edge to her, helping to drape it back over her legs. Evidently she was unaware the old man's shirt had ridden up her hips when she recoiled and sat up. With nothing left to cover her below her waist, I couldn't concentrate because of how she was sitting.

      She took the edge of the blanket—seeming to realize she'd been unintentionally exposing herself—and pulled it up over her knees and around her waist. "Sorry. I didn't…"

      "Don't worry about it, honey," Nithia said. "Not like all three of us haven't all seen-"

      I flashed a shut-up look at Nithia as I gave her a soft but clearly intended nudge.

      "You must've been through quite a lot," I said. "Were you hurt? What happened?"

      She looked at me for a few seconds, her mouth open like she was about to speak. But then her lips quivered. I saw tears well up in her eyes. Then she cried as she spoke. "I have. We have. It's been horrible. I don't know what happened. How we got here. Where here even is."

      Nithia leaned her hip on the side of the cot and put her hand on Monica's shoulder. "Oh, I'm so sorry. You must be so scared."

      Monica sniffled before nodding her head. Her tears were streaming full force now. "Uh huh." She looked at me. "What's happening, Dennis?"

      Just then, the old lady came in from the kitchen. "Oh, you poor dear. Let me get you a cloth and a glass of water." She turned and darted back into the kitchen.

      "I'll explain everything," I said, quickly realizing after I said it that the full explanation probably wasn't going to make her feel any better.

      "Hold on," Alara said, glancing behind her. I looked and saw three townspeople lingering to watch the emotional car wreck.

      "Oh, yeah," I said. I turned to the three onlookers. "Give us some space." I spoke loudly, forcefully. "She doesn't need everybody staring at her."

      They got the message. I'm sure the scowl I gave them made my request clear. They were just everyday regular folk. I was a chest-flexing out-of-towner who'd slain a band of dark riders just yesterday. They didn't argue or stay to ask questions.

      The old woman returned with a soft cotton cloth and a small ceramic mug of water. She handed the cloth to Monica, who used it to dab the tears from her eyes before delicately wiping the bottom edge of her nose. "Thank you," she said, then she took the mug and sipped, handing it back to the woman afterward.

      "You're welcome, dear." The old woman stood with the mug and looked sympathetically at Monica.

      "We're far from home," I said. "But you already know that." I looked at Alara, then back to Monica. "We'll explain everything, but you aren't going to like what you hear."

      "I need to know what's going on," Monica said, holding back tears, but with more strength in her voice now.

      "I know," I said. I glanced to the old woman, then to Alara. "Maybe we should…"

      "Yes," Alara said. "If it's okay with you, Monica, there's a more private room just upstairs. You'll be more comfortable there, and we can explain everything." Alara spoke the suggestion softly.

      Nithia smiled at Monica. I could tell she too was trying to put her at ease.

      Monica looked at me, as if for more assurance it would be okay.

      I nodded to her, then tipped my head to the side, like I was signaling her to follow us. "Come on. You'll be safe and it's quiet.

      She took a few seconds, evidently considering each of us. "Okay," she finally said.

      Alara turned to the old woman. "We're at the end of the hall. We'll take her up there to rest some more."

      The old woman looked Alara up and down, then she stared at me for a second.

      "Tell Cormac when he returns," I said, hoping my request would put the old lady at ease about our good will.

      She nodded, slowly at first. "Alright. Go on." She addressed Monica, "I'll have some hearty food brought up before too long." Then she muttered, "If I can find that Tara."

      "Thank you," Monica said. "That's very kind of you."

      The old woman put her hand on top of Monica's and then gave it a gentle pat before returning to the kitchen.

      "Come on," Nithia said, offering to help Monica up, which she accepted.

      We helped her upstairs and down the hall. It wasn't that she was injured so badly she had trouble getting around. She only had a few minor scrapes and cuts. But she seemed to be overcome with emotion still. I waved a few people to get out of the way as we made our way to our door. We got inside and Nithia led Monica toward the bed, but Monica didn't want to sit on it. Instead she took a seat on the floor with her back to the foot of the bed. She drew her knees up again and wrapped both hands around her arms, but not before first pulling one of the covers off the bed and drawing it across her to maintain some modesty this time.

      Nithia sat on the floor beside her, but not too close, as it was evident Monica needed to maintain some personal space.

      "I wish Brad was here," Monica said. "I never should have…"

      "Who's Brad?" Alara whispered to me.

      "I'm not entirely sure," I whispered back.

      "Well, we need to let her know where she is, for starters at least," Alara said.

      I agreed.

      There was a lot to tell her, a lot to explain. I didn't know how she'd react. She was still an emotional wreck, and I didn't blame her.

      I wondered what all she'd been through, but there was a more pressing question I had to ask first. I knew I probably wasn't going to like the answer. "You weren't alone. Were you?"

      The anxiety returned to her face, and the tears began to build again in her eyes. She shook her head. "No." She looked as if she'd suddenly remembered something she'd forgotten, something of dire importance, something terrifying.

      We both said her name at the same time. "Sydney."

      They'd both been zapped into this world, same as I had. I glanced to Alara—not to accuse her, but because I knew she understood what must've happened. Well, mostly what happened. I'd never told Alara I was about to get lucky for the first time—with both Monica and Sydney—before I got the great unsolicited call to become the next Guardian, aka the next guy to get slashed or skewered or crushed to death by the Dark One. I knew if I gave Alara all the naked details of the moments right before I corkscrewed down the cosmic drain and got spat out on Galderia, Monica's and Sydney's being in this world would make more sense to her.

      "Where is she?" I had to find out, but I knew by the way Monica had been practically carried into the inn, and by how upset she was, Sydney must be in trouble—or worse. I braced myself for what Monica would say. Either Sydney was…no longer around, or she was trapped in a really bad situation. If it was the latter, I already knew—being the only hometown hero available—I was first in line to storm the castle, or whatever had to be done to go get her.

      Probably much worse than a castle. I was taking the situation seriously, but my overactive imagination sprang up on its own sometimes. I pictured some of the enemies Conan faced in my favorite Frazetta paintings—man ape, the giant snake, Dracula. Okay. I can probably rule out Dracula, at least. That wasn't a Conan painting anyway.

      Monica told us what she knew of the place where she and Sydney had been held captive. She said the creature had guarded them. It didn't seem to want to hurt them. They had been taken to it by a few men who'd captured them as they made their way through the woods. They'd been wondering for a few days—since they'd been transported to Galderia, I realized. When the men brought them to the creature, they placed the two of them in shackles just inside the creature's cave. Monica said the shackles, which were on her ankles, were old and rusted. She managed to free herself from hers by hitting the metal with a rock when the creature was sleeping, but failed to do the same for Sydney after thirty minutes of she and Sydney striking hers.

      She fled when the creature awoke and started chasing her. She said she hoped to find someone who could help, but she also feared the same men who captured her would once again find her. Eventually she noticed the overgrown path which she followed until she arrived in Darguna. Then she described the creature and pleaded for me to save Sydney.

      Nithia said she knew of the place, basically. She'd been near there long ago, before joining up with Alara. She wasn't sure it was the same place at first, but when Monica described the creature she and Sydney had seen, Nithia said she was sure. She'd never seen the creature, but had heard horrifying stories of it from the people she met in the woods—foragers, roaming and living off the land, as she had done for years before going to see her sister, before hearing from Alara what had happened to her sister.

      Holy shit.

      "There's no way," Nithia said.

      "Nithia!" Alara pushed off the table she'd been leaning against.

      "Sorry," Nithia said. "But you know it's true. That thing-"

      "Maybe," Alara cut her off. I saw her casting her gaze down toward Monica.

      I was confused. "Wait." I turned to Alara. "I'm supposed to face you know who, but you're saying this creature is too much?"

      "I didn't say that," Alara said. "But do you think you're ready?"

      Nithia spoke up. "It's just that it's too…savage, unpredictable."

      I looked at Monica and she gazed back up at me, pleading with her eyes. We hadn't slept together. She wasn't my girlfriend or my lover, or even a good friend—we really only knew each other from class—but she and Sydney still had sway over me. Memories of sitting in class between the two of them popped into my head—the countless times I’d gotten distracted from my classwork by a flick of their hair or a whiff of their perfume, their smiles as I took my lucky seat each time, the Best Boobs contest.

      Besides, I thought, I can't stand by and do nothing.

      "I'm going." A simple declaration. Not an ounce of reservation in my voice.

      "What?" Nithia said.

      "I'm going to get Sydney, to rescue her."

      "Then I'm going with you," Alara said.

      "I don't know if that's a good idea," I said.

      Alara walked over to me. "You know you can use my help."

      "I'm going too," Nithia said. "And we should get Cormac and Tara."

      Monica looked overwhelmed, and I realized we were leaving her hanging. She still had no idea what had happened, how she and Sydney ended up in this world.

      "We'll talk about it later," I said. Then I looked at Nithia. "Why don't you go and see if you can find Cormac and Tara. Tell them what's going on, and bring them back here. Or come get us and we can meet them downstairs."

      "Yeah," she said. "I can do that."

      "Thanks," I said. "Monica still needs to hear how she got here and where exactly here is. Alara and I will talk to her."

      I glanced at the window. "It's late. It's going to be more difficult to travel there at night, but we don't really have a choice. Sydney's in danger, we can't afford to wait until morning."

      "No. You're right." Alara looked out the window. The sky was already growing dim.

      I called out to Nithia as she was heading out the door. "Tell Cormac we'll need supplies. And tell him to hurry."

      She nodded before closing the door. Alara and I sat down on the floor with Monica and explained the unbelievable story of Alara's priestess magic, of how I was now the Guardian, and how when I was transported to Galderia she and Sydney must've been inadvertently sucked along for the ride.

      Monica was gobsmacked. She was silent through most of the explanation, only saying, "No way," or "Uh huh," a few times. I was pleasantly surprised at how few times she cried over the fifteen minutes it took to get her up to speed.

      Then she mentioned the one detail I left out.

      "So," she said, "Sydney and I got transported here like you-"

      "That's right," I said.

      She continued, "-because we were naked in bed next to you when it happened?"

      "What?!" Alara clearly wasn't expecting that little detail I failed to mention before.

      I glanced at her. Her eyes were as big as- Well, they were really big. "Nothing happened."

      "Yeah," Monica said. "Because you passed out. Actually, I'm glad. Brad and I…"

      She started crying again.

      I looked at Alara. She was still looking at me.

      I glanced at the door. "I hope Nithia gets back here with Cormac and Tara soon. We really should be going."
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      We were on our journey to where Monica had described—a place Nithia said she knew how to find. Only two hours on foot. Turns out there weren't any damn horses in Darguna. Not a single bus stop either. But the transportation problem was less confounding than how close the town was to the horrifying creature Monica had described.

      "How the hell can the town be two hours from the freaking monster?" I asked, as we walked through town.

      Tara explained. The mountains around the town formed a natural barrier, walling off the land where the creature dwelled. Only a narrow opening provided passage to the creature's domain, but the way was impassable by the creature, since it was so large.

      Oh, that's comforting.

      We came to the aforementioned narrow opening between the mountains at the back side of town. It was a three-foot wide crevice between towering cliffs—the only opening through the mountains in this direction. I mentally labeled the place we first entered Darguna as the front side. So, we were going out the back, as far as I was concerned. Tara parted from us for a minute, leaving us on the somewhat overgrown path while she went up fifteen or so wooden steps to speak with an old man who was sitting on his back porch, facing the opening we were about to walk through. His was the last house this side of town. She had told us to wait. Said the guy was cranky, but she knew him. She said she had to let him know why we were going that way, though he probably already knew. He would've been one of the first to spot Monica when she stumbled naked into town, coming out of the crevice we were about to enter.

      Bet that got his attention.

      The fact that the path we were on had a guy on permanent outpost duty watching over it made me question again whether we were the bravest or dumbest lot in town. Either way, I was committed to saving Sydney. With a seasoned fighter like Cormac at my side, we'd stand a pretty good chance of getting to her and then making it back to town without having our asses handed to us. Unfortunately, Nithia had found Tara, but not Cormac. Tara said Cormac might've been checking fishing lines in the river or out hunting wild boar. "Either one," she'd said, "meant it would take an hour to track him down, at least."

      We didn't have time to wait. I feared for what might already have happened to Sydney. The old woman at the inn agreed to keep an eye on Monica, who stayed in our room. We tried to get some of the townspeople—the ones who looked like they could make the trip, and might actually be able to help if things got messy—to go with us, but there were no takers. Evidently, the stories of the creature we were on our way to see were well known and sufficiently scary to sap any bravery the people in town might have had.

      We were given ample supplies before we left though—too much, really. I had a pack on my shoulders with more stuff in it than there was in the camping section of an REI. The weight didn't bother me much, however. But it was bulky. I questioned whether it would hinder my fighting ability. I thought about leaving some of it behind, but up until the last hundred feet of our walk to the edge of town, we had a gaggle of townsfolk parading behind us, wishing us well. Many of them had given me more stuff to put into the pack. I didn't want to be rude. So, I shoved it all in and thanked them.

      Tara and Nithia had small packs, a third the size of mine. I think theirs had mostly some food, and a few other small items. I didn't see what they were. Alara waved off the offer of similar gear, only taking a water flask and a small leather pouch. Both had straps which she wore over her shoulder, draping across her chest beneath her cloak. We all had enough sense to bring cloaks—our savage-land underwear beneath them.

      Before we came to that final house, I asked one of the generous townspeople why they were giving us so much supplies for a trip to a place only two hours away, the lady hesitated before answering. "Of the few who've gone through the crack over the years,” she said, “no one has ever come back."

      "That's the best fucking pep talk I've ever heard," I said, my words dripping with sarcasm.

      I don't know if she registered the sarcasm, but she evidently wanted to soften the message a little. "Maybe they just decided to travel on to another town. So…more supplies. Just in case." She smiled, but I could see it was pro forma.

      As much for myself as for her, I rebutted her. "Oh, we'll be back. You can count on it."

      She smiled again—definitely out of politeness. I could see she thought I was delusional.

      "But thanks anyway," I said. "For the supplies, I mean."

      She nodded and I left her, walking on until we reached the house and waited for Tara to talk to the watchman on his back porch.

      I glanced back, looking toward where I had received the shitty pep talk from the well-meaning woman. She and the other townspeople were now gone.

      Wow. Wrote us off that quickly, huh? What do they know? We'll make it back. And with Sydney.

      I had the sword Cormac had given me, and the muscle to wield it easily. Tara brought her bow, which was good. She'd proven to be a sweet shot with it. Alara had her silver staff and whatever power was inside it, as well as inside her. Nithia had a bow too. I knew at least she'd be able to do some damage without having to get close to the creature. I was dead set on making sure none of the three women got hurt. That was the last thing I needed. I seriously considered going it alone, but Nithia was the only one who knew the way. And Alara had proven she could handle herself in a fight. Tara probably would have ignored me if I told her to stay. She continued to exhibit a fire inside that matched the flaming red of her hair.

      I felt strong. I told myself I had what it would take. Of course, my plan was to get to Sydney and haul ass out of there without facing the creature if at all possible. But if I had to, I'd fight. Fear crept into my thoughts now and again, but I kept thinking about Sydney. Knowing it was up to us.
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      Once we made it through the two-hundred-foot-long crevice between the cliffs, there was more light. The sun hadn't actually set yet. While dusk had reached Darguna, the other side of the mountains still had plenty of early evening light. Alara turned off the glow she’d used to help us get through the passage between the cliffs easier. She'd done something to make the stone at the top of her staff light up bright enough for all of us to see twenty feet in front of her and fairly well even behind the four of us, despite the narrow passage.

      We had to stop twice in the first thirty minutes. The first time to deal with my supplies. All the junk in my pack was making too much noise. I unslung it and repacked it, separating the ceramic mug some kid had given me—why, I don't know—from the small curved piece of steel I had been given as part of a flint and steel pairing—a fire-starting kit. I knew that from seeing one in the glass case at the REI when I was getting a keychain flashlight to hook onto my backpack a few weeks ago. The second stop was our restroom break. I'd been holding it for a while, but finally had to get to a tree.

      "Watch out for wild animals," Tara said as I walked away from the path to get a little privacy. "Wouldn't want to lose you before we have a chance to do the deed."

      I didn't look back, but I had a suspicion she might not have been referring to the rescue. I heard an annoyed huff. My guess was it came from Alara. I skipped the first few trees and opted for one a little farther into the woods. Thinking about Tara and Alara, and Nithia for that matter, and Tara's agenda-laced double-meaning didn't jive well with my need to empty my bladder.

      I found one, leaned my sword against the tree, and took a few seconds to get my focus back on the matter at hand.

      I was appreciating how convenient it was to only need to lift a flap of leather out of the way, then I heard the crunch of leaves and the snap of twigs behind me.

      "Not the time…" I was about to say 'Tara', thinking she was probably the one crazy enough to sneak up to me under the particular circumstances, but I stopped myself. I realized it would've been asking for grief if it turned out to be Alara behind me. I tried to quickly finish my business so I could turn around. I expected whichever one of the three it was to speak up—revealing who it was. But she didn't. I heard another crunch of leaves. I was done. I dropped the tire flap and turned around.

      A shady looking man stood seven feet from me. He had a short sword out in front of him, one foot a few inches off the ground—his next step—and a look on his face like his plan had just gone down the toilet. He was frozen—staring at me, but not even putting his foot down. It was like he thought I wouldn't see him if he didn't move. He probably figured a sneak attack had been his only chance. He didn't look especially strong, or even athletic. In fact, he was a bit pudgy in the cheeks and, from the look of how tight only the lower half of his faded green shirt was, in the mid-section too. His face was dirty and stubbled.

      I saw his eyes glance to my right. I did the same, eyeing my sword.

      "Hurry up, Den!" Tara called out from the forty or so feet away. "Do I need to come help?"

      So, no one has them at the point of a sword. Good.

      I gave the guy my best don't-even-think-about-it scowl, flexing my chest.

      He grinned, lowering his short blade. He pulled back his lifted foot and put it down beside his other.

      I took hold of my sword. "Why do you want to try a thing like that?" I said, taking advantage of the fact he clearly thought himself outclassed. "Especially with a guy like me. Can't a guy take a leak without somebody trying to stick a sword in his back?"

      "I'm sorry," he said, sheathing the blade.

      Who the hell says they're sorry when they get caught trying to stab someone with a sword?

      The problem was, he was totally believable. It didn't seem like a trick, he honestly looked like he regretted what he had been about to do. I couldn't take my sword to him now.

      "I thought you were that thing, before you turned around," he said, his voice gave away how frazzled his nerves were. "They've been rounding up people. Taking them to…I'm not sure, but I heard they're feeding them to…something. One of them followed me. I lost him a while back, but then I saw you."

      "So the guy chasing you looked like me?"

      "Not a guy. Some creature. But yeah, at least from the back."

      "What do you mean, creature?"

      "He…they look like men—strong men—but their faces are…not human. They're like fanged apes. Terrifying."

      Well, shit. The plot thickens.

      Then an arrow landed in his neck. He dropped like a…guy who just got hit in the neck by an arrow. It's not like I'd seen that sort of thing before. So, a better simile didn't come to mind.

      "Son of bitch!" I flattened myself against the tree and scanned toward where I thought the arrow had been fired.

      Alara called out to me. "What's going on?"

      "Take cover!" I yelled back. "Someone's shooting at me!"

      I looked down to see if the man who'd been sneaking up on me was still alive. Not a chance. The arrow was sticking out of the side of his neck, but half of it was buried inside.

      An arrow flew past the tree I had taken cover behind. Then another. At least they don't have a line on me, I thought. But I knew I was pinned down. Without knowing exactly where the archer was, or even if there was more than one, I wouldn't have much of a chance if I stepped out from behind the tree.

      I heard a gruff voice in the distance, in the direction the arrows were coming at me. "I told you you wouldn't get away!" The guy sounded like he had half a sandwich in his mouth. Maybe that's the ape-faced creature, I thought.

      It spoke again. "But who's your friend?"

      Great. Now I'm friends with the guy the ape-man archer just put an arrow in. That's not good.

      I looked down at the dead man who'd put away his sword instead of facing me—before he got hit with the arrow, I mean. He wasn't undead or anything like that. Bad luck, man. I realized he'd made an honest mistake in thinking I might have been one of these guys who were after him. Probably stumbled upon me and didn't know what else to do to avoid me killing him, I thought. Maybe it was the adrenaline in my system, or the fact I'd already been in a bloody fight with the dark riders. I wasn't as shaken at seeing the lifeless body as I would've expected.

      "So, I guess you needed me to come help you after all."

      I quickly turned my head and saw Tara behind me, a few feet away, taking cover behind another tree. She had her bow in hand with an arrow notched in the string. She'd abandoned her cloak, no doubt to move more easily. I saw her flat stomach moving, taking in a few deeper breaths. She must've sprinted to get where she was without getting shot. I realized I hadn't even heard her approach. Too distracted by the guy dying and the other arrows whizzing by, I suppose.

      A tiny bead of sweat traced the curve of her right breast, before disappearing behind it. She was standing with her side facing me.

      "How many?" she asked.

      "Not sure. I think it's just one. Maybe not human."

      "Not human?" Tara asked. "But shooting a bow?"

      Another arrow shot by my right shoulder. I inched a little to my left to make sure I was completely behind the tree on that side. Fortunately, another tree beside it gave the rest of me cover on the other side.

      "Apparently."

      Tara took a quick look, but had to jerk her head back behind the tree as an arrow came dangerously close to hitting her.

      "I think I saw him," she said. "If I can get a shot off, I think I can take him out."

      "It," I said.

      She popped her head out again, but another arrow flew by.

      "Wow," she said. "He's fast."

      "Are you sure there's only one? I'm just going by what this guy said." I nodded my head down at the dead guy.

      "Yeah. I saw him this time. I didn't see anyone else."

      I had an idea. I bent my knees, lowering myself as much as possible while still remaining behind the two trees. Then I stuck my foot out slowly, as close to the ground as possible, hoping not to get hit with an arrow.

      "What are you doing?" Tara asked.

      "Hold on."

      I stretched out my leg until I could reach the dead man with my boot. Then I hooked my heel around the side of his torso and dragged him back toward me, which was harder than I expected.

      "Are you two okay?" Nithia called out from back on the path.

      "Not now!" I strained to respond loud enough, despite crouching and stretching my foot to the dead guy. "Don't come over here!"

      When the body was close enough, I reached down and took hold of him by his belt and shirt, bunching up a fistful of the latter in one hand to get a controlling grip on him.

      "What are you doing?" Tara looked baffled.

      "Over the shoulder or under the arm?"

      "Under the arm? What?"

      "You're right. Raising his arm would be silly…and impractical. Over the shoulder it is. I'll hold him low enough for you."

      "Who is that guy?"

      "Not sure. But he won't mind. Are you ready to fire?" I looked at her. She had the arrow notched, her fingers on the string. "On the count of three. I'll hold your shield."

      "You're kidding?"

      "One. Two." I lifted the dead man's body up into a standing position. He dangled like the guy in Weekend At Bernie's. "Three!"

      I took a wide step out from behind the two trees, yanking the body in front of me and right next to the tree Tara was behind.

      She took advantage of the moment, darting out in a pivoting move from behind the tree as she drew the string of her bow back. I adjusted the height of my Bernie shield to match her stance and give her arrow and line of sight a clean path. Bernie took an arrow in the chest, but he didn't budge. Tara released her arrow. A split second after I heard the thwip of it flying off her bow and past Bernie and me, I heard the ape-man in the trees cry out in pain. I leaned my head to the left of Bernie's and saw our assailant fall forward through the greenery below the trees.

      Tara took cover again. "Are we sure he was the only one?"

      I waited a few seconds to see if another arrow came at us. Nothing happened. Bernie was getting heavy, so I dropped him and leaned back toward the tree I'd been hiding behind. I scanned the area the arrows had been coming from. I couldn't see any other movement. "I think that was the only guy."

      "I hope you're right," Tara said.

      "Hey, you two." Nithia was walking toward us.

      I glanced back at the trees where the creature Tara had shot was. Still no movement. I moved out to block the line from there to Nithia, just in case.

      "What's going-" She saw Bernie on the ground next to me. "Oh, my! What happened?" She looked at me and Tara. "Are you two okay?"

      I saw Alara coming up behind Nithia. "What's going on?" she asked.

      "Uh," I said, looking at Tara, then to the body at my feet, then to the distant bushes where part of the dead ape-man was visible. "Bernie snuck up on me, but it turned out he thought I was an ape-man. So, we worked it out until the real ape-man shot him in the neck with an arrow before trying to do the same to me and Tara. So Bernie volunteered to take another one for the team, allowing Tara to plug the guy." I looked at Tara again. "Going over the shoulder, not under the arm."

      Tara smirked.

      Alara and Nithia looked confused as hell.

      I leaned toward the tree, bracing myself with one hand, dangling my sword in the other. "And all this because I had to go to the bathroom."

      Alara shook her head. "Well, I'm glad you're both alright, but we should get moving."

      "Oh, shit!" Sydney's plight jumped back into my head. I'd been so sidetracked with nearly getting killed that I'd forgotten. "Yeah. Of course, let's get going."

      I felt badly for Bernie. We didn't have time to show him any respect—with a burial or even a minute of reflection on him. Sydney was still alive—at least I hoped. I had to believe she was. So, we hustled back to the path and Nithia led on. We picked up speed. I told them about the ape-faced man, though I didn't actually see him up close to verify Bernie's description. I also told them what Bernie had said, about the ape-faced men rounding people up, taking them to the creature.

      "Must've been what happened to Monica and Sydney," Nithia said.

      "How much farther?" I asked, hoping we'd reach Sydney soon, even though I might have to face the creature which took her—a creature too large to even fit through the passage we took from town, a creature served by murderous ape-faced men. I knew it wasn't going to be a walk in the park, but we'd manage somehow. I figured, if I was truly the Guardian, then this was par for the course. I'd accomplished things in the last few days I never dreamed I would. Maybe fighting off the monster and rescuing the damsel in distress was in the cards.

      "Not much farther," Nithia said.

      Maybe it'll work out. Time will tell.
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      I smelled the creature, though we hadn't yet seen it. Foul. Dank. It hung in the air like the odor of sweaty dirty socks, with an undertone of testosterone and…

      "Oh, that smell," Nithia whispered. "It's horrible. What is that?"

      I was at the front of our group, sword drawn. We were close. We couldn't see anything but trees and the undergrowth of the forest in front of us, but we knew the creature had to be near. The path had ended a while back, but Nithia was sure we were going the right way. She pointed to the tops of distant mountains we could see occasionally beyond the treetops. They must've been miles and miles away, but their positions on the horizon gave her enough guidance to get her bearings.

      I answered her quietly; we didn't want to announce our arrival to the creature. "Smells like nobody's cleaned the toilet in a while."

      Alara came up beside me. "What's the plan?" She was holding her silver staff. She'd been making it glow, but not too brightly. It was enough for us to see our way, but not so much to alert anyone else—or anything else—to our presence. Hopefully.

      "Oh, you know," I said, as we slowly walked ahead. "Find Sydney. Rescue her. Try not to get killed in the process."

      Alara stopped and got me to do the same by putting her hand on my arm. "Seriously? That's it?"

      "Well, what do you want me to say? I'm new to this. Remember?"

      Tara joined us, leaving Nithia in the rear, where I'd asked her to stay, for her own safety. "We can't just walked in there together," Tara said. "It'll only make it easier for the creature to spot us."

      "You're probably right," I said. "Maybe you three should wait here while I go ahead and check things out."

      Tara placed her hand on my chest. "I don't want to overstep my place- No, that's not right. The fact is you're big and strong…" She patted my chest, finishing with a quick glide of her hand across my upper abs. I won't kid you. I liked the compliment and attention, but then she finished what she had to say. "And the one person here most likely to be seen."

      She had a point. Since I powered up into Den the Conqueror, I wasn't exactly inconspicuous. And I probably had ninety-plus pounds on any one of the three women. But I'd been wrestling with the fact the three of them had come with me in the first place. Call me old-fashioned, but I'm the kind of guy who thinks a lady shouldn't have to fight the giant creature the ape-men worship. As shitty as it was, I figured that was my job—if it came to it. I had the strength…at least I hoped so. I was pretty decent with a sword, I thought. I mean, how many of the frat boys down the street from my apartment could say they took out even one dark rider—hell-beast included?

      Get ahold of yourself, Dennis. Drinking the Cool-Aid a bit much.

      Despite giving myself a quick reality check, I was about to tell Tara it was too dangerous, but she spoke up again first.

      "I can move fast, quiet." She slipped off her cloak and handed it to me, before fixing her bow across her back at a diagonal, with the string in the front. "I've been hunting with Cormac since I was a child. I can sneak up on a deer or even a harlax. I'll be fine. I'm only going to take a look and see what we're facing."

      What the hell is a harlax?

      I wanted to argue with her. But I saw how lean and toned her body was, and I knew from before how swiftly and quietly she could move. She was impressive to behold. She didn't have the full curves of Alara or Nithia. Hers were understated—still feminine, without a doubt. She was beautiful, but not a Kate Upton. More of a pilates hottie.

      "We don't know what this creature is," I said, still not wanting her to get any closer to it, at least not without me there too.

      "I'll only be a minute," she said.

      I was about to stop her, but she simply turned and ran off into the woods ahead, taking a path slightly off center, which led to higher ground. I watched her flaming red hair flow and whip behind her. Only a few of her footfalls against the forest floor were audible—and those were quieter than a whisper.

      She was fast. Before I could tell her to wait, she'd already cleared thirty feet. In a few more seconds she'd disappeared into the sea of greenery.

      She really does know what she's doing.

      Alara took a step to put herself into my view again. I had continued to stare where Tara had disappeared into the woods.

      "Well, Den," Alara said.

      I turned my attention to her. She was smiling and I couldn't help but get the feeling her expression was saying something more to me. She didn't look upset. She looked…actually, she looked like she was really into me at that moment. Could've been my overactive…uh, imagination.

      Alara continued, "It looks like you've got yourself a trio of girls who have minds of their own."

      Trio? What?

      "Den," Nithia said from behind me.

      I turned around. "Yes?"

      She leaned in and kissed me. I was confused at her timing. We were about to face a giant beast of some kind. Sydney was in dire need of our help.

      I opened my mouth to question her, but she spoke first.

      "I don't know what's going to happen in the next few minutes. You've given me so much in just a few days. I don't want to lose you, Den."

      "He's the Guardian," Alara said. "We're not going to lose him."

      All I could think about was how much I didn't want to lose either of them. It wasn't just lust—though that part of our relationships was awesome. Not going to kid you. But the two of them—and more and more Tara too—were connecting inside me with something deeper, something I hadn't experienced before.

      "We're all going home after we get this done, after we save Sydney," I said. I realized I didn't know for sure where home was. The stone cottage really didn't feel like home to me. No place in Galderia did. But being with Alara and Nithia, and if I was being honest, Tara too, felt like home. Wanting to keep that feeling now that I had it gave me courage. I set aside the lingering fears I had about the creature we were about to face. I had something to fight for, something more than my own life. And that knowledge stoked a flame within me I hadn't realized was there. The heat of my resolve grew.

      Tara came racing back down the slope out of the woods ahead of us. She was moving even faster than I'd seen her run a minute ago. She wasn't running as quietly or skillfully as she had before. I heard the leaves crunching and twigs snapping as she rushed toward us. Her breathing was heavy and audible, and her face was panicked.

      "It's coming!" She yelled as she jumped down a few small ridges before reaching us. She slowed a little right before she got to us, but slammed into me. "We need to move!" Her face was pale, despite running. "Come on." She pulled at my arm.

      I didn't move. A hundred feet in front of us, the tops of the trees leaned, forward and then to the side. Two massive black hairy hands against the trunks were pushing the trees back. The wood snapped and the upper halves of the trees dropped—two at first, then a few more as the creature came into full view.

      What we'd been told of it earlier didn't come close to capturing how massive and fierce it looked in person. If King Kong had a much uglier and more pissed off cousin, this was the guy. But he wasn't just a giant ape. That would’ve been bad enough. No, he had freaking fangs. They were sabertooth-like, but more sharp-edged. I wasn't going to get too close to get a clear measurement—if I could help it—but I guessed they were as long as I was tall.

      Tara had been pulling on my arm while I was watching the trees snap, but she finally let go and ran for cover behind some trees twenty or thirty feet to my right. I glanced back to Nithia, about to tell her to do something similar. Thankfully she'd already had the idea. I caught a glimpse of her bum as she moved into cover a little ways behind Tara. Alara stood her ground next to me.

      The creature roared, which blew leaves off the broken trees in the arc in front of it. The smell we'd been dealing with got a whole lot worse as the Saber-Kong—I named him in my head—breathed his hot stink-breath toward us. Bonus, it covered us with a disgusting mist of slimy spit which burned when it hit my skin.

      "Fuck!" I wiped the spit from my face, which now felt like I had a bad sunburn—the kind that makes you whimper when the a/c kicks on.

      "Yeah, that's what I was thinking too," Alara said. I glanced at her and saw her lower her cloak. She'd blocked most of the nasty spray with it.

      Saber-Kong took a few steps toward us, which brought him a good twenty feet closer. His head was level with the tops of the trees nearby, which were oak, but not old-growth ones. I estimated thirty feet.

      I glanced at my sword, which was only four feet long. I shrugged. "It's gonna have to do."

      "What's that?" Alara asked.

      "I'm taking the fight to him," I said before I bolted, sprinting toward Saber-Kong. "Give me some cover!" I hope she knows what that means. I ran toward the giant fanged ape, yelling like a crazy man the whole way. I don't know why, but I thought it might intimidate the creature.

      It didn't.

      I knew it was a stupid move, but I wanted to stop Saber-Kong's advance. I knew Tara could probably move fast enough to get out of harm's way, but I wasn't sure if Nithia could—or how she'd react, whether she'd be too frightened to take action. I thought if I charged the monster I could at least keep them safe.

      Evidently Alara knew what giving cover meant. As I ran through the overgrown forest floor up the slope toward Saber-Kong—sword pulsing forward with my arm movement—my battle cry was momentarily drowned by the thunderous crack which sounded as a massive blast of energy slammed into Saber-Kong's chest. I stumbled from the shockwave, but regained my footing and continued my sprint toward the him. Kong's ugly cousin didn't fair so well. The blast singed the hair on his chest—which added a distinct burnt-ape scent to his already unbearable body odor. But more significantly, he lost his balance and fell backward. I think he might've slipped on one of the broken tree trunks. Score one for sweet irony. I jumped when his massive body hit the ground. It was the only way I could keep from being knocked over myself—the ground shook when his back hit.

      I knew he couldn't see me coming now, at least for a second or two before he came to his senses or started to get up. So, I decided to take advantage of that fact and his entire side being laid out before me—within reach of the strong sharp edge of my sword's blade. I kept running and moved my sword across my body, bracing it with my left hand against the side of the guard closest to me, my right hand on the grip. I ran along side Saber-Kong, leaning into the pressure as at first the tip and then a third of the blade ripped into the hairy flesh of the monster. The creature roared with fury as I cleaved the thick tissue in a long line from his hip to the left side of his chest. Blood gushed and spurted, much of it splashing into me as I ran. I felt the wet heat as it hit me, but I didn't stop until I reached his chest. I pulled away to avoid his arm, which was flailing wildly. Branches and pieces of tree trunks were being knocked about as he crashed his powerful arms into them. I knew I'd dealt him a wound he might not survive, but blood got in my eyes and I had to guess which way to move to avoid being struck.

      I guessed wrong.

      The impact felt like a truck had plowed into my chest. I flew—I don't know how many feet—and hit a tree, which spun me around. My side scraped across broken branches and rocks before coming to a stop.

      I wanted to get up, but my body was slow to respond. My eyes were burning. I wiped them and then looked around for my sword, which had flown out of my hand when I got hit. I couldn't see it. I pushed myself up to my knees and looked over to Saber-Kong, thirty feet away.

      Then I heard Alara. She was in pain, crying out. I grabbed a knot on the tree beside me and used it to help me get to my feet.

      Saber-Kong was trying to get up too. He bent a knee and was turning to his other side—the one I hadn't sliced open—to push himself up.

      I looked down to Alara. She was on the ground, on her side. A five-foot piece of splintered tree trunk was beside her. I could see her leg was badly hurt. She was moving, scooting herself away from the log—away from Saber-Kong. But she wasn't moving fast. It looked like she couldn't move her injured leg. She was dragging it while pushing with her other one.

      Saber-Kong was sitting up now, both his knees bent. I feared he might not be as badly hurt as I thought. Maybe I didn't cut deep enough.

      I saw something flit by fifteen or so feet in front of me. It was too fast to see clearly, but I traced the path of the blurred object with my eyes. Before I turned my head enough to see where it ended up, I heard a nearly deafening cry of pain from Saber-Kong. He must've jumped an octave. Then I realized why by the way his legs jolted up and his dark leathery hands reached down. I saw his hairy giant ape ass and the end of an arrow sticking out from between his legs. Fortunately the angle saved me the direct view of the impact sight, but I had a good feeling it struck center-mass on his Kong-sized Johnson.

      Way to go, Tara!

      I glanced to the tree line where I knew she'd gone for cover. There she was, standing now, not bothering to hide. I could see she was nodding her head—proud of her shot, no doubt.

      I didn't see NIthia, but I knew she was safe behind Tara somewhere. But Alara was hurt. I glanced at Saber-Kong again. He was still reeling from the pain. Still without my sword, I wiped my eyes again to clear my vision a little more, then I ran to Alara.

      My stomach knotted when I saw her. Her leg looked pretty bad. I could tell the log had struck it. Her skin was abraded heavily. There was some blood, but not too much. But a bruise was already forming, spanning from the top of her thigh down to her calf. I couldn't see any other wounds. As bad as it was, I was relieved to see she wasn't hit in her head or torso. I knew there wouldn't be any life-threatening injuries. But she was in pain.

      "Den," she said. "It hurts."

      I knelt down and—careful not to put any pressure on her injured leg—lifted her up. "I've got you. I'm sorry this happened." I glanced back to Saber-Kong. The son of a bitch was standing up. "You gotta be kidding me." I could see Tara's arrow sticking out. "I'm getting you to safety."

      "My staff," she said.

      "Forget it. We'll get it later." I looked at the fanged ape creature again. He was holding his hand against the long tear on his side. He didn't seem to be concerned with coming after us, at the moment.

      I carried Alara over to the trees where Tara was. She came out to meet us when we got closer, apparently just now seeing Alara's injury.

      "Alara, what happened?" she said.

      Nithia came out of hiding and rushed over to us, helping me as I gently put Alara down on a soft clump of long grass behind a few trees—so she was a little hidden from the creature's view.

      I wiped my eyes again. They were still stinging from the blood. My face burns didn't feel great either, but I was more concerned with Alara's injury, and the fact that Saber-Kong was still upright after I sliced him open and Tara shot an arrow into his groin. I wanted to do something to help Alara, but I knew the creature could come after us at any moment…and I didn't have my sword.

      "I should have fired more arrows," Tara said. "Sooner. Then maybe this wouldn't have happened. I'm sorry, Alara. I was…afraid. I should've come to my senses sooner.

      "No," Alara said, wincing from the pain still. "It's not your fault."

      "She's right," I said. "And, hell of a shot, by the way."

      "Thanks." Tara smiled slightly, but I could tell she was still consumed with worry about Alara's condition, and the situation in general.

      "I shouldn't have just hidden," Nithia said, a guilty expression on her face.

      "Nonsense," I said. "You did exactly what you should have done. I don't want you anywhere near that thing."

      I glanced over to Saber-Kong. He was leaving. Holding his side, half limping, he was moving back into the woods the way he came. I saw blood dripping from his side. It looked like drops at a distance, but judging against his height I guessed it was more like buckets. I knew he wouldn't last long.

      "Does it feel broken?" I asked Alara, looking at her leg.

      She moved it a little, but stopped, gasping for a moment. "I don't think so. But it doesn't feel good at all."

      "Well, I bet that's an understatement," Nithia said. "It looks really painful."

      "Okay," Alara said. "Yeah, it hurts like hell. But I'll live."

      I glanced to where Saber-Kong had been, then back to Alara's leg before addressing all three of them. "You need to stay with her."

      "What are you going to do?" Nithia asked, reaching her hand toward the scrapes and cuts on my side. I glanced at them. They were pretty bad. I'd been so distracted worrying about Alara and about what Saber-Kong was going to do I'd mostly forgotten about my injuries. Of course, when Nithia brought attention to them, I started feeling the pain again, but I tried not to show it.

      "I'm going to go after Sydney," I said.

      "By yourself?" Alara asked.

      "Well." I looked at her and her leg. "No offense, but I'm sure you're not up for going. I wish I could carry you back to Darguna right now, but…"

      "No," she said. "You're right. You need to save Sydney."

      "She's right," Nithia said. "That thing is horrible, and it's probably headed back to her now."

      Tara put her hand on my shoulder. "I'll go with you."

      "I know you would." I took her hand from my shoulder and held it, looking into her eyes. "But I need you," I looked at Nithia, "and you to take stay with Alara. Look after each other until I return."

      I pulled off my pack and dropped it on the ground. "There's medical supplies in here."

      "What?" Nithia asked.

      "Stuff for her wounds. Clean it. Wrap it loosely with the gauze—the cloth in the pack."

      "I know what you mean," Tara said. "I'll gather some herbs which will help."

      "Okay, good," I said. "But keep a lookout. Keep your bow handy. I'll be as fast as I can."

      "How are you going to find Sydney?" Alara asked.

      "I'll follow Saber-Kong's blood."

      Nithia was taken aback by the name. "Saber-Kong?"

      "Saber-toothed tiger? King Kong? Nevermind."

      I took one more look at the three beauties. They'll be safe, won't they?

      "Hold on," I said, then I jogged over to retrieve Alara's staff. I brought it to her. "You can still use this, if you have to. Right?"

      She looked at me and nodded. "Go get her, Den."

      "I will. And I'll come back to the three of you as soon as I can. Watch over each other until I return."

      "We will," Tara said.

      Nithia stood and hugged me. I kissed her on her forehead. She furrowed her brow and drew her lips inward, as if to say, "Hey, is that all." I slapped her on her ass.

      "That's better," she said. "Now hurry back, so we can all head home."

      "You got it."

      I walked toward the beginning of Saber-Kong's trail of blood, spotting my sword and getting it on the way. I turned and gave the girls a wave, which they all returned, then I set out to track the creature, to find Sydney.
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      Following the trail of blood wasn't a problem. Ignoring the pain in my back, the lower ribs on my right, and the scrapes across most of my torso wasn't quite as easy. My cloak was torn badly from Saber-Kong knocking me into the trees during our first encounter. Now it was rubbing the raw wounds on my back and chest. I thought about losing it, but I realized I could use it to avoid getting the beast's acid spit on me—like Alara had used hers. The burning sensation on my face had lessened, but it lingered enough to convince me the cloak—though it inhibited my movement a little—was worth keeping.

      I moved as quickly as I could, running alongside the spills of blood. Saber-Kong's gate was many times mine. I knew it likely he wasn't going at top speed, but evidently he'd cleared a good distance before I started after him. I followed the trail for several minutes before I heard him…and smelled him.

      I stepped carefully through the last cluster of trees leading to what I could see was the foot of a rocky hill. It rose beyond what I could see through the canopy. I heard Saber-Kong's breathing. It was labored and punctuated with grunts. I hoped the sound meant he was losing strength, but I couldn't be sure. So, I moved closer to take a look, hoping he didn't spot me.

      Turned out, I was not ninja material.

      A long thin branch snapped under the weight of my boot.

      Shit.

      I didn't have to wonder if Saber-Kong heard it. He grunted sharply and loudly. His slow heavy breathing had stopped. I heard another grunt, then I felt the ground rumble as I heard him moving.

      I knew I might as well give up the stealth attempt and get on with it. I rushed out of the trees, sword overhead in my right hand. I figured charging worked last time. Don't change what's working. Right?

      I spotted a cave behind Saber-Kong. It was too dark to make out how large it was or whether Sydney was in it. I wanted to go in for a closer look, but Saber-Kong's massive forearm had something to say about that. He must've known exactly where I would come out of the trees. I probably smelled too, come to think of it. Before I could swing my sword down on him, he smacked me with his arm. He didn't really hit me in any particular place. It was more like he struck my whole body at once.

      My sword went who knows where. My body—thundering with pain—shot across the ground like a foosball on a shot for the game-winning goal. Problem was, a defensive line of trees had taken up just the right positions. I grazed the first one and hit the next two solidly—my legs against one and my shoulder against the other.

      The throbbing pain was overwhelming at first. I tried to focus, to see where Saber-Kong was. I knew I hadn't been hit in the head or any vital area. I'd live, I realized, but only if I got up before the jackass from Monster Island decided to have another whack at me.

      I saw Saber-Kong staring at me. His face looked pained. His breathing heavy again, and he was on his side—the one I hadn't cut open. He tried to push himself up, but couldn't. His arm gave way and he collapsed his chest back to the ground. I tried to get up too, but didn't get any further than he had.

      For a good ten seconds, we stared at each another. I knew it was a question of who could get up to kill the other guy first. I saw the blood still coming out of his side. It was obvious he was getting weaker by the second, but he still looked extremely pissed off.

      "Help me!" It was her, Sydney—gold medalist in the best chest competition from class. Still sprawled out on the ground, I tried to see where she was. I couldn't locate her until she called out again. "Please! Help me!" Her cries came from within the cave, where I had suspected Saber-Kong had her.

      I saw him glance in her direction, and then he stared at me. He moved again to get up and it looked like he was going to manage this time. He must've realized I was there to take his prize. The notion evidently put some fire in him. He rose to his feet, taking a second to steady himself before stepping toward me.

      The muscles in my legs throbbed and ached, but I could move them. Nothing seemed to be broken. Chalk that up to barbarian muscles. Same with my shoulder. The double motivation of Sydney calling out to me for help and Saber-Kong heading my way to stomp on me drove me to my feet. I gritted my teeth to push through the pain as I stood.

      Kong was only a few steps away, but he was hobbled, almost dragging the leg on his gouged side. I quickly glanced around me to see if there was anything I could use as a weapon—a broken tree limb, a big rock. No such luck. The sheer intensity of the moment caused me to ball up my hands into fists. But I looked down at my hands and then up to his and thought better of straight hand-to-hand.

      I must've been thinking slower than usual—still stunned, no doubt, from the impact with the trees. I hadn't moved and he'd already made his way over to me. I felt the ground quake as he dropped his foot down in front of me and followed with a hammer fist swooping down toward my head. I felt the rush of air blow past me as I dove out of the way just in time.

      Behind me I heard a booming thud and the sound of splintering wood. I finished my haphazard diving roll and scrambled to my feet. I rushed past him, looking for something or some place which could give me an advantage. I noticed a slope on the side of the rocky hill, just in front of the cave. It looked like I might be able to get up to the height of his head. I scanned the ground and grabbed the first strong-looking piece of wood I found—a broken tree branch, a couple feet long, pointed on one end, and almost as thick as my wrist. I heard him behind me, but I didn't even take the time to glance over my shoulder. With the makeshift weapon in my right hand, holding it pointy end down, I ran up the slope of rock.

      Saber-Kong roared and I knew he was directly behind me. I felt his hot breath across my back and the burning mist of his acid spit on my lower legs and the backs of my arms. At the top of the natural stone ramp, I leapt up several feet, pushing off with my right foot against a large rock jutting out from the hill. I turned in mid air, clasping my other hand on the two-foot piece of wood. Saber-Kong was even closer than I thought. He leaned in with his fanged mouth, in an attempt to chomp down on me. But my barbarian legs had launched me higher as I came off the rock.

      I fell toward him, pointy end of the stick aimed at him. He took a fateful glance upward and the splintered end of my makeshift dagger pieced his eye. I held on and my weight forced the wood deeper into his skull. The sudden convulsion of his towering body jolted my grip loose, sending me crashing to the ground. I did what I could to tumble with the impact to dampen the blow, but it still hurt like hell. I rolled away from him to avoid getting bludgeoned by the erratic contortions of his arms.

      He dropped to his knees, reaching for the wood in his eye. I couldn't believe he was still conscious, or even alive. Arrow to the groin. Sliced open. Stick in the eye. What the fuck?

      With my back to the ground, I scooted away from him. I moved as fast as I could. He fell toward me, unfortunately managing to brace himself enough as he went down to keep the stick in his eye from hitting the ground. I knew that would've finished him off, but I wasn't so lucky.

      Without raising his head to look for me—however well that would've worked with only one eye—he reached out both arms, feeling and grabbing, clearly hoping to crush me with his big leathery hands.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted my sword just out of reach. Saber-Kong's hand swung toward me and I flattened myself to the ground as must as possible. It worked. He passed over me. As soon as I was clear to move, I rolled the seven or eight feet to my right to get to my sword.

      Saber-Kong heard me and quickly cast his blind grasping hand back in my direction. I picked up my sword and thrust the blade through his palm, lunging forward, both my hands on the sword. I used all my strength to drive the blade through and force his hand to the ground. I leaned over the weapon and buried the blade as deep as I could into the dirt, pinning him to the ground.

      He roared. I couldn't tell if it was more from pain or more from anger. But it was clear he had plenty of both. He clawed the ground with the fingers of his free hand and got himself closer to me. As he raised and turned his head to face me, I saw the wood still sticking out of his left eye socket. The blood had soaked the wood and was dripping from the end of it. With his good eye he glared at me with a fury I'd never before seen. I wanted to do something else to put him down, but I knew I needed to keep his hand pinned with my sword. I only had a second to consider my options before he made his move, lunging toward me with his huge fanged mouth open. I leaned back and dropped to one knee to brace myself as I reached up and took hold of one of his fangs with my right hand over my head and the front of his lower jaw with my left. It wasn't by choice, but I was performing the head-in-the-lion circus trick—only it wasn't an act and Saber-Kong made a circus lion look like a child's kitten.

      I felt my arms, shoulders, and back flex to their limits as I fought to keep him from biting down on me. My hands burned from the acid saliva coating them. I saw a large glob of Saber-Kong drool gathering at the roof of his mouth behind his teeth. As it dropped toward me, I leaned my head down and to the side as much as I could without losing the fight against his jaws. I felt it splash against the outside of my cloak over my shoulder. So glad I kept that on.

      Saber-Kong violently jerked his head to one side and then the other. With the second move my grip on his jaws slipped, but I flew clear as he bit down. This time I came to the ground in a somersault which would've made my grade school gym teacher proud.

      Something struck me in my back. It hurt, but it wasn't nearly as painful as when Saber-Kong hit me before. I turned around and saw Saber-Kong back on his feet.

      You gotta be fucking kidding me! How'd he get his hand free?

      "Oh," I said, spotting my sword on the ground in front of me. I knew that was what I'd felt in my back—evidently flung at me when Saber-Kong yanked his hand from the ground. Lucky break.

      I reached down and took my sword, but that one short move gave Saber-Kong time to reach down and take hold of me. He clutched me in his hand with absolutely none of the gentleness Kong had shown Fay Wray. Guess he hadn't seen the movie…or maybe it was because I wasn't a beautiful damsel in distress…and because he was an inconsiderate monster.

      He had me in a death grip. There was no way I was going to squirm out of it—and if I didn't I was going to be dead really soon. I had one shot. I held onto my sword despite the feeling my bones were being compressed to powder and my lungs were running on fumes. Maybe to make a point after I'd stopped him from chomping down on me before, or maybe because he just had a taste for barbarian protein bars, he lifted me up toward his mouth and was opening up again to take a bite.

      I gave him props for persistence and plain stubbornness for not being dead already, but zero points for ignoring the fact I still had my sword in hand. I tried to draw in a deep breath to ready myself for what I hoped would be the final death-dealing blow to Saber-Kong, but his grip was so tight I couldn't draw in more than a wheezing sliver of air.

      That and a strong desire not to be eaten by a giant fanged ape turned out to be enough. As he brought me up toward his fangs, I rushed the blade of my sword up through the bottom of his mouth. The flesh underneath was softer than his hand and my weapon split the skin and muscle easily. The blade flew up through his tongue and broke through the roof of his mouth. Blood spilled and gurgled as he threw his head back. As I fell toward the ground, I watched with relief as he fell back away from me. I hit the dirt first, which knocked out what little remaining air I had in me. I felt the ground under my back quake as Saber-Kong landed with a boom. I could tell by the wretched sound of him choking on his own blood I didn't need to get up to finish him off—which was good because I didn't feel like moving for the next several minutes. When I did finally get up, it was through all kinds of soreness, aches, and sharp pains. I almost didn't want to know all the injuries I'd suffered. At least, I was standing, I thought. And my head wasn't separated from my body. Bonus.

      When I did stand, I looked over to Saber-Kong. The gurgling sounds had stopped. He wasn't moving. I couldn't see the rise and fall of his chest. There were no grunts. As shitty as my body felt, I knew I'd gotten the best end of the deal.

      "Oh, thank you!" Sydney's voice was like a hot fudge sundae. I was in no shape for dessert, but I was looking forward to seeing her just the same.
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      I came around the stone edge where the outer surface of the low mountain, or really large hill—I wasn't sure which; geology class was next year—opened up. The cave was large and not as dark as it had looked from a distance, when I was fighting Saber-Kong. Of course, I had been busy trying to not get killed. So, it's likely I just didn't get a clear look before.

      "Thank you," Sydney said. "That creature was terrifying. I thought I was going to die here."

      I staggered a few more steps closer to her as she spoke. I'm pretty sure my mouth hung open several seconds before I said anything. I dropped my sword, not intentionally, but I dropped it. It clanged as it hit the ground. I was a little embarrassed, but seeing her made me lose my focus for a moment.

      "I'm just glad to see you're okay."

      She was more than okay. She was smoking hot. And did I mention she was completely naked? Someone had chained her to the rock wall, rusty metal clasps around her wrists. I figured it wasn't Saber-Kong. His hands were too large to work the clasps.

      Must've been some of those ape men, I thought, remembering the ones who'd attacked us.

      Her legs were free of shackles, but she was sitting on the ground. Her arms were above her head; the chains were too short for her to bring them lower. I didn't go in for the chained up thing. I felt sorry for her, seeing her trapped like that. Despite my sympathy for her situation, I couldn't help but be aroused at seeing her. With her arms up, her overqualified breasts were on full glorious display. Her skin was a little dusty, and she had a few small scratches, but otherwise nothing was wrong with her appearance. Her blond hair, while fairly long, like I remembered it, was doing me the favor of cascading to the sides, over her shoulders—not blocking the front view.

      She made no attempt to cover herself, though she really couldn't have done so if she'd wanted. I had no idea if her lack of modesty was just her sorority-girl standards or if she was just too exhausted to care at this point. She sat on her rear, her knees up, and her feet flat on the ground in front of her. But her feet were placed a couple of feet apart, giving ample clearance to see her bare loins.

      I glanced back, out of the cave, and noticed there was a clear line of sight from inside the cave down to the area where Saber-Kong and I had fought.

      "So, you saw that, huh?" I said.

      "Yes. Most of it. I don't know how you did it."

      Yeah, me neither.

      "Well, you know, sometimes you just have to man up." I flexed my chest muscles. I realized it was cheesy, like my response, but I went with it. She was a babe and I'd wanted her ever since the first day of class.

      "Can you?" She looked up to the shackles on her wrists.

      "Oh, yeah. Sorry." I realized I had been staring at her, taking everything in. I stepped in front of her and leaned over her to reach one of the shackles. I figured I'd try to muscle them open. They were rusted and each had a quarter-inch gap where the curved metal around her wrist almost met. It took me about ten or twenty seconds to get the first one. I actually paused mid-attempt to apologize to her for taking so long.

      "Oh, that's fine," she said. I was a little surprised by the tone of her voice. She seemed a little too…elated, given what she'd been through. I glanced down at her and noticed she was getting an eyeful underneath the leather flap that served to guard my manhood from public view. From her vantage point, it failed at that purpose. I almost said something about the unintentional exhibition I was putting on, but I decided to say nothing. I shifted my feet to get to the second shackle after I'd pried open the first. I worked it steadily with my fingers as I straddled her knees, obliging her eyes once more. Okay, I could've moved to her side to get the second shackle loose, but after months of trying to get her attention I was enjoying the moment.

      Oh, wait. I freed her wrist from the second shackle and stepped back, looking at her face. I was checking to see if she registered who I was. I'd just realized she never said my name and I hadn't said hers. I'd forgotten how different I must look to her. She had no idea who I was.

      She slowly rubbed each of her wrists, then looking up at me she said, "Thank you, again. I've been like that for almost a day now." I could tell she was not just thanking me for the rescue. She was checking me out. Yeah, she was staring at my junk a minute ago, but I kinda put her up to that. Now, she was giving me the once over with her eyes.

      "You're welcome…Sydney." I raised my eyebrows a little when I said her name, queuing her to respond.

      Her eyes widened and she quickly drew her head back reflexively, bumping the back of her head against the rock wall. "Ouch."

      "You okay, Sydney?" I could tell she hadn't hit her head that hard, but I wanted to say her name again, just for fun, waiting for her to recognize me.

      I grinned and it must've been what gave me away.

      "Dennis?" She looked really confused now. "Oh, my god. What happened to you?"

      "It's a long story," I said. "Makes about as much sense as you and me being here. How freaking weird is that, huh?"

      "It's completely crazy," she said, trying to get up. I could see she needed help to stand. Evidently her legs were weak from not being able to move away from the wall for so long. I took hold of her by her arms and gently lifted until she was on her feet.

      "I thought I was the only one," I said. "Then Monica found me, and told me about you."

      "Is she okay?" Sydney looked genuinely concerned.

      "Yeah. She's fine. Worn out. Pretty emotional still. But fine."

      "Oh, good. I wanted to freak out too," Sydney said. "When we both found ourselves here, I mean." She crossed one arm in front of her, squeezing her boobs as she reached across them to rub her opposite shoulder. "But I kept my head. One of us had to. She was a wreck. But I don't blame her."

      "Yeah, I was shocked as shit when it happened," I said. I nodded to the shoulder she was rubbing. "You okay?"

      She glanced at it. "Oh, yeah. Just aches. Having my arms up like that for so long. It sucked."

      "I'm sure. So, I gotta say, I'm surprised at how well you are taking this. I mean, Saber-Kong, you being taken prisoner. Hell, just being here!"

      She paused and looked me in the eyes as if she was taking stock of me, trying to decide something about me. After a few seconds, she spoke. "Actually, I cried almost the entire first day after I was brought to this cave."

      I was touched she decided to reveal her vulnerability to me. Of course, crying under her circumstances was totally reasonable, but evidently at first she hadn't wanted to say she had. Maybe she feels something for me, I thought.

      "The ape-faced men?" I asked. "They captured you? Brought you here?"

      She furrowed her brow and looked slightly downward, remembering them, apparently. "Yeah. Hate those ugly bastards! Oooh! The giant ape creature was scary, but he didn't seem interested in doing more than guarding me. I guess I was his prize or something."

      I noticed her body tensed up at the memory. Then I couldn't stop noticing her body. She was standing two feet in front of me—massive well-formed boobs inches away. It was an act of sheer willpower to keep from completely dropping my gaze down to her chest and letting my eyes take the ride down from there.

      "Hey, muscle man," she said. "My eyes are up here."

      My willpower wasn't as strong as I thought. I looked back up to her face. "Sorry."

      She giggled.

      "It's just that you're…"

      "Completely naked?" she said.

      I pressed my lips together and momentarily tilted my head at a slight diagonal. "Yeah, that."

      "It looks like you aren't going to fall asleep on me this time," she said, before casting a lingering glance toward the leather flap covering me down below.

      I glanced down and saw the flap holding steady in a horizontal position, like a small table extending from a hinge on a wall, propped up from underneath—a few inches below my navel.

      "Sorry about that," I said.

      "About falling asleep in your apartment or about showing me how happy you are to see me now?"

      "Uh, both?"

      "It's okay," she said, leaning into me and wrapping her arms around my waist.

      Holy shit, she feels good.

      "We should get back." I know I didn't sound very convincing, but the thought of Alara, Nithia, and Tara waiting for me made me feel guilty for wanting to leave them waiting so Sydney and I could…

      Fuck, she feels good!

      She slid her hand down over my rear. I didn't mind.

      Despite the dust and dirt on her, she smelled good.

      "Yeah," she said. "You're right. I'd rather not hang around here anymore anyway." She shrugged slightly, evidently recognizing the pun.

      I glanced around the room, hoping to convince myself that the place and the timing was more appropriate, but nothing gave me an excuse to ignore the common sense I had in my head. The ground was hard dirt and rough rocks. Sure, Saber-Kong wasn't a threat anymore, but his ape-faced men would be back at some point, no doubt. And the girls were waiting for me to return.

      The first time I had Sydney naked beside me I lost the opportunity through no fault of my own. Now, I was passing on a second chance. For a moment I wished I was more of a selfish asshole, like some of the other guys in college—screw 'em at all costs. But I wasn't that kinda guy.

      "My…friends are waiting for us," I said. "Part of me doesn't want to, but we need to get back to them. It's not safe out here, and I don't want anything to happen to them."

      "If they're muscly tough guys, like you, I wouldn't worry about them too much."

      "Actually," I said, glancing down at her breasts for a second, then trying to pass it off as unintentional, "they're women."

      Sydney's eyebrows raised and she curled a slight smile at the edges of her mouth.

      I quickly added, "Capable and strong, but with those ape men out there and who knows what else… I just want to make sure they're safe."

      "I had you figured wrong all that time in class," Sydney said. "You stud, you."

      "It's not like that." Wait. It actually sort of is. "I mean…"

      She chuckled. "I'm just giving you a hard time." She looked down. "Obviously."

      My mouth hung open, waiting for something to say which would work me out of the conversation.

      "We should go, then," she said. "But maybe," she looked down at her naked body, then back up at me. "Maybe I could borrow that," she nodded toward my cloak, "to make myself a little more presentable."

      I couldn't imagine her being more presentable than she was right then, her breasts full and ripe for the tasting, her hips smooth and rounded, and her beautiful blond hair—long on top, highlighting her gorgeous blue eyes, and well-trimmed below. But for Alara, Nithia, and Tara…yeah, she needed to put something on. I already was a little concerned how it would go over bringing back Sydney to meet them. All four of them were stunning beauties in their own right, but Sydney unquestionably could hold her own. After all, I thought, she was the gold medal winner in the best boobs contest I'd judged in class—my imagination, yeah, but it was legit.

      "Yeah," I said. "Might be a good idea." I undid the knot on my chest which held on the cloak and pulled it off. When I held it up to Sydney I saw how badly Saber-Kong's acid spit had burned through it. It was tattered, with large gaping holes. I handed it to Sydney. "It's seen better days."

      She whirled it around her back and then brought as much as she could from each side to the front, using the tie string to draw it together as much as possible. When she was finished securing it, she had one arm slipped through a large hole which had been burned into one side. Her other arm was only slightly covered with the cloak draping down that side. She managed to fully cover one breast—a major accomplishment given its size. The tattered cloak failed to hide more than half of her other one. As for down below, the ends of the cloak were ripped and her ample hips proved too much to overcome. The cloth spread fully below her navel.

      I shook my head looking at her. "That'll have to do."

      She looked down, then back at me. "You sound disappointed."

      "No. Not me. I like the look. A lot." I took a deep breath. "I just know I'm going to get an earful when we get back."

      She grinned. "Probably. Especially if you don't do something about that." She looked at the leather flap which was still defying gravity.

      No argument there. I was hard as the stone wall a few feet from us. Even though I was exhausted from fighting Saber-Kong, Sydney had me all worked up and despite my intention to take her back to the others right away, I knew the hike was going to be extra uncomfortable. And the leather loin cloth wasn't nearly as easy on me as my blue and white striped boxers. I figured I'd have yet another injury by the time we got to the Alara, Nithia, and Tara.

      After I'd been dwelling on my predicament for a few moments—longer than I realized—Sydney reached down and took matters into her own hands. "I know you're in a hurry," she said. "But maybe I can make this a little easier for you."

      I was surprised at her ability to take action even after all she'd been through. I staggered a little at her touch and nearly lost my footing as I stepped on a loose rock. She stayed with me and placed her other hand on my chest, pushing gently until she'd backed me against the stone wall of the cave. She slid her upper hand down and across my stomach as her other hand worked around the base of my problem.

      A fleeting thought that maybe this wasn't the right time again passed through my head, but Sydney had me between a rock and a hard-on. I gave in to her and let her work her magic on me.

      She looked into my eyes. "Just so you don't come back like this." She smiled and I watched as she lowered to her knees, still looking up at me until all I could see was the top of her head. I grabbed the chains attached to the rock wall on either side of me, and pulled hard on them as I felt the warmth of her tongue. The chains clanked against the rock as she moved in, enveloping me fully into her mouth. Her long hair caressed the insides of my thighs as she moved. The muscles in my arms tensed as I gripped the chains ever tighter.

      I felt my breath leave me as she momentarily pulled off of me, only to rise and press the full soft flesh of her breasts against my loins. She wrapped her hands against the sides of my legs. I glanced down and saw her looking up at me. She smiled and licked her lips before lowering once more and returning to finish what she'd started.

      Her hands tightened their grip on the outsides of my thighs as she used the leverage to force her head more deeply onto me. I saw her cascading hair sway and bounce as she moved rhythmically. I held onto the chains and tensed my entire body as she brought me to a glorious climax. I felt the pressure build and then suddenly release just as my arms flung downward, carrying the chains with them. Chunks of rock shot out from the wall where the metal bolts had been buried to hold the chains in place. The cave echoed with my long moaning exhalation.

      She slowly slid off of me, squeezing her lips against me as she did. Then she leaned back, and drew her forefinger to her mouth to wipe the corner.

      "There," she said. "I think you're ready to go now."

      "Holy shit, Sydney." My breathing was heavy, but slowing a little now with each breath. "That was…"

      "Yeah. I know." She stood and smiled. Then she kissed me briefly before leaning over to whisper into my ear. "Thanks for rescuing me."

      "Anytime."

      "You good to go now?" she asked.

      "Give me a minute," I said, leaning against the wall. I wrapped my arms around her, letting one hand glide down to rest on her ass.

      "Just say when."

      I looked into her eyes and she flared them a little and grinned. I knew what she meant.
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      Sydney and I both moved at the same pace on the way back to the others—slow. I wanted to get to the girls as soon as possible, but the fight with Saber-Kong and Sydney's act of kindness had drained me. And she had been chained up without food for quite a while. We came over the last hill and through the trees on fumes.

      We came down through the forest overgrowth and I saw Tara first. She was leaning against a tree, bow in hand, but down at her side. She didn't have an arrow drawn. Keeping watch, I thought. Good girl. She didn't look alarmed. I hoped it had been that way the entire time I was gone.

      She spotted me and Sydney, and waved. I returned the wave. I couldn't hear her clearly, but she appeared to be letting Alara and Nithia know we had arrived. After she called out to them, she came running toward us. Before she reached us, I saw Nithia stand up beside the tree where I'd placed Alara on the soft grass. Nithia began running to me too. Alara sat up and waved. Good. Looks like she's doing better.

      Tara called out to me. "Den! You did it!"

      I barely got my feet down after stepping over a log before Tara slammed into me, hugging me. She paid no attention to the wounds on my side, but I knew it was an unintentional oversight. Her embrace hurt a little, but I didn't say so.

      "Good to see you too," I said. She finished hugging me, her cheek pressed against my chest, then she stepped back and looked at Sydney.

      "This is Sydney." I nodded toward Sydney. "Sydney, this is Tara."

      "Good to meet you, Sydney." Tara tipped her head down a little and smiled.

      "Nice to meet you too, Tara," Sydney said, holding the front of her cloak closed as much as she could.

      Nithia slammed into me, and draped her arms up and around my neck. She landed kisses on my face and lips and neck. I felt like I was being attacked by a hyper puppy dog. I didn't mind one bit.

      When she stopped, she turned to Sydney. "Oh, hi. You must be Sydney. I'm Nithia. Sorry for what happened to you. Are you okay?"

      Sydney smiled and glanced at me. I shrugged. I knew she was looking at me to give me a pretend hard time about the women fawning over me.

      Sydney wiped the corner of her mouth with a finger. "Yeah. I'm good." She extended her hand to Nithia. "Nice to meet you."

      Oh, wow. Subtle. Give me strength. I caught myself chuckling briefly at Sydney's callback.

      "What is it?" Tara said to me.

      I looked at her and Nithia. "Just happy to be back with you." I looked over Nithia's shoulder and saw Alara still sitting up. "All three of you." I nodded toward Alara. "Come on. Let's go. I want to see how she's doing."

      Nithia turned and walked with me on my left side, practically leaning into me as she did. I put my arm around her waist and moved my hand over the side of her ass and gave it a good squeeze. She let out a little sound, "Mmm."

      Tara started to take my other side, but Sydney closed the gap first and grabbed my hand.

      Oh, shit. I watched Tara, expecting fireworks. It was clear she wanted to be next to me, but then she surprised the hell out of me…and Sydney.

      Tara didn't miss a beat. She made a pivot and moved around to Sydney's other side. Then she put her arm around Sydney's hips. "I'm glad you're joining us. It'll be nice to have another girl around." She leaned forward so she could glance directly at me. "You can help us give Den a hard time."

      "Tara." I shook my head and kept walking.

      "He may not say it," Tara said, "but he likes the attention."

      "Yeah," Sydney said. "That's what it felt like to me…when he came…"

      I glanced at her, then she continued, "to rescue me."

      Why do I get the feeling I'm in more danger now than when I fought Saber-Kong?

      We walked four abreast—or, three breasted and me—over to where Alara was eagerly waiting. I was pleased to see Alara stand up as we approached her. I could tell her leg was still giving her some trouble, but evidently it had improved. She had gauze wrapped around it at the thigh, with one end of the bandage drawn up and around her waist to keep the bandage from slipping—a sort of first-aid garter belt.

      She held her staff in one hand, most likely using it for support. She simply smiled as the four of us walked up to her. Somehow, out of all five of the women I'd come to know in this world—counting Monica too—Alara was the one who seemed to see inside my head the easiest. She glanced to either side of me and then looked back to me. She smiled. I shrugged, raising my brow in a gesture to plead my innocence. She shrugged too and then held out her hand to me. I pulled my arm from Sydney and took Alara's hand. I felt her push down against my palm as she used my strength to steady herself. She took the few steps remaining between us and embraced me. When she leaned her head back, she didn't say anything. Instead, she simply looked into my eyes then came closer and kissed me on the mouth. She took her time, as if re-familiarizing herself with me—her lips and tongue explored for a few seconds.

      Sydney spoke quietly, but audibly, "Awkward."

      Tara cleared her throat in an exaggerated manner. Alara withdrew slowly, staring into my eyes as she pulled away. I realized my head was jutting forward in an unconscious attempt to prolong our lip-locking.

      "Aaand, this is Alara," Tara said.

      "Hello," Sydney said. She sounded slightly less bold than when she'd spoken a few moments ago.

      Alara turned to her. "I'm glad Den was able to rescue you from that horrible creature. Truly. Our world can be cruel, harsh." She glanced to me, then returned her attention to Sydney. "We need to look out for one another."

      "Thank you," Sydney said. "Without Dennis, I would've died there."

      Alara gently put her hand against my chest. "He's a guardian for us all." She cast her gaze down at Sydney's blond patch on full display—the tattered cloak hanging loosely. "I see Den gave you his cloak, though it doesn't really do the job. Does it?"

      "Yeah," Sydney said, moving one leg slightly in front of the other to block the view between her thighs. "Sorry about that. I didn't have anything on when I was brought here." She looked around the forest. "Not here, I mean. But to this place, this world, I mean. Wherever we are."

      "Galderia," Alara said. "Our world is called Galderia."

      "Galderia." Sydney nodded ever so slightly as she murmured the name.

      I heard some distant forest noises, more than what I had been hearing as background noise most of the time. "We'd better get moving. We'll be safer back in Darguna." I glanced at Alara's leg. "Can you travel?"

      She nodded. "Yes. I think so." She moved to my side and placed her arm around me. "If you can help me."

      "I'll gather the supplies," Nithia said.

      "I'll help," Tara said.

      The two of them picked up all we had and put everything back into the packs, with one exception. Nithia tossed a long piece of wide cloth to Sydney, who caught it as it hit her stomach.

      "You can wrap that around you, if you want," Nithia said.

      "Thanks." Sydney took one end behind her and back around, using the wide strip of cloth as an oversized belt. It kept the ragged cloak drawn mostly closed and gave just enough cover for some frontal modesty.

      "It's a long walk back to Darguna," I said. "If anyone needs to stop to rest, just say so. But the sooner we get there, the better off we'll all be."

      "I'm tired, but I don't want to waste any time," Sydney said.  "We'll see Monica when we get there?"

      "Yeah," I said. "She's resting at a friend's inn. I'm sure she'll be happy to see you."

      "Who wouldn't be?" Tara said. I cast a sideways glance at her. What did she mean by that?

      She noticed me. "I mean, she's your friend, right? I'm sure she'll be relieved to see you're okay."

      "Yeah," Sydney said. "BFF. We've shared a lot over the years."

      I counted to three before I gave in and glanced at Sydney. She evidently had been waiting for me to do so. She was staring back at me, a mischievous grin on her face.

      Nithia handed me the heavier pack and, despite my soreness and injuries, I took it and slung it over my shoulder without complaint.

      "It's important to have people you can rely on," Alara said. "Most of my life I've had a close group. We looked after each other."

      "Like a sorority," Sydney said.

      "The Order of Carnera," Alara said. "I miss them. Maybe someday I'll reform the sisterhood…if the right women are willing."

      "Where are they now?" Sydney asked.

      "Gone," Nithia said. "Dead."

      No one said anything for several seconds. I made my hands busy, repositioning the strap to my pack and wiping a few non-present bits of dirt from my arms.

      Tara broke the uncomfortable silence. "But we have each other now. Like you said." She looked at Sydney. "A sorority. Right?"

      "The gods have cast our lots together, it seems," Alara said.

      We headed out to make the long walk back to Darguna.

      "So," Sydney said after a couple of minutes of walking. "Tell me about Galderia. If Monica and I are stuck here for the time being, maybe I should know a little more about this place."

      I thought about what Alara had told me about being transported here, about how I couldn't go home. Sydney would have to learn this at some point. But I knew this wasn't the time or the place.

      I spoke up to steer the conversation, so Alara wouldn't tell Sydney she wouldn't return to Earth. "I don't have to tell you the place is dangerous. But there are good people here too. You'll be comfortable in Darguna, at the inn."

      We journeyed on, making conversation along the way, but all the while I made sure the topic of returning to Earth was avoided. I knew I couldn't hide the truth from Sydney forever. I didn't plan to keep it from her. But I was tired and the day was complicated enough. I now had five women to deal with. Uncharted territory.
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      We all had some of the food we brought with us before we headed back to Darguna. Sydney devoured it. She hadn't had anything in her mouth—well, with one exception—for at least a couple of days. We made a second stop an hour later to eat again, and to give Alara's leg a rest. I propped her up most of the way, but some of the time she chose to walk on her own, using her staff for support. I was impressed at her fortitude despite the obvious discomfort she was feeling.

      The journey back took us longer than the walk from Darguna, since Alara and I were a little hobbled, and all of us were exhausted. The girls talked most of the way, which was fine with me. They kept each other occupied and it seemed to make Sydney more comfortable. I kept quiet mostly, with the few exceptions of speaking up to interrupt the conversation when I thought the subject of returning to Earth was about to come up. Sydney told Alara, Nithia, and Tara about college life and shopping and some inside scoops on sorority life—the last of which both intrigued me and freaked me out a little. My Galderian girls gave Sydney the rundown on what it was like living in this world. Thankfully, they spoke of the lighter more day-to-day aspects, not of the murderous raiders and crazy monsters. Of course, Sydney already knew about some of that anyway.

      We saw the old man standing watch at the back of his house as we came through the narrow passage between the rocky cliffs. He stood at first. Then, after staring at us for a moment, he placed something down beside his chair and sat again. We walked on into town with only his watchful eye for a reception. All those who'd seen us off evidently had no expectation we'd ever return. The town was dim. Heavy clouds were overhead and I didn't know whether it was day or evening. But it didn't matter much, I thought. Whatever time it was, the first thing on my agenda was to get to the inn and spend several hours in bed, actually sleeping. I glanced at my beautiful companions. I felt proud of the rescue and damn lucky to have the four of them at my side.

      Sydney glanced at me and winked. Alara, unaware of Sydney's gesture, looked up at me and smiled. I returned the smile. As we walked on, I couldn't help but enjoy the view of Nithia's full stunning ass a few feet in front of me, barely contained by the bottom of her Galderian bikini. Tara walked next to her and I did a quick study of the contrast between the two women's back sides. Both spectacular, but offering two distinct experiences.

      Maybe just a couple hours sleep would be enough.

      The few townspeople we passed on the way to the inn stood mouths wide open. At first I thought they were stunned by the scene of Den, the mac daddy, strolling—okay, limping a little—down the road surrounded by the four hottest babes this side of the Sea of Ronak. Then I realized they were probably just shocked we actually survived the trip and made it back. In such a small town, I figured the story of our foolish journey and inevitable demise must've been on the lips of everyone since we left.

      Sydney was noticeably eased when we stepped foot into the inn. She was still poorly covered by the tattered cloak I'd given her, but the three of us stood around her, making her near nakedness less obvious. Three small groups took up as many tables. The old woman who'd helped us with Monica was dropping off a round of drinks to the group of four farthest from us. She looked up and waved to us, before returning to her work. The conversations in the room bled together in a low murmur of background noise, and the smell of something sweet baking lingered in the air.

      "Damn, it's good to be done with that road trip," I said.

      We made our way past the empty tables and to the stairs. I noticed a few of the locals watching us, but only with glances intended to be inconspicuous.

      "The rooms are upstairs," Tara said to Sydney. "Monica should be up there. You four go on up and I'll see if Cormac is here."

      "Cormac?" Sydney asked.

      "He owns the inn," I said. "Good guy. He's helped us out a lot."

      Sydney nodded.

      "Can you make it up the stairs okay?" I asked Alara, concerned about her leg.

      She looked incredulously at me. "After all we've been through, a flight of stairs isn't going to keep me from that bed up there. I'm ready to collapse and get some rest. I can make it." She smiled at me, evidently touched by my concern. "Thanks, though."

      I shrugged and smiled.

      Tara headed toward the kitchen and the rest of us went upstairs. It wasn't my intention, but the three women went up ahead of me—ladies first, right? I didn't mind following them. Somebody had to block the villagers' view to Sydney's uncovered ass and crotch as she walked up. I did my duty without complaint.

      Alara gently knocked on the door at the end of the hall before opening it. Monica was awake, sitting on the bed. We stepped inside. I removed my sword and leaned it against the wall next to where Alara had just placed her staff. We dropped our packs on the ground close to the half-moon-shaped table.

      "Sydney!" Monica quickly got out of bed and hurried over to Sydney, who rushed to meet her. They embraced in the middle of the room. Monica was clothed in a long shirt she'd evidently been given by Cormac. Sydney's cloak still inadequately covered her rear, even less so when the two hugged each other.

      "Thank you for sending them," Sydney said.

      "I wanted to come back with them to rescue you, but I…" Monica started tearing up.

      "It's okay." Sydney took a step back from her and held her hands. "You saved me. If you hadn't gone for help and found them…" She glanced back at us.

      Monica sniffled and then hugged Sydney again.

      I didn't want to break up the reunion, but the bed behind the two of them was calling to me. My body ached and I was spent from the trek and the fighting. I looked to Alara and Nithia. I could tell they needed rest too. Alara was leaning against me, using my arm and shoulder to prop herself up and keep weight off her injured leg.

      "We've all had a long day," I said. "How about we all get some rest and we can talk more in a few hours?"

      Tara spoke up from behind us. She was standing in the doorway to the room. "Cormac said he'd be up in a little while. I told him we needed some rest. He said we can take this other room too." She turned her head slightly and nodded toward the nearest door behind her. "It's got a comfortable bed." She winked at me. "And it's not broken."

      "Thanks, Tara." I turned back to the others. "Monica, Sydney, why don't you two take the other room." I looked at Sydney. "Clean up. Get some rest. Tara can have someone bring up some food if you're hungry." I addressed Tara. "Right?"

      "Yeah. Sure." She nodded and stepped aside, clearing the way for Monica and Sydney to go to the other room.

      "Okay, thanks," Sydney said, as she and Monica walked together toward the door, each with her arm around the other's waist.

      Alara and Nithia were already washing up at the basin on the table beside the bed. Someone had replaced the broken one while we were gone.

      Tara stepped aside more as Sydney and Monica exited. I heard the two of them whispering to each other, but I couldn't make out what they were saying. When they opened the door to the other room, Tara stepped back into the hallway. "I'm going to crash for a while too, but let me know if you need me." She glanced down the hall then turned back to us. "My room is the first one, by the stairs." She had been looking to the three of us, but then she zeroed in on me. "It'll be unlocked. So, if I don't hear you knock, you can come in."

      "Yeah, okay," I said. "Thanks."

      She shut the door and I turned to Alara and Nithia, who were now climbing into the oversized bed. I took off my boots and washed up before dimming the flames on the two oil lamps which were lit.

      A moment later I was climbing into bed too, this time on the side, instead of between my two women. Nithia was curled up, eyes closed. Alara let out a slow quiet sigh and seemed to be slightly sinking herself into the soft padding beneath her. She turned her head toward me. We stared into each other's eyes for a few moments, silently.

      She and Nithia hadn't bothered to pull the covers over themselves. The room was sufficiently warm without the blankets and they both had left their clothes on—such as the clothes were. I took that as a clear sign they were serious about needing rest. I didn't mind. I was indeed exhausted. My injuries bothered me a little—the burns on my face from Saber-Kong's acid spit, the scrapes on my side, and the bruises scattered around my body.

      I watched the light from the lamps' flames dance around atop Alara's chest and bare stomach even after she closed her eyes. I was a world away from my apartment in Austin, but at that moment, more than anytime since I'd been transported to Galderia, I felt like I was home.

      Despite how tired I was, I spent the next ten minutes shifting between studying the ceiling and running my gaze over Nithia's and Alara's resting bodies. I was surprised when I became noticeably primed down below. Of course, most men would have the same response if they were in bed with such alluring buxom beauties, but I didn't think I had the energy in me after everything.

      After a minute in that persistent state I looked to Alara and Nithia for any signs of wakefulness. Maybe they would be up for a quick roll before completely crashing, I thought. It soon became apparent Nithia was out for the count. Alara, on the other hand, finally squirmed and turned slightly, opening her eyes just a sliver.

      "You still awake?" she asked.

      "Yeah," I whispered. "I thought I was ready to sleep, but…" I glanced down at my manhood, which was still poised for action. I shrugged apologetically and grinned.

      Alara rolled her eyes. "Seriously? Don't take this the wrong way, but I'm really tired."

      "No. I get it. I am too." That was only partly true, though. Lying only inches from the two of them and eyeing them for the past few minutes had me worked up. I knew I wasn't going to get any sleep until I addressed the situation. Could've been the surplus of testosterone in my new barbarian-sized body, I thought. Then I decided it was more likely the fact that inside, in my head, I was a twenty-year-old guy who had spent the past decade dreaming of getting some, and despite the good fortune I'd had the last few days, my appetite was far from sated.

      "Still," I said, hoping for a welcoming response, "we could…"

      "Forget it," Alara said, quickly, but not harshly. "Too tired. I'm yours, Den. You know that, but right now I need some sleep." She glanced at Nithia. "And she's already out."

      I turned my gaze to the ceiling and rolled my lips inward a little, and exhaled out my nose. I must've looked pretty disappointed. When I glanced back to Alara, she was staring at me sympathetically. "I'm sorry, Den. You know I love nothing more than when you and I…" She looked into my eyes and simply smiled, but I could see her eyelids drooping. It was clear she was exhausted, and I didn't blame her.

      There was a soft knock at the door. I lifted my head from my pillow and saw the door open. It was Tara—flaming red hair, green eyes, firm breasts…she was still dressed, but I was imagining her without her top.

      "Sorry to bother you," she whispered, as she stepped inside and quietly closed the door. She walked over to the bed, almost tip-toeing.

      Alara turned her head to see Tara, though she didn't lift it from her pillow.

      "What is it?" I asked.

      "Just wondered if anyone needed anything from the kitchen?" Tara placed both hands on the wood at the foot of the bed and leaned forward a little, squeezing her shoulders inward slightly.

      "No, thanks," Alara said, shutting her eyes again.

      "I'm good. Thanks." I said, correcting my wandering eyes which kept drifting down from her face.

      "You sure?" She quickly raised her brow and curled the corners of her mouth.

      "Well…" I was considering her offer, with a little uncertainty as to what I might actually be agreeing to.

      "Go ahead." Alara still had her eyes closed when she spoke.

      I hesitated. I didn't want to upset her by going off with Tara, given that she was in bed recovering from an injury.

      "I'm not really hungry," I said.

      "That's not what I meant, Den," Alara said, eyes still shut, which was good because if she'd seen the expression on my face she might've been a little put off. I'm pretty sure my face lit up with surprise and anticipation when I realized what she might be saying. I still wasn't sure, though.

      I wasn't sure how to get clarification without making a misstep. "Uh, what do you-"

      Alara opened her eyes and looked directly at me. "It's okay, Den. You two have been dancing around this for a while. I didn't like it at first, but I'm fine with it now. I know how you feel about me." She looked at Tara and smiled. "We've got our own sisterhood now. We need to look out for each other."

      I glanced at Tara. She looked pleased with Alara's revelation.

      "The way we worked together," Alara said, "rescuing Sydney…and before with the raiders."

      I was still confused how she'd made the leap, but I didn't interrupt her flow of thought.

      "Sisters share," she said, looking to Tara. "Right?"

      "Right." Tara spoke softly, as if she was touched by Alara's acceptance of her.

      Alara reached over and shoved me gently. "Go on, then. I really want to get some sleep. And you're not helping." She grinned playfully.

      Holy shit. What just happened?

      Tara pulled at my arm. "Come on, you big brute," she said.

      "Thank you, Tara." Alara's head was firmly back on her pillow and her eyes were again closed.

      "Are you sure?" I asked.

      Alara opened her eyes again and looked into mine. "For the first time in a long time, yes. I thought I'd never have a sisterhood again, but now I see what we have."

      I realized maybe this is what she wanted all along—not for me to bang Tara, but a chance to rebuild the sisterhood of the order. Could that be what she's after? I felt a little anxious about how that whole gambit might turn out, but she'd made her position clear. I had a free pass. I'd be an idiot to turn it down, I thought. Wouldn't I?

      She looked at Tara. "Take care of him for me, won't you?"

      "I promise I will," Tara said.
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      What the hell was happening to me? It was like I was the college stud. I just stepped out of one room with two beauties in bed, and now a third babe was pulling me into a room down the hall.

      Get ahold of yourself, Dennis.

      Tara yanked me through the doorway. Okay, my footing was off and I was already stepping forward. So, it's not like she had to move all of my weight. I probably tipped the scale against her by almost a hundred pounds. But whatever she lacked in strength, she certainly made up for in raw enthusiasm.

      She swung her leg past mine and kicked the door shut. Then she slid her hands down to mine and used me for support as she leaned back, stepping toward the bed behind her.

      "Don't you want to-"

      "No," she said. She must've guessed I was about to question her lack of hesitation. "I waited long enough."

      She reached the foot of the bed. It was smaller than the one Alara, Nithia, and I had been sharing. It had billowing blue blankets, sewn together in patches with the parts between the seams puffing out. I only noticed the blanket because when her leg touched the edge of the bed, she did some kind of judo move, spinning us both around. She threw herself against me when my back lined up toward the bed. We both toppled over, landing on the blankets, which were good padding for the fall.

      She straddled me and sat up, working her fingertips into my upper abs like a cat. Her hair flowed over her shoulders and a little across her upper chest, which was still covered by her Galderian bikini top. I felt the strength of her inner thighs against my hips as she squeezed. She began to slowly rock and undulate slightly, rubbing her crotch against mine. I glanced down and realized the leather flap covering my manhood had conveniently flipped upward as she'd landed on me. So, all that was between us was her thin cloth panties underneath her skirt.

      Why the hell did I avoid this for so long?

      She kept working herself against me, messing up the covers as her lower legs pushed into them, and scrambling my thoughts into mush as I let her ride. It was only a matter of time before one of us would be pulling her panties off, or at least out of the way. But what she was doing with them still on was working pretty damn good for me regardless.

      I gained a moment of sufficient clarity allowing me to reach up for her. My plan was to show my interest in her pert breasts. I wanted to free them from captivity. She leaned down to welcome my effort.

      We both jolted at hearing a loud banging on the door—someone slamming a fist against it repeatedly.

      "Tara. I need some help downstairs." It was Cormac. He sounded annoyed, and it was clear from the tone in his voice he needed Tara right away.

      You're fucking kidding me.

      I didn't say anything, but I wanted to yell back and tell him to go away…at least for another twenty or thirty minutes.

      Cormac knocked hammer-fisted again. "Sorry to wake you. The place is packed. I haven't seen it like this in I don't know how long. Can you give us a hand?"

      "Yeah," Tara called out to him. "I'll be coming in just a minute!"

      A clever double-entendre, I thought.

      She kept working herself against me, clearly as quietly as she could.

      Go away Cormac.

      Another fist on the door.

      "Shit." I blurted it out accidentally.

      "What's that?" Cormac spoke through the door.

      "Nothing," she replied to cover my mistake.

      "Are you dressed?" Cormac asked.

      "Uh, yeah," Tara said. "Just give me a minute."

      "Not leaving without you," he said. "I know how you are. I don't want you to doze off on me and leave me hanging."

      I heard Cormac trying the door. I glanced around Tara's smooth toned still-gyrating waist and saw the handle of the door turning.

      She stopped moving. She and I stared at each other in a panic. We both spoke the same words at the same time, thankfully not too loudly. "We didn't lock it!"

      She pushed against my stomach to launch herself off me, swinging her right leg over me and onto the floor. I let out an unintentional noise since her pumping my stomach caught me off guard.

      I glanced to either side, hoping to see something large enough to duck behind before Cormac came in and saw me. Sure, he hadn't minded when Tara had flirted with me a while back, but catching the two of us in her room was a bad idea in anybody's book. No such luck. Aside from the bed, only a small nightstand, a washing basin, and a narrow dressing table were in the room. I looked down at my leather loin cloth, which was standing nearly vertical.

      It was only Tara's impressive speed which saved us both from a conversation which would have been awkward at best and bloody painful at worst. I knew Cormac might not hesitate to lay into me under the circumstances. Maybe I was reading him wrong, but I didn't want to find out.

      Just as the door moved open a crack, Tara bumped her hip into it, knocking it shut.

      "Whoa," Cormac said.

      "I'm not dressed," Tara replied.

      "Oh, sorry. I thought you-“

      "Hold on." Tara held the door handle as she looked at me and shrugged apologetically. I could tell she hated having to stop as much as I did. Well, maybe not quite as much as I did. I expected the aching would set in pretty soon.

      I turned up my hands halfway, trying to gesture to her that it was what it was…and it sucked, but I didn't blame her.

      She held one hand against the door and reached over to the drawer of her dressing table with the other. She opened the drawer and pulled out another pair of panties. She squirmed around, still holding the door shut with one hand, pulling down her panties with her other. She flung them over to me. They landed on my chest and I could feel their dampness. She'd been close before Cormac interrupted us. She managed to step into the new pair and slide them up under her skirt.

      She mouthed 'sorry' to me, then quickly opened the door just enough to slide out before Cormac could get a peek into the room.

      I gave them half a minute to get downstairs, then I got out of Tara's bed to go back to my room. I was still sporting a woody, but it was a short walk to the end of the hall, I thought.

      I opened Tara's door and looked out. The coast was clear. I shut it and headed down the hall, with the dimmest of hope that Alara or Nithia might be awake.

      Just before I reached our room, the door to Sydney and Monica's room opened. Sydney was standing in the doorway.

      "Hey, you," she said, her blond hair catching the light from the lamp in the hallway. She smiled and glanced at my raised leather loin cover. "What are you doin'?"

      I stopped in my tracks and looked at her. She was wearing a pair of light blue panties and nothing else. I knew she must've borrowed them. I was surprised by how Earth-like they looked, but what did I know about Galderian clothing, really? The thought was fleeting and of much less interest to me than her full exposed breasts and the fact she was standing in the doorway revealing them to me.

      "Just heading for bed," I said.

      "Uh, huh." She glanced down to my stiff predicament again, then she quickly checked the hallway behind me, apparently making sure we were alone.

      I wanted to say something more to explain why she found me walking the hall as I was, but she moved before I could put together anything more to say. She came out from the doorway and stepped directly in front of me, wrapping her arms around my lower back. She inched closer, pressing her bare breasts against my chest. I felt the tip of my manhood against her pelvis. Instinctively, I put my arms around her too.

      "This isn't the right-" Before I could finish saying it wasn't the right place or time, she cut me off, kissing me to shut me up. When she did, I completely forgot what I was saying. Her lips were moist and warm, and a perfect match to mine. I felt her hands move on me as we continued to kiss, mouths opening and closing, her tongue moving in to play with mine. The soft flesh of her breasts squeezed against me and she did something with her hips to tease her naked stomach against my primed loins.

      Someone could've walked down the hall and said hello, and I wouldn't have noticed. We must've gone at it for a minute, pausing for gasps of air a few times. Then she drew back and looked at me. I was captivated by her blue eyes, which seemed to express her urges and some sort of deep longing. I got the sense she'd been wanting this even before I became Den the Conqueror. Maybe it was just my ego convincing me her desire went back to our time together in class. I couldn't be sure, but we had a connection.

      "Come inside," she said. At first I thought she meant her, there in the hallway! She glanced back toward the open door to her room. Oh, right. I realized she wanted me to come inside her room. Of course, she meant the other thing too.

      "Monica," I said. Then a flush of panic came over me as I realized she might have mistaken what I meant. I was trying to say Monica was in the room and that would be a problem if we went in there to get our naked on. But I immediately had the idea that she might have thought I was mistakenly calling her Monica!

      I was being an idiot. The fact that I had wanted Sydney since the first day I saw her in class had my head scrambled. And after what she did for me in the cave, I wanted her more than ever. But since Monica had gotten pretty emotional about missing Brad, I knew she was off-limits, and she wasn't likely to want to hang out and watch Sydney and me sheath the sword.

      "She's asleep," Sydney said.

      Okay. I was freaking for no reason. Between Tara and Sydney, my hormones were about to launch me out of the atmosphere. I wasn't thinking straight…and I really needed Sydney…right then.

      "How asleep?" I asked.

      Sydney chuckled. "She's a rock when she's out." She gently took hold of my manhood. "Believe me. I've tested it."

      I chose to believe her.

      The room was dim, which made sense. Sydney closed the door once I had stepped inside. The lanterns I assumed were on the walls, like in my room, were completely out. Only a small candle burned on a stone plate atop the dresser off to one side. The flickering flame gave just enough light for me to see there were two beds, each of them quite narrow. I knew the lump under the covers on the bed on the left was Monica. The other bed sat four feet to the right of her.

      Sydney took a few steps toward her bed, then turned to wait for me. She eclipsed the glow of the flame with her curvy body. She was standing nearly sideways—major boob curves on her silhouette. I traced the line with my eyes. The shallow of her lower back spilled out to the full curve of her ass. I watched her backlit figure as she slid her panties off, letting them drop to the floor. She slinked her arm up and gestured with a curling finger, telling me to approach.

      No argument there.

      I took a step and the wood floor creaked loud enough for me to worry Monica might hear it and wake up. I paused, with that one leg forward and glanced at Monica, then looked back to Sydney's shadowed figure.

      "She's out," Sydney whispered. "I told you, she sleeps like a rock." She moved to the candle. A couple of seconds later there was a bit more light in the room. She'd lit a second one with the first. After she set it back on the stone plate she went to the side of her bed. I glanced at the other bed and saw that Monica had the upper edge of her cover pulled over her head. And while the two candles gave me a well-lit view of Sydney's completely naked body, their light barely touched the edge of Monica's bed.

      The floor creaked a few more times as I walked toward her. I trusted she was right about Monica. So, I ignored the noisy floor and joined her. We stood facing one another, inches from touching—her champion boobs to my chest and my fast-becoming legendary manhood to her blond trim.

      She didn't shy or try to cover herself as I gazed upon her, drifting my gaze over her curves. When I looked up to her eyes again, I noticed she was smiling.

      "Like what you see?" she asked.

      "Oh, yes."

      She put her hands on my chest, and slowly moved them around, following the outlines of my muscles. "So do I." She ran her hands down onto my abs. "You forgot something," she said.

      She was looking down. I looked down too. My leather loincloth was sticking out parallel with the floor. "Right," I said, reaching for the sides of it. I took it off, letting it settle at my feet.

      Her smile grew. "Much better," she said. "Looks like you don't need any encouragement."

      She contradicted herself, caressing my lower stomach as she moved her hand down to gently tracing the crevice between my inner thigh and the storehouse of my male vigor.

      I didn't reply, not wanting to dissuade her current course of action—though I might've let out a faint groan when she passed her fingertips around me and drew them out over my peninsular aspect.

      When her touch left me, I let out a breath I didn't know I'd been holding. She sat on the edge of her bed, which placed me between her breasts—a sword buried in the cleave between two great mounds. She looked up at me, smiled, and raised her eyebrows in a flash to further enticement—not that any coaxing was necessary at this point.

      I reached for her breasts, to work myself between them, but she lowered her back down to the bed before I took hold of them. She turned as she put herself fully onto the bed, resting her head on her pillow and drawing her legs up from the floor. She puckered her lips and kissed me through the air. Then she splayed her legs wide, letting her ankles drop at inch over each side of the narrow bed. She raised her hands above her head and took hold of the short vertical posts which ran between the upper and lower horizontal wood beams of the headboard. I marveled at her body—her breasts sitting as two impressive upright mounds below the seductive visage on her beautiful face, the sloping valley of her stomach and the gentle rise of her pelvis and fullness of her hips leading my eyes to the soft blond patch pointing to her offering.

      "It's your move, hero," she said.

      I leaned down and placed my right hand on the bed beside her shoulder and reached over her to brace myself with my other hand as I lowered myself onto her. As our bodies met, I tasted her lips, then her cheek, her neck—slowly moving my sword across the velvet landscape beneath it. Her eyes closed and her head tipped slowly this way and that, responding to me as she moaned. I worked my way down from her neck, pressing my mouth into the soft flesh of her breasts, then kneading her areolae with my lips and gently biting against her nipples.

      She arched her back and drew her chin up, pushing her head deeper into the pillow. I felt her lower body churned against me. She let go of the posts behind her and ran her hands over me, moving them down to my hips. I felt a gentle pull as she tried to bring me into her. I obliged, sliding myself up. I felt the building perspiration dampening both our bodies.

      She let out a short gasping cry and desperately flung her hands back up to grab the headboard as I pushed myself inside of her. I eased off and coaxed her more slowly for a few seconds until I felt she was ready to take on more. Her breathing became more audible and I felt her matching my rhythm. I shifted my weight onto one arm and massaged her breasts with my other hand, while still building her up. I put more into it—and into her. The small bed started creaking and the headboard began smacking the wall. I glanced to my left and saw Monica was still under the covers. I kept going.

      I felt the wet heat building inside her and I was fast climbing to the summit. Sydney was becoming much more vocal, no doubt losing sight of discretion as she was more caught up in the moment. She was groaning and moaning, and though I was concerned she might wake Monica, the sounds Sydney was making were feeding my intensity. Our bodies were fast becoming slippery as we'd both built up a good sweat. The sweet smell of her was intoxicating. Our combined movement became stronger, each thrust more forceful and steady. I felt my chest muscles tighten as my lower body swung in and out of extreme tension. Sydney's thighs squeezed against my legs and her knees bent, while her ankles lifted from the sides of the bed and rose up above my back. I watched her huge breasts sway and crash against one another.

      Months of lustful yearning after her were playing out and I wasn't holding anything back. I had no thought of Alara, Nithia, or Tara, giving myself entirely over to Sydney for now. It was obvious she was taking every inch of me I could give, and she showed no signs of holding onto any self control. The bed rocked and, in the final moments, even jolted a few inches off the floor as our bodies shifted with each effort.

      The torrent I'd built inside crashed through the dam and flooded into Sydney, while hers exploded against me.

      Almost simultaneously, three voices called out with unrestrained intensity—mine, Sydney's…and Monica's!

      "Oh, my god!" Her voice rang out from my left.

      Before I could flash a glance toward Monica, an insanely bright light burst up at me from Sydney's chest, momentarily blinding me. In an instant, the light vanished and my body dropped onto the bed where Sydney had been. She was gone. I was completely fucking freaked out.

      Monica started screaming!
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      I pushed myself up to get my face off the blanket. What happened? Sydney had vanished beneath me. I felt her body against mine one moment, then she was gone. I turned to Monica, who was still screaming. She had recoiled back against the headboard of her bed. She was naked from the waist up. Her eyes were wide with panic. She was looking at me and erratically waving her hands.

      I sat up and moved to face her directly, with a desire to calm her down—though I was still flipping out in my head about Sydney vanishing. "Monica," I said, moving my outstretched hands lower, palms downward. I meant to signal for her to quiet herself, if possible. Her screaming was doing nothing but adding to the stress of the situation, but I didn't blame her.

      I realized I had nothing on and my sated lower member was still an imposing presence, and not what she needed to be looking at right then. I pulled the cover over my lap. "I know you're freaked out," I said, "but I don't know what happened either. Please quiet down and we'll figure this out."

      She'd been screaming so intensely, I guessed it was more exhaustion than my reasoning which made her stop. She sat with her back pushing firmly against the pillow behind her. She pulled her knees in toward her chest and wrapped her arms around them. "She's gone." She slowly shook her head while staring at Sydney's bed.

      The door opened. Alara and Nithia came rushing in. They both stopped in their tracks and looked at Monica and me.

      "What's going on?" Alara asked.

      "We heard screaming," Nithia said, as she glanced around the room before returning her eyes to me. "You're sweaty."

      Monica pulled more of her covers up around her legs. "That was me."

      "She means the screaming," I said. "Not the sweaty."

      "Why?" Alara said. "What's wrong? Den, what are you doing in here anyway? I thought you were with-"

      "Yeah, long story," I said, cutting her off intentionally. I was a little embarrassed by my room hopping, though it wasn't really planned. "She was screaming because Sydney was here a few moments ago…with me, then she disappeared."

      "What do you mean, disappeared?" Alara glanced back to the door. "You mean she just left?"

      "Wow, that's gotta be a little deflating," Nithia said.

      "No!" Monica's frustration seemed to quell her crying. She wiped her eyes and took a deep breath, then pointed to me. "She was there, then she vanished."

      "Den?" Nithia asked in an accusatory tone.

      "I have no idea," I said. "One second we were…well, you know, then…"

      Alara and Nithia stared at me. I glanced to Monica and saw she was doing the same.

      I heard some murmuring voices from the hallway. A moment later several people were peering into the room from just outside. Alara probably heard them too, and saw the look of concern on my face. She turned to them. "This is a private matter," she said, walking to the open door. "Go on." She waved them away and shut the door.

      Monica sniffled. She looked as if she might start crying again. I wanted to go over and comfort her, but I was still naked under the blanket across my lap. Nithia went to her and sat down on the side of her bed. She put an arm around her. "You, alright?" She spoke softly. "We'll figure this out. Don't worry."

      I had no idea how the hell we were going to 'figure out' a situation where I was banging Monica's friend and she saw me screw her into non-existence, but Nithia was a natural. Despite the crisis, her words seemed to calm Monica quite a bit. They even made me feel a little better.

      I looked to Alara. She was nodding her head slowly while looking at me. She seemed to be lost in thought. Then she spoke up. "I think I may know what happened."

      "Really?" I said, surprised by her statement.

      "Well, I can't be sure just yet," Alara said. "But there is a way I can confirm what I think might have happened."

      "What's that?" Monica said, still apparently holding back more tears.

      Alara looked at Monica. "The three of you were transported here by the power of the gods."

      "Huh," Monica said.

      "But only Den was supposed to come here," Alara continued. "You and Sydney got caught up in with him accidentally."

      I looked at Monica. "Probably because you two were in bed with me when it happened." Oh, shit. I closed my eyes and quietly grunted. Shouldn't have said that. I opened my eyes and glanced to the three women and hoped the conversation would roll past my words without comment.

      "Oh, right." Monica looked a little embarrassed. She hadn't been shy about that detail before, but given the situation she clearly felt differently now.

      Alara looked at me for a long moment. I could see the wheels turning inside her mind. She turned her attention back to Monica. "I think Sydney returned to her world…to your world."

      "Really," Monica said.

      "How?" I asked, remembering what Alara had told me of the lengths she went through to get me to Galderia.

      "That I don't know." Alara's gazed lowered. She looked confused, and maybe a little concerned. I got the sense she was holding back something.

      "If you're right," Monica sounded more calm now, "then there's hope for me too."

      "Yes," Nithia said, using her calming voice again.

      A thought occurred to me, and I figured Alara might be thinking the same thing. Was it Sydney and I having sex that did it? I looked at Monica, reading the expression on her face. She wasn't thinking that, was she? I noted she hadn't been informed that my physical transformation was due to the times I bedded Alara and Nithia. So, no, I thought, she couldn't be thinking that. But I was. Was that what Alara meant? Unexpectedly, I felt a sensation throughout my body. Adrenaline? Had the freaky circumstances spiked my adrenaline or something? I felt stronger…and not at all drained, despite Sydney and I…doing our thing.

      "We just need to learn why Sydney was transported back," Nithia said, sounding encouraging.

      Alara approached Monica. "I can't be sure, yet. But I will be." She turned to me. "I must speak to the gods, as before." She addressed Monica again. "Only then can I be sure."

      Monica looked confused, but she slowly nodded her head. "Okay. I won't pretend to understand your world, but please, please do what you can."

      There was a soft knock on the door.

      "I thought you told them to go away," Nithia said to Alara.

      "I did," she replied.

      I stood up, careful to wrap the blanket around me as I did. I held it tightly against one side of my hip as I walked to the door. "We told you to go away," I said, as I opened it. "Oh, it's you."

      Tara looked mildly surprised to find me in Sydney and Monica's room. "What's going on?" She glanced down to the wrapped blanket around me. "I see you found your way back to your room." Her sarcasm was sharp, but not really angry. She leaned past me to look inside the room. "Oh. Hello." She saw Alara, Nithia, and Monica.

      I stepped aside to let her in. Might as well let her in on what is going on, I thought. After all, it was Alara who told me to go to Tara before. As complicated as this group of women was proving to be for me, I figured I didn't need the stress of trying to deny our little harem. Besides, other than some early power plays, none of them seemed to mind sharing me.

      But the situation with Monica was different, and I needed all the help I could get on that one.

      "So," Tara said, strolling in, "where's Sydney?"

      I palmed my face with one hand as I shut the door with my other.

      It took another ten minutes to unwind the effects of her remark. Monica welled up in tears again. I went to her side to calm her down. I reached out to her with one hand, intending to gently place it on her shoulder. When I gestured with my other hand, saying everything was going to be alright, I lost focus on the fact I was holding the blanket around me. That didn't help.

      I apologized and went to retrieve my clothes. Alara explained the situation to Tara as I got dressed.

      "Oh, wow," Tara said, when Alara finished speaking. I turned around to face the four women, all of whom were staring at me. Tara slowly shook her head. "Wow."

      After an awkward moment, Tara looked to Alara. "You should go do that now, find out what happened."

      "Yes," she replied.

      "We'll stay with Monica," Nithia said, glancing to Monica and Tara.

      "Okay," I said. "I think I'll…"

      Nithia nodded to me. "Yeah. We'll keep her company. You go with Alara."

      I nodded. I knew I was being kicked out, politely, but I wanted to talk with Alara in private anyway. I still had that feeling, like more energy coursing through me—similar to when I'd been with Alara and Nithia, but not quite as intense. I didn't think the timing of Sydney's return to Earth—if that is what happened to her—was coincidental in the least.
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      I closed the door to our room and walked over to meet Alara, who had already made it to the end of the bed. She was standing facing the footboard. I couldn't help but admire her rear as I approached, but I quickly pulled my attention away from it when she began to turn around toward me. I knew we had a serious discussion ahead of us.

      I was about to speak but she put her arms around me and planted a huge wet one on me. Just as I was needing to come up for air, she pulled back and stood looking like she was satisfied now, like she had to get that out of her system.

      "What was that for?" I asked.

      "Do I need a reason?"

      "Well, no, but your timing is…"

      "I know. I just wanted to because I could…because you're my man. Right?"

      "Yes. I am. Is this about…" I glanced back to the door.

      "No. Well, maybe. A little."

      I felt the tension start to build. Was I about to get grief for bedding down with another woman, I thought, even though she basically told me to do so? Yeah, it wasn't the woman she thought, but… Conan never had to deal with this, did he?

      She looked at me, seemingly waiting for me to say something else.

      I put my strong hands around her, one gently against her cheek, then other at the nape of her neck. "Come here, priestess." I guided her lips toward mine and vanquished any doubt she might have had about my passion for her. I felt her arms drape around my lower back and after a second, I felt them loosen and slide down, as if she was losing a little control over herself. I was giving it to her good and she was soaking it up. I ran my right hand across the side of her breast while putting the squeeze on her ass with my other. We nuzzled our faces against each other for a moment, then she rested her head on my shoulder.

      "You alright?" I asked in a whisper.

      "Yeah. I am now, Den." I felt the warmth of her breath against the side of my neck.

      "Good." I kissed her forehead. "We need to talk."

      "Yeah, we do." She gently pulled away and took a couple of steps toward the side of the bed, turning to look me in the eyes and smile as she did. She sat down on the side of the bed and patted the spot next to her.

      I sat beside her.

      She stared forward at the washing basin at the side of the room. I watched her take a deep breath—her large breasts rose then settled. She looked at me. "I don't have a problem with you and Sydney." She gave a single nod and held my gaze. She seemed to be keeping her eyes open wide and fixed on me to show me she was telling the truth.

      I opened my mouth to reply, but she continued before I said anything.

      "Or Nithia," she said. She tipped her head to the side and grinned. "Or Tara."

      "Tara and I never actually-"

      "It's not important," she interrupted. She paused for a second, evidently entertaining another thought. "Or Monica?"

      "No. Never happened," I said.

      She looked surprised, but then she grinned and I could tell her look of surprise was merely a put on. "I guess you haven't had time." She chuckled.

      "Hey, that's not fair." I took her good-natured ribbing as she intended it, but she did throw me off a little. I wasn't used to seeing this lighter side of her.

      "Maybe not," she said, placing her hand on my thigh. "I just want you to know I've come to a new appreciation of our situation. You are Den, the Guardian. If the sisters of my order were still alive, they would give themselves over to you as I have…willingly. It is part of our duty."

      "Your duty?" I didn't exactly like how that sounded. I didn't want to be somebody’s obligation.

      "You're much more than that to me," she said. "I would give myself to you even if I wasn't the priestess of the order who summoned you."

      “I’m happy to be with you in either case," I said. "You understand that, right?"

      "I do. And I'm happy you have started to find the other women who will be part of our…" She looked down and seemed to be at a loss for the word.

      "Harem?"

      "Yes. I suppose that's right." She smiled.

      "And you're good with that?"

      "Of course, Den. You are too much of a man for me to hold only for myself. And besides, your choices have been good. Nithia may not have taken her sister's place in the order, but she could have. She is suited for it, despite what she thinks. And Tara-"

      "You were't crazy about her at first."

      "I know, but it wasn't her. It was me. I hadn't realized what was happening then—that you were selecting the women of the order, I mean, of the harem."

      "Actually she was more the instigator."

      "The what?"

      "I mean, it was kinda her idea…at least initially. Doesn't matter."

      "It is to be expected," Alara said. "You are a champion, a man like few others in all of Galderia." She ran her eyes up and down my muscular torso. "Just look at you."

      "I thought it was my winning personality that did it for me."

      "No. That's definitely not it." She gave me a deadpan stare. I waited it out, really hoping she was kidding. Thankfully, she cracked up after a few seconds.

      "So you're not so serious, after all?"

      "I have to be serious so much of the time," she said. "It's my role, as priestess. It's a big responsibility."

      I placed my hand on top of hers, which was still on my thigh. "I'm sure it is. And being this Guardian, that's a pretty big weight too. But I'm glad I have you to help me."

      The light-hearted smile she had been wearing transmuted to something more sentimental. I saw a glistening in the corner of one of her eyes, like a tear was building.

      I hadn't known what to expect when we left Sydney's and Monica's room to go to our own room to talk, but I was a little worried it wouldn't go so well. Being caught with my pants down in a room with two other women—one of which I'd just fucked to another planet—was not the best lead-in to a nice conversation. But Alara had completely surprised me again. She was more complicated than I first thought…and our connection evidently was stronger than I'd given her or myself credit for.

      "So, about Sydney," I said.

      "Yes. We need to talk about that."

      "There's something I didn't mention before, something I didn't want to mention in front of the others—at least not in front of Monica."

      "What?"

      "When she and I…I mean, when we…"

      "When you had sex?"

      "Yeah, but at the end, when-"

      "When you rode her to the edge of ecstasy and thrust her into it?" Alara grinned.

      "Uh, okay."

      "Hey, I know what I'm talking about. Remember?"

      "Well, thanks. Yeah. Okay. So, right then, or maybe it was right after she vanished, I felt a surge…of energy."

      "Like with me?" Alara asked. "And with Nithia?"

      "Not as strong, but yeah, it was like that. I kinda still feel it."

      She looked forward, staring blankly, as if in thought. I waited.

      "That makes sense," she finally said.

      I knew she had the same notion I had, I just wanted to hear it from her too. "Yeah. I thought so too. She must've drawn in some of the essence which was meant for me when we were transported here."

      "Exactly." Alara then looked a little sad. "I did the best I could. The ritual wasn't meant to ever be performed by only one person. It was something the whole order would've taken part in doing."

      I wanted to comfort her. I could see she was being hard on herself again, bearing too much responsibility. I knew she did what she felt she had to do, given the circumstances—the sisters of her order no longer with her, and her desperate need for a new Guardian. "You did what needed to be done."

      "True," she said. "I just wish it hadn't affected Sydney or Monica."

      "Well, Sydney may be home now, on Earth. I hope so. I don't have any other explanation of why she vanished. It has to be that. Doesn't it?"

      "There's one way to find out."

      "How?" I asked. "I need to know she's okay, and Monica really needs to know. She's her best friend. I know she's still a wreck about being here, in Galderia, I mean. But it would probably help her to know her friend didn't vanish into oblivion—that she's actually home safe now."

      Alara nodded. "I'll need to commune with the gods again. It will take quite some time. And it's draining. I'll be no good to anyone after it for a while, but I can do it."

      "What do you need from me?"

      "Just time, and no interruptions. I'll need to be alone. Probably until morning."

      "You can do it here?"

      "I can," she said. "But I'll need you to watch over me. I may draw some attention…when I'm deep in prayer. I can't really control it, and I won't be able to stop once I start. The other guests in the inn might hear, but I can't be interrupted. If I am, it won't work."

      "Understood. I'll have Tara talk to Cormac and explain, at least enough so he knows to keep everyone away from this room. And I'll stand guard outside."

      Alara looked at me with great affection evident in her eyes. "Could you stay inside the room with me? I've never tried something quite like this—seeking such a specific answer, finding out if she's back on Earth and okay. I don't know quite what to expect."

      "I'll stay with you. Let me go and tell the others what we're doing first, then I'll be back to stay with you…however long it takes."

      "Thank you, Den."

      "Of course."

      "You know what this means, don't you?"

      "What do you mean?"

      "If you and Sydney having sex is what released her of the energy bond to you and to Galderia, and allowed her to return to Earth, then it's probably a way for Monica to go home too."

      Shit. She's right.

      "That makes sense."

      "Mm hmm."

      "But Monica isn't going to go for that. She's got her guy, Brad."

      "That's a problem."

      "Yeah. And I don't think we should tell her. Should we? I mean, I'd do what I had to do." I grinned and gave Alara a wink to let her know I was only giving her a hard time. "But telling her it's her only way home would basically be forcing her into it. I just couldn't do that."

      Alara smiled at me. "You're a good man, Den."

      "I don't know about all that. I just couldn't stomach doing something like that to a woman. But, not telling her the truth would be wrong too. Shit."

      "Let's take one thing at a time," Alara said.

      "Agreed."

      "Promise you'll stay awake and watch over me."

      "I promise."

      With our plan of action set, I left Alara for the short while it took me to return to Nithia, Tara, and Monica and explain to them what Alara was going to do. The three of them agreed to stay in Monica's room for the night, while I would stay with Alara to watch over her as she requested. I dispatched Tara to talk to Cormac and tell him only enough to get him to agree to give Alara and me complete privacy despite the raucous noise which might come from our room. Tara relayed back to me how Cormac laughed at hearing my request and bid me a lively evening of bedroom delights. He had the wrong idea, but as long as it meant Alara and I wouldn't be disturbed that was fine.

      The first hour was quiet. Alara whispered her prayers in a language I didn't understand. Her eyes were closed and she was in bed, on her back, above the covers. She had failed to tell me the entire ceremony was performed in the nude. So, sitting at the foot of the bed watching over her, but not being able to jump her bones, was tantamount to torture. I visited the washing basin more than once to splash some cool water on my face. I finally had to sit on the floor closer to the door, so I couldn't see her naked body.

      Whenever I got so miserably tired I was having trouble keeping from dozing off—I had drained myself quite a bit before all this started, after all—I got up and stood at the foot of the bed, looking at Alara for a few minutes. The sight of her curves and fully presented trim gave me enough of a boost to pull me quickly out of my drowsy state. The loud periods she'd warned me about were short-lived. One episode actually woke me up from an unintentional slumber.

      The whole event took about seven hours. It was the longest seven hours I'd ever experienced.

      I was sitting on the floor when she spoke to me. "Den, are you there?"

      "I'm here."

      "It is finished."

      I stood up and walked over to her. She was still lying in bed, her head on the pillow. Her eyes were open now.

      "She's safe," Alara said. "She's home…on your world."

      "Oh, that's good!"

      I was really relived I hadn't humped Sydney to death. "That's a relief."

      "You were really worried, weren't you?"

      "Well, yes. I guess I was. I was there when she disappeared. I just didn't want to be responsible for something…horrible."

      "You're not," Alara said. "You saved her. You rescued her, twice."

      "I suppose I did, maybe not on purpose the second time though."

      Alara reached for my hand, but I could see she was drained from the long night of prayer and communion, and whatever it took to gain the knowledge of Sydney's whereabouts. I closed most of the distance between our hands and took hold of hers.

      "Thank you, Alara. I know that was hard, but I appreciate it. And I'm sure Monica will be happy to hear the good news." Just not the sex part being the only way home, at least not right now.

      "You're welcome, Den. I did it not only for her, but for you. I'd do anything for you."

      "Then do one more thing for me, would you?"

      "What is it?"

      "Get some rest now. I'm sure the others are still asleep. Why don't you do the same. We can talk to them later."

      "Okay," she said. But a troubling look washed over her face.

      "What's wrong?" I asked.

      "In my communion I discovered more than I set out to learn."

      "What else?"

      She looked away from me and shook her head. She was clearly upset.

      "What else did you learn, Alara?"

      "I caused more harm than I realized. I thought I could manage the summoning on my own. I had to."

      "What do you mean, more harm?"

      She looked into my eyes and I saw a tear fall from the corner of one of hers. "Sydney and Monica weren't the only ones."

      "You mean others were transported here?"

      "Yes."

      "How many? Where?"

      "I don't know. At least eleven or twelve. Maybe more. All women."

      "Oh, shit. That's bad."

      "Of course, it's bad. It's horrible." Tears began to stream down her cheeks.

      I sat down beside her and leaned over to hold her. She reached up and embraced me as I did.

      "It's going to be okay," I said. I wasn't convinced of the truth of what I was telling her, but I wanted to believe it, and I knew she needed to hear it. It was all I had at the moment. I knew she needed me to be there for her, and that much I could do. Despite the fact that I had no say in my being transported to Galderia to become the new Guardian for her and her people, I felt partly responsible for the plight of these others she told me about. I already knew I needed to find them, to save them.

      After a few moments of silent comforting, I softly asked her again, "Where are they?"

      "I can't say for sure." She pulled back from my embrace just enough to look up at me. "But they're in the realm of the Dark One."

      Fuck.
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      I slept beside Alara for a few hours, but thoughts of the other dozen or so women from Earth, now somewhere in Galderia, likely in peril or at least panicked and confused, kept me from sleeping straight through. I tried to guess who they were. In my mind, I ran through the faces—and bodies—of the college babes I could recall, the ones which caught my eye on at least one occasion, the ones I likely had been picturing the day it all happened. I didn't know most of their names. A few I did—girls from my classes, Allison, Rachel, Stephanie, Keira…and Ms. Thompson, my insanely hot English Lit professor.

      I wrestled with the notion that I was partly responsible for their plight. And their beauty was at fault too. Ironic, I thought. Of course, none of us were really to blame, I realized. But I still felt responsible for them. The duty I felt I had to rescue them all made sleeping difficult.

      A week ago all I worried about was paying rent and getting good grades. Now I have to rescue a dozen women and save the world!

      I chuckled to ease the discomfort I felt when I realized I'd have to have sex with all of these women to return them to Earth. Sure, I was up for the sex. After all, they were hot. That's why I'd been daydreaming about them in the first place. And my arrangement with Sydney and Nithia—and throw Tara into the mix at some point, I was sure—might allow for such activities, if they knew what was at stake. But the discomfort I felt was with the fact that I wasn't prepared to force any of these other women into getting jiggy with me. I'd have to get all of them to want to do it. Talk about pressure. And I couldn't even tell them it was their ticket home. That'd be the same as forcing them, I thought. The whole thing made me feel like an ass, and I hadn't even done anything yet.

      I shut my eyes again and tried to get the problem out of my head. Do they have sheep in Galderia? If not, what do they count when they're trying to go to sleep?

      An image of crazy-looking pissed off deadly-looking sheep with jagged bloody fangs popped into my head. One-by-one, each of them hopped and floated over a white picket fence to land on the other side.

      Oh, come on!

      Thankfully counting monster sheep seemed to work the same as counting regular ones. I don't know how long it took—at least seventy of them—but I evidently fell asleep at some point.

      I felt Alara nudging me in the arm. I opened my eyes and turned my head toward her. She had propped herself up on her pillow, so I got an eyeball full of boob. No complaint about that alarm clock.

      I felt rested despite how little I'd slept.

      "I've been thinking," she said.

      "Yeah?"

      "When we tell them about Sydney-"

      "Monica will be happy to hear she's safe," I said.

      "Yes," Alara said. "I'm sure she will. But we don't need to point out the energy you felt from being with her. You know? I don't think that's something they need to know."

      "Yeah. I was thinking about that last night…and about the other women you said are out there, somewhere. It's the same with Monica. Maybe I could send her home now. Maybe I should. But telling her she has to have sex with me, holding something like that over her, or the others, that's…Talk about a pickup line."

      Alara smiled then leaned over to kiss me on the forehead. "I know. Give Monica some time with us…with you. Maybe on her own…"

      "Yes, at least right now. That's the best I can think of too. Maybe she'll put two and two together on her own and take the plunge."

      "You're an impressive man," Alara said. "I doubt she'll be able to resist for long."

      "Yeah?" I looked at her naked body on full display before me. "What about you?" I raised my eyebrows and few times and grinned.

      She cocked her head to the side and scanned my body from chest to down below. "Oh, I'm not so easily swayed." She grinned. She moved over to the other side of the bed, slid off, and stood up. "We should go share the good news about Sydney."

      "Well, damnit. You're right, of course."

      Alara walked over to where she'd dropped her clothes and began putting them on. "I may know where one of the women might be, or at least where she was," Alara said.

      I sat up and waited for her to continue, knowing whatever place she named would be where we would be going. Her words were about to hand me the next chapter in my fate.

      "In my vision, I kept seeing a place, a tower in the middle of a town. I didn't 'see' any of the women there, but I felt at least one of them might be there."

      "Did you recognize the place?"

      She nodded her head. "It's a port town on the coast of the Sea of Ronak. Pertlass."

      "Is it far?"

      She nodded again. "Five days, if all goes well."

      "If all goes well?"

      It's beyond the mountains. There's a series of valleys most of the way, but it's past where we faced…Saber-Kong? Is that what you called it?"

      "Yeah."

      "The sea provides some protection for our land, but that close there'll be more…" She looked dismayed.

      "More shit trying to kill us?"

      "Yes."

      "Awesome." If she had any sense of sarcasm, she knew I meant the opposite of awesome. I laid it on thick.

      A few minutes later we were knocking on the door to the slumber party room. Nithia answered. "Good morning, you two. How'd it go?"

      She was dressed—savage bikini fashion, as usual. She stepped aside and Alara and I entered. Monica was standing near her bed, also already dressed—evidently in something she'd borrowed from Tara. The blouse and skirt were a little snug. Monica filled them out well, but Tara was clearly a little smaller than she was. Tara wasn't in the room. I could tell Monica had been waiting to hear the news from us.

      "She's safe," I said. "Back on Earth, in Austin."

      Monica let out a sigh of relief. "Oh, thank goodness." She took a few breaths while looking down at the floor. Then she turned her eyes on me. "So, what about us?"

      I knew she didn't mean us as a couple. She clearly meant, how the hell do we get home? I thought about the conversation Alara and I had. "We'll figure it out," I said, approaching her. Nithia stepped toward me as I got near her too. She extended her arm and I did the same, taking hold of her. She leaned on me. "At least we know it's possible," I said to Monica. "If we stick together, we'll figure out how to get you home." I felt guilty keeping the knowledge of my sex transporter ability from her. But I would have it ready for her whenever she chose to use it, albeit unknowingly. I almost told her the whole truth right then, but I glanced to Alara, who evidently knew what I was thinking. She slowly shook her head to signal for me to keep quiet about that, for now.

      "I see you got new clothes," I said to Monica, changing the subject in an attempt to distract her from the fact she'd lost the companionship of her best friend. It was a pathetic ruse, but I felt the need to get us off topic, for her emotional sake…and for mine.

      She glanced down at herself. "Yes. Tara." I was right about why they were a little snug. Tara's breasts and hips were far from disappointing, but Monica had a fuller figure.

      I smiled and nodded my approval, trying to boost her mood with the implied compliment.

      "Where is she, by the way?" Alara asked. "Tara."

      Nithia lifted her head from my shoulder to answer. "She said something about helping Cormac with breakfast for the guests."

      "That sounds good," I said. "I don't know about you ladies, but I'm starving."

      The three of them agreed we should head downstairs and eat. I wanted to update Tara too. And knowing we were about to set out on an arduous journey to Pertlass, I knew I would be asking Cormac for help. I wondered if he'd leave his beloved inn to once again journey into trouble for a good cause.

      Alara and I would soon share what she'd learned about the woman in Pertlass in need of help, but not for a little while. We wanted to let the news of Sydney's safe return home sink in first. We also privately agreed to leave out any mention of all the other women for the time being. One more rescue was enough to deal with. When the time was right, we'd tell the others the full scope of what she and I planned to accomplish. I had little doubt Nithia and Tara would go with us.

      Tara was downstairs serving up food to a half dozen guests of the inn. She was happy to hear Sydney was safe back in Austin. Cormac floated in and out of the kitchen. He greeted us for a brief moment, but had little time to talk until we'd nearly finished eating. It was then that we told him what happened to Sydney, and then we told all of them about the other woman Alara had seen, or felt to be, in Pertlass, and of our intention to go there to rescue her.

      "That's not a friendly town," Cormac said.

      "Oh, no," Tara said. "Full of cutthroats and all kinds of dangerous men."

      "And women," Cormac said, glancing at Tara, apparently making the remark as a show of respect for Tara's abilities, or something. I wasn't quite sure, but she took it in stride and agreed.

      "So, you're staying here?" I asked. "I understand. You have a business to run, after all. I was hoping you both might come with us. But-"

      Cormac looked at Tara. She nodded to him, seeming to read his mind. He turned back to me. "And let you have all the fun? Not a chance!"

      Fun? I knew I could hold my own in a fight, having faced more in the last week than all my years before then, but Cormac and I clearly had a different idea about what constituted fun.

      "Yeah. We're going with you," Tara said. "Someone needs to keep an eye on you." She winked at me. I knew there was little chance it went unnoticed by everyone at the table, but that was Tara. Evidently the other girls were used to her ways by now. I didn't hear a huff or see a daggered glance among them.

      "Monica." I looked at her sympathetically. "I know you've been through a lot." I glanced at Cormac. "I'm sure Cormac will put you up here until we return. You'll be safe here."

      He nodded.

      "No," she said. "I'm going."

      I was surprised by her answer, and so was everyone else at the table, by the looks on their faces. I gave her an inquisitive stare.

      She addressed Cormac. "I appreciate your hospitality." She looked at everyone at the table. "You all have been very kind." She faced me. "You're the only person I know here." She glanced to the others again. "No offense to the rest of you."

      Everyone nodded or gave a polite dismissive hand gesture.

      "I want to go home," she said. "But until then, I'm staying with you."

      "Okay, then," I said, slightly nodding to her. "We all go together then."

      We took the next hour preparing. Cormac and Tara did whatever they needed to do to hand over the running of the inn while they were gone. The rest of us gathered our things.

      Thinking about Monica going with us made me feel more guilty for not telling her the truth about what Alara and I suspected was the reason Sydney was transported back home. As we were preparing to leave on our journey, I recalled how Monica was ready to join Sydney in the afternoon romp with me back in my apartment, before all this shit started. She deserves to know now, not later. Especially before heading out on a trip which will likely end up being dangerous for all of us.

      I resolved to tell Monica the truth before we left, and I shared my decision with Alara. After all, she would need to back up my story to Monica. Otherwise, it would seem like a pathetic attempt to get her into bed with me. Alara and I agreed we wouldn't be able to convince the other Earth women out there in Galderia—wherever they were—of the truth of my sex transporting ability, but Monica had seen it first hand.

      We took Monica aside just after Nithia and Tara went down the hall.

      "Monica," I said, blocking the doorway of her room before she stepped out. Alara had already gone into Monica's room. "We need to tell you something important."

      She looked confused and concerned. I'm sure the intensity of my tone clued her in to how big a deal what I was about to say was.

      "What is it?" she asked.

      I glanced to Alara. She nodded to me.

      "We think we know how Sydney was transported back home," I said.

      Alara took a step closer to Monica. "We're actually pretty sure about it."

      "What? Really?" Monica was taken aback and clearly keen to hear what we had to say.

      I took a breath, bracing myself for what her reaction might be.

      "Well?" she said.

      "It's a long story," I said, "but the short version is…when I was brought here-"

      "Brought here?" Monica interrupted, surprised by my choice of words.

      "Yes," I said, glancing briefly at Alara. "Somehow what was meant for me caught you and Sydney up in the mix." I paused a beat expecting her to say something, but she stayed silent, waiting for me to go on. "Whatever energy was meant for me—the energy that brought me here—got trapped inside Sydney. And…"

      Alara spoke up. "And he released it, freeing Sydney to return home."

      Monica's eyes were as wide open as any woman's I'd ever seen. "So…when you two had sex…you…"

      "Gave her an out-of-this-world experience," I said, wrinkling my nose and lifting my eyebrows apologetically.

      "Fuck me," Monica said.

      "That's sort of the idea," Alara said.

      "Hey!" I snapped my head to scowl at Alara. "Not cool."

      "It's alright," Monica said, surprising the hell out of me. I thought she'd be flipping out at that point, but she was eerily calm.

      "It is?" I asked.

      "It makes about as much sense as the rest of this," she said. She gazed at the floor for a moment, then looked back up at me. "Let me think this over."

      "So?" I wasn't sure where that put things, in terms of Monica going with us, or if she wanted me to punch her ticket for the trip back home.

      "I'm going with you," she said. "That much is for sure. I want to go home, but while I was up for it before…You know." She looked me up and down. "Brad and I…Well, I just can't deal with this right now." She nodded between us, clearly signaling she wanted to get through and head out of the room.

      I stepped aside. "Of course. I just thought you should know."

      When she stepped into the hallway, she paused, but didn't turn around to face us. "Thanks, Dennis."

      “Of course,” I said.

      We met Nithia, Tara, and Cormac downstairs. With everyone ready, I asked if we had transportation. Much to my disappointment, my suspicion that there were indeed no horses in all of Darguna was confirmed.

      We set out on foot for Pertlass.
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      Five days journey to Pertlass included all of the stops along the way to deal with sore feet and general fatigue. We also ran into a another group of travelers. Thankfully they weren't trying to kill us this time. Two men and a woman were making their way to Darguna. They'd come from the mountains just north from where we met them, which was halfway to Pertlass from Darguna. They appeared…less domesticated. Not quite wild, but like they spent little time in towns…or among other people. Tara said they were Balinites. "Hill people," she said, after they'd parted company with us. Meeting them set me to wonder about who else or what else lived in Galderia.

      I shared my curiosity with the others and that set off a series of conversations. Cormac recounted some of the peoples he'd fought alongside in distant lands, describing some of their peculiar ways, such as the Fektals north of a town called Tiern, across the Sea of Ronak. They once lived in much greater numbers, spreading down the coastline across the sea, but had been culled over thirty years by the Dark One, as he rose to power and expanded his domain. The Fektals, Cormac said, lived in small tribes of no more than twenty people, each separating themselves geographically from the other tribes by a mile or so. But despite this pattern of living, they maintained an intense sense of solidarity with the other tribes, joining together whenever a great labor or an outside threat required their efforts in greater numbers. "It is thought," Cormac said, "they struggled to meet the Dark One's forces as he cleaved the routes between different clusters of tribes. They survive still," he said. "But they seem to have migrated away from the coastal areas, moving to the more remote regions of the north."

      Monica tried her best to make the sororities of UT Austin sound equally serious. I kept my amusement to myself out of respect for her current predicament and the emotional havoc I was sure that was playing on her. She had everyone's attention as she talked about the close ties the girls in her sorority had with one another and the activities they did together. She left out the wild parties I knew her sorority engaged in. I would have been more interested in those tales, but to Alara and the others, the day-to-day of college sorority life somehow seemed interesting. After hearing her for a while, it hit me—maybe if I'd paid more attention to what the girls at college were interested in I would've had more success in the dating department, I thought. Well, all it took was traveling to another planet and becoming a He-man barbarian savior. Chicks dig that too, I guess.

      The walk was long, yes. But we managed to avoid most of the hills by following a series of valleys which ran between the mountains. We took fresh water from creeks on more than one occasion, and the weather was mild—only once raining. The shower was short-lived and appreciated by everyone. It felt good to wash the dust and sweat from our bodies. It came upon us suddenly. None of us had our cloaks on. We were carrying them atop the packs on our backs. Cormac let out a quiet chuckle when he saw me observing how the rain-soaked tops clung to all four women. Feeling no shame in taking in the beauty of nature, I shrugged in response to him.

      Cormac had loaded us up with ample food for the trip. Everyone carried some, though his load and mine were, of course, heavier than the girls' packs. We camped by fire each night, supplementing the food we'd brought with rabbit one night and something like wild boar the next. We had Tara and her skill with her bow to thank for those meals. Cormac, Tara, and I took shifts on watch each night, while Alara, Nithia, and Monica slept through.

      The time we spent together—walking, sharing stories and meals, looking out for one another—brought us closer. I got the sense the women were indeed forming a kind of sisterhood. Alara had been wanting to fill the void left when the women of her order were slain. Monica was used to having her sorority, and now had the closest thing to it she could hope for in her short time here. Nithia and Tara seemed to be adapting to the arrangement, despite lacking experience being part of a tight-knit group of women. Nithia rarely spoke of her sister, but I guessed joining up with Alara—who spent as many years with her as Nithia had—made Nithia feel close to her sister in some way.

      Cormac and I were a couple of guys ready to take on whatever came our way. I wasn't looking for trouble, but I got the impression he might be…for old time sake. But he was good company, and a strong arm to have on our side. We both appreciated the company of the women in our own ways, but even though he clearly noticed their allure, he never once made a play for any of them. He seemed to respect that Alara, Nithia, and I were in a thing. As for Monica, we both knew to give her space on that front. And Tara was basically his adopted younger sister, which made her ongoing flirting with me in his presence awkward, but nobody could tell Tara what to do, it seemed.

      "There it is." Cormac raised his hand with fingers pointing toward a town in the distance. It was at the end of the descending plain we now walked on, having just come over a small hill. The late afternoon sun shimmered off the many small buildings which were clustered together in a rough circle, the edges of which were clipped from view by trees on slightly elevated land. The town extended what looked like a considerable distance—it was hard to tell exactly how far from where we were—to the edge of the sea.

      "Oh, thank you!" Monica said, so loud we all looked at her. "Sorry," she said, "but I'm really not an outdoorsy type."

      "Well, I wouldn't have known," Nithia said. "You seemed to take it well the last few days."

      Monica shrugged. "I didn't have a choice—unless I stayed in Darguna—but now that we're here…I'm really hoping they have a hotel with a spa."

      "A what?" Tara asked.

      "Huh," I said. Is she serious?

      Monica looked at each of our incredulous faces. "Not a thing here?"

      Alara and I both shook our head.

      "Probably not a thing," I said.

      We made our way down to the edge of town. Pertlass was much larger than Darguna. By the time we reached the most outlying buildings—some houses and a couple of artisan shops—I could see nothing but more of the town ahead of me as far as I looked. The dirt roads and small buildings—some wood, some stone, thatched roofs and tiled roofs—went on to my left and to my right blending into the trees at each side of town. Unlike Darguna, Pertlass was filled with people. Nearly every street had several people walking around, doing their business, talking to one another, going wherever it was they were going. Our arrival went unnoticed among the scores of other people who were milling about just in the area where we were.

      Seeing that many people in Galderia for the first time gave me a better sense of the range of what passed for normal clothes. Turns out the savage-land bikini outfits Alara and Nithia wore weren't unique, but more of the women in Pertlass dressed in skirts and more modest tops. Though, I admit, only two or three of the women I saw could pull off the Cimmerian two-piece outfits Alara and Nithia were rocking. Basically everyone looked like the extras in the Guy Ritchie King Arthur movie—a little dingy, OId-World-looking, but not too authentic to any period in the history I was familiar with. And the way that everything looked like it might smell in that movie, yeah, it smelled about like that—not great. Evidently, if there was a spa in town, most people didn't go there very often.

      We made our way into the heart of the town. I kept an eye out for the tower Alara had said we'd find. It wasn't long before I spotted it—the top of it rising above the surrounding buildings. Alara saw it too. It looked to be several streets away still.

      I pointed to the top of the tower in the distance. "That's where Alara said we might find her."

      "What do we know about that place?" Nithia asked.

      Alara glanced at me. I could tell she didn't know quite what to say. I didn't want to scare Monica or Nithia, but they needed to know we were likely heading into a dangerous situation.

      Cormac spoke up. "That place is the last place in town we want to be found." He looked past Tara to me. "But we're going there, aren't we?"

      I shrugged. "Wouldn't be a rescue if it was easy, right?"

      Cormac chuckled and nodded.

      "What do we actually know about the place?" Tara asked, quickening her step to place herself back between Cormac and me.

      "I've heard rumors," Cormac said. "A number of the bad men I've encountered—the kind who'd kill you for nothing more than looking at them wrong or just to pass some time—they mentioned the Pertlass tower…fondly."

      "Oh, that's just great," Monica said. She looked at Cormac and me, then to Tara, Nithia, and Alara. "And we're going to stroll in there and save the girl?"

      "You're right, Monica," I said. "It's probably too dangerous."

      "Duh," she said. "But we can't leave her there, though."

      I shook my head. "Nobody said anything about leaving her. Alara.”

      "Yes, Den."

      "We're going to find a place for you four to stay. Cormac and I will go into the tower."

      "I'm going too," Tara said. "You guys need me."

      "Tara," Cormac said. "Maybe Den is right. We don't know what we'll face in there."

      "Going," she said.

      Alara held her silver staff up. "Not exactly helpless here either. I don't think you two-"

      "Three," Tara interrupted.

      "Three," Alara continued, "going in is going to be enough. That place is bound to have guards…and who knows what."

      "We're getting ahead of ourselves," Nithia. "We should try to find out more about the place before anyone tries to get inside."

      "She has a point," Monica said.

      Cormac looked as if he'd thought of something pleasant. "The local tavern."

      "Yes," I said. "The tower will have a reputation. Someone there might give us some dirt on the place."

      "Dirt?" Tara asked.

      "It means some information," Monica said.

      "Oh, right." Tara nodded, and looked as if she was adding the word to a mental list.

      We walked the streets for a few more minutes, eventually asking one of the many locals we came upon where we might find the local watering hole.

      "Travelers, eh?" the grizzly man said. He wore brown pants and a faded brown shirt—a hole in it over his left elbow. His hair was greasy and he showed his yellowed chipped teeth when he smiled at us. "Well, you're in luck, friends." He staggered briefly, before putting his hands out to his sides to regain his balance. "The Jagged Blade serves the strongest drink this side of the sea." He laughed and I could smell the proof of his words on his breath. He clearly knew what he was talking about.

      Oh, that sounds like a nice place.

      "Could you tell us how to get there?" I asked.

      "Sure," he said. He pointed to a nearby building. "It's just…No." He looked around and pointed to another building. "No." Finally, he turned again to face the road ahead of us, which veered off to the right. "Yes. That's the way. Not far."

      "Thanks," I said, a little wary about the quality of his directions.

      "Yes. Thank you," Nithia said, sounding more genuinely appreciative than I did.

      He smiled. Then his expression shifted, taking on a serious look. He leaned in close to me. I held my breath to cope with the smell. "Watch your step in there. Some wretched ones in there. You hear me?"

      I nodded, not wanting to let any air exchange. Wretched hive of scum and villainy. Got it.

      He leaned back, then smiled again. "Welcome to Pertlass!" He laughed, finishing it with a wet cough—thankfully after he'd stumbled himself around. He raised his hand to gesture goodbye as he walked away from us.

      We found the place a few minutes later. The man's directions had been on the mark despite his condition. I figured he had been there so often he had a sense for where it was, even if he couldn't walk straight.

      The namesake hung above the door, one end of the sword slightly lower because of the loose link in the black chain which held it dangling from two iron hooks in the heavy beam which braced the awning atop two thick wooden posts. The blade—indeed jagged from chinks and chips which seemed to have come from heavy use in the weapon's past life—faced down toward any would-be customer. I took it as a clear warning of what might await on the other side of the door, but I hoped my imagination was overstepping the reality.

      "What a quaint place," Tara said, stepping in front of me and reaching for the handle.

      "Yeah, quaint." I rolled my eyes, but I doubt anyone noticed. I glanced to Monica and she was staring at the sword. Alara and Nithia were behind me. Cormac had his hands on his hips and a big grin on his face. He looked like he didn't have a care in the world and was eager to enjoy himself.

      Maybe he has the right idea.

      As Tara pulled the door open, someone barreled into it from the other side, knocking her back into me. She tipped back onto her heels and I caught her with my arms underneath hers. The wide-waisted man plodded out and stepped through our company without a word, though he did grumble considerably. I heard him continue as he walked off.

      Tara looked up at me, still propped up on my arms. "Thanks, hero." She shifted her feet to stand upright, quickly moving her chest forward before I pulled my arms away from her. "Ooh," she said, as she pressed her boobs into my hands with her first step away from me. I dropped my arms, shaking my head.

      "You two done yet?" Alara poked me in the back with one finger.

      I didn't answer, instead moving through the doorway behind Tara and Cormac, hoping for less jeopardy inside.

      Little did I know, within twenty minutes I'd regret visiting the Jagged Blade.
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      It all started decent enough. The place was busy, lively even. At first glance, I didn't see anything too alarming. The place was bigger than Cormac's—about twenty tables and a bar which ran around two sides of the room. Only a few heads turned when we walked in, but nobody stopped doing what they were doing—conversations, laughter, back slapping, an arm-wrestling match, some pinching of the asses of two admittedly fine waitresses, and a man in the corner of the room playing a stringed instrument I didn't recognize. He had a young woman leaning against his shoulder, giving him groupie eyes.

      We moved through the crowd—most seated, some were standing or milling about—eventually taking our places at a large round empty table near the back. I was a concerned when we'd first entered how everyone would react to my sheathed sword, and to Cormac's axe, which he had slung over his back with the leather strap attached. Evidently it was an open-carry town. A third of the other patrons had weapons of their own. Not one person gave us a sideways glance. We all unslung our packs and placed them on the floor in the corner behind our table, where nobody could get to them without passing us first. Not only had we brought our food, but my pack, Nithia’s, and Alara's—and probably Cormac's—had a fair amount of coin hidden inside, thanks to Cormac's generosity.

      We decided it best to blend in as much as possible before hitting up anyone for word about the tower compound. A woman came over and we ordered drinks and some food to snack on—a hunk of cheese, some bread, and a bowl of nuts.

      I could see Cormac was checking out the room. He seemed to be judging the layout and admiring how busy the place was. Monica sat beside me, scooting her chair close to mine. I didn't take it as a come on. I could see she was anxious about being in the tavern. I caught her eyes darting around the room in response to each overly loud noise.

      "Don't worry," I said, leaning closer to her. "They're just having a good time."

      She placed her hand on the back of my wrist without making eye contact with me. "I know," she said, unconvincingly.

      Nithia seemed to be listening to the music, zeroing in on it through the chatter in the room, which was considerable. Her head gently bobbed with the rhythm of the tune. The corners of her mouth curled slightly, and Alara had to nudge her to get her to respond when the waitress asked if she needed another drink.

      "Oh, no. Thank you," she said, looking up to the woman. Then she settled back into the music.

      Alara remained watchful, scanning the room, as if on guard. She didn't look tense, but I could tell she was focused on making sure we weren't caught off guard. I had no problem with that plan and was glad she was keeping a lookout.

      Cormac managed to finish three glasses of grog while the rest of us were still working on our first or second. I didn't say anything about it, though. He was a big guy, and I guessed he knew how to handle his drink.

      Tara made a show of reaching across the table to the bowl of nuts in front of me and taking a large one in her fingers. She looked me in the eyes as she drew it to her lips and opened her mouth just enough to hold it halfway inside, pressing her lips on it, then pushing the tip of her tongue out slightly around the side of it to caress it.

      I couldn't help but grin at her flirtation. It was so overt it was comical…but also effective. A moment later she released the nut into her mouth and rolled it around so that one of her cheeks bulged out. I saw her swallow to clear the saliva no doubt built up in her mouth, but she kept the nut pressed to the inside of her right cheek. "Mmm. Good nut," she said. Then she bit into it and slowly chewed it.

      I stood up before Tara put me in a predicament which would keep me from doing so in front of everyone. "Okay. I'm going to see if anyone can tell us anything about the tower."

      Cormac and Alara nodded. Monica reluctantly slid her arm off my wrist as I stood. Nithia was still caught up listening to the music across the room. Tara stood too.

      "I'll go with you," she said, taking another nut from the bowl and popping it into her mouth.

      "Alright," I said, knowing it would be hard to tell her to stay at the table. She practically skipped around the table to meet me, looping her arm around mine when she stepped beside me. "So," she said, looking around the room, "who should we try first?"

      "Maybe the bartender. Just let me do the talking. Okay?"

      "I'll be a good girl. I promise." She rubbed the side of her face against my shoulder, like a cat marking her territory.

      "Somehow I'm not so sure."

      We walked between the tables, heading for where the bartender was serving someone.

      I heard a loud smack.

      "Hey!" Tara snapped her head to her right, looking back at a man we'd just passed. "Not yours!"

      I turned to see the offender, who was laughing now. He was a small man, with a patchy beard. His hairline was receding and he had a bad complexion.

      "You play it right, and you could be," he said.

      Somehow, he seemed to think he was catnip for women. He had the look of delusional confidence on his face.

      "Keep your hands to yourself, little man." I threw in 'little man' to be a jerk to the guy on purpose. I was pissed he'd smacked Tara's ass. She didn't care for it either.

      "Not that I'd even feel it from you," she said, "but there's no way you're getting any of this."

      The double verbal smackdown evidently pushed his buttons hard enough to set him off. His smug expression shifted to rage. He rose as dramatically as he could, even shoving his chair down with his hand—apparently since he'd failed to knock it over when he stood, as he had intended.

      "Maybe I ought to teach you two a lesson." He jutted his stubby hand at both of us as he spoke.

      I was puzzled. The guy came up to my solar plexus, if that. His arms were putty, and he didn't have a weapon on him, as far as I could tell.

      "Wow." It just came out. What the hell is this guy thinking? Somebody get some meds for this Napoleon complex. I was pretty sure I could curl him with one arm—one of my huge barbarian Guardian-of-Carnera arms! What the fuck?

      "Look guy," I said, trying to diffuse the situation so Tara and I could get on with our business of talking to the bartender, "she's with me. Got it? We'll drop it, but keep your hands to yourself next time. Okay?"

      "Everything alright?" Alara yelled from our table.

      I turned to call back to her. "Yeah! Everything's fine!"

      I turned to face the handsy jackass again, but a pile of bricks walloped me in the face…at least, it felt like a pile of bricks. I staggered back a few feet and grabbed the side of my head, slowly shaking it off.

      "Den!" Tara called out.

      I moved my jaw and stretched the skin around my nose to make sure nothing felt broken. I seemed to have no more than rapid-onset headache and a good amount of bruising coming my way soon.

      How the hell did he?

      I regained focus in my eyes and looked for the man, but the little punk was mostly hidden behind the two behemoths who clearly were with him. One of them had sucker punched me. The one on my left grinned, slightly raising his arm from his side. His fist was still clenched. Bingo. Pile of bricks.

      I looked at Tara to make sure she was still okay. She hurried to my side.

      "Get back," I said, feeling my adrenaline swell. "I need to have a word with these gentlemen."

      She moved behind me, and the people seated at the tables around me and Napoleon's two thugs retreated into whatever space they could find between the other tables.

      "Be careful, Den," Tara said. The sound of her voice flowed over me like honey. The fact I wasn't just fighting for myself seemed to kick me into high gear. I felt a charge course throughout my body. I knew that energy had to go somewhere.

      Both of the little man's enforcers matched me in size, but I wasn't worried. I scowled at them. "What are you waiting for?" I jutted my chin up briefly, as if to say it was their move.

      They hesitated for a moment. Then the thought flashed through my mind that one or both of them might have a weapon of some sort. I realized I'd left my sword leaning against my pack behind our table. The possibility of dealing with them on these terms didn't scare me, but I still hoped they'd come at me unarmed.

      They did.

      The one who'd clocked me a moment ago, stepped up and took another swing at me. This time I was ready, and whatever juice Alara's priestess magic had filled me with flowed throughout my body. I moved with blinding speed, ducking the man's clumsy attack. I stepped into the gap and drove a body blow into him. He doubled over as the air rushed out of him.

      His buddy pushed him aside and moved up, thrusting his leg out to kick me while I was still leaning forward. His heel struck my chest, but I caught hold of it at the same time, softening the blow. He got off balance when I kept a good grip on his boot. I twisted it with a snap while rushing toward him. After I heard the crack from his ankle, I pushed his leg away with both hands, sending him flying onto the floor ten feet away from me. His head struck the legs of a couple of chairs before he came to rest half underneath a table, which was abandoned just in time.

      The first guy hadn't learned his lesson. Right after I took the other guy out of commission, the one I'd dealt the body blow threw an uppercut. I barely got out of the way. I felt the side of his knuckles graze my ear. I twisted and came down hard with my right fist against the side of his head. He hit the ground like an oversized stack of dropped college textbooks—falling heavy and spreading out in all directions upon impact.

      "Ow! Shit that hurts!" Something sharp pierced my side, just above the waist of my leather loincloth. I instinctively recoiled from the attack, stumbling into a chair beside me. I grabbed hold of the side of the table to brace myself and saw little Napoleon shit-head holding his bloody dagger. He was grinning, but I could see the blade was only a couple inches long. Fitting.

      I pushed myself up to stand and placed a hand over the wound, which hurt like hell, but evidently hadn't gone too deep.

      "You little!" Tara practically screamed the words at the guy, then, with a move which would've made a chorus line girl proud, she did a high front kick to the little bastard's face. He flew back onto the table behind him. It hurt a little when I laughed at seeing the three people at that same table lifting their drinks out of the way of the now unconscious handsy little man.

      Tara came to my side and hugged me. I couldn't help but wince a little when she brushed up against the dagger wound in my side, but I welcomed her embrace nonetheless.

      With her still in my arms, I glanced around to make sure there weren't any other attackers. A few people raised their mugs in an apparent gesture of respect for me and Tara.

      "About time someone put that little shit in his place," an elderly gray-haired man said from a nearby table.

      There were several comments of agreement. I heard clapping from across the room, which had previously quieted down while most people watched the fight. I glanced to our table where the clapping sounded. It was Cormac, standing beside his chair, looking at me with a big grin—still clapping.

      Monica, Nithia, and Alara were looking over to Tara and me too. Alara was standing with her staff in her hand. I guessed she had been ready to join the fight, but it started and ended too quickly for her or Cormac to get involved.

      I saw one of the waitresses leaning over to talk with a couple of men who were still seated but had moved themselves and their chairs out of the way during the scuffle. One of the men nodded to her and then both men got up and proceeded to lift the unconscious dagger-wielding little thug from the atop the table he'd landed on. They carried him to the front door, which someone opened for them. Then they took him outside.

      I slid my hand between Tara and me to put some pressure on the wound from the dagger. It still didn't feel like the blade had gone too deep, but there was a growing aching feeling radiating into me from where the dagger struck. My knees got a little weak and I started having trouble seeing.

      "Den!" Tara tightened her grip around me as I shifted my feet to stay upright.

      I glanced at the floor ahead of me and saw a blur of someone dragging away one of the two brutes I'd taken down. I had a quick thought of that being good because it cleared the area for me. I saw the floor zooming toward my face, then I felt a powerful impact against the whole front side of my body.
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      "He's waking up!" My vision was still coming back, but I could tell by her voice it was Nithia standing over me. She gently pressed herself against my chest. I felt her breasts squeeze against me and I drew in a whiff of her sweet scent. She lifted herself off me, and I felt a sense of mild disappointment. I was still alive.

      My head felt sore, mostly on the front though. I had a general achy feeling throughout my body. But I blinked my eyes open and my vision quickly returned. Nithia stood over me—her buxom chest a welcome sight matched evenly by the beauty of her face as she smiled at me.

      "I'm glad you're back," she said.

      "Yeah." I glanced to my sides and saw I was in another room. Alara and Tara were to my left, just behind Nithia. Monica was to my right. I saw Cormac seated just past her. It was quieter where we were than the main room of the tavern. I couldn't see much of the room, but I spotted some black iron pots hanging from a rack about ten feet away. There was an erratic flicker to the light in the room and I could feel a radiating warmth. Big fireplace, I thought. "Where'd I go?" I asked, still trying to make sense of what happened.

      Nithia chuckled. "Well, you went straight to the floor. That's where."

      My head cleared more and I began to piece it together. I reached for my side to feel the wound from the dagger, which I realized had been poisoned. I felt a clump of damp mushy something there. I lifted my head slightly and looked down at it.

      "It's an herbal compress," Nithia said. "It probably saved your life."

      Alara stepped up to me. "She said it would draw the rest of the poison out before long."

      I gave her an inquisitive look. "She?"

      Alara moved aside and I saw an older woman wearing a faded yellow apron which strained to keep her plump waist and chest gathered in. She had wavy gray-white hair that came to the tops of her shoulders. She reminded me of a school lunch lady.

      "No probably about it," she said. "If I hadn't used momma's old recipe to patch you up, you'd be feeding the worms by now."

      Feeding the worms? Geeze, lady.

      "Thanks." I nodded to her slightly.

      "You're welcome. I'm glad somebody put that little shit in his place. He and his hired hands think they run the neighborhood. Well…" she pulled a grin high enough to wrinkle almost every inch of her face. "He probably doesn't think that anymore."

      "How long have I been out?" I remembered why we were in Pertlass, and I hoped my mishap hadn't wasted too much time. It'd be a shitty rescue attempt if the damsel in distress died or disappeared while I was passed out on the floor from a bar fight.

      "Not long," Alara said. "Cormac carried you in here a few minutes after it happened."

      "Thanks, buddy," I called out to Cormac, who was still sitting across the room. He raised his arm so I could see him wave to me.

      Tara gently touched the medical compress on my side. "Jan says this will make the poison harmless. Doesn't take long."

      Jan? I hope I didn't bring a lunch lady to Galderia by mistake. I assured myself I hadn't, knowing there was no way I'd ever fantasized about her—not into that sort of thing.

      "Thanks, Jan," I said, repeating my appreciation for her help as a reason to say her name—to do an official greeting, sort of.

      "Happy to help, Den," she said. Evidently the girls had told her my name while I was out.

      I sat up and realized I'd been laying on a long stack of flour sacks. Explains the discomfort in my back. One of the sacks must've been slightly open or had a hole. I had flour on the back of my arms. I dusted myself off and realized I no longer felt the effects of the poison.

      "Wow," I said, glancing at the herbal mush on my side. "That stuff really works."

      Alara turned to Jan. "And he is good to get up and about? You said he'd be good as new. Right?"

      Jan stepped next to me and smacked my bare leg with her chubby hand, which was awkward. She made a point of doing it as close to my manhood as possible without actually inflicting any damage. "He should be up for whatever you women have in mind. Doesn't take long to clean that poison up."

      Tara chuckled, either from hearing what Jan had said or how far up my thigh she slapped me…or maybe from the look on my face.

      "Actually we did come here with a purpose," I said, quick to change the focus of the conversation. "Maybe you can help us…some more."

      "I'm happy to help a fine strong man like yourself." She glanced to Alara, Nithia, Tara, and Monica. "I'm sure you girls don't need my help though."

      "Uh, no," I said. "That's not what I meant."

      Jan chuckled. "I know it's not. I just wanted to see that expression on your face again."

      Tara giggled.

      "What can you tell us about the tower in town?" I asked, dusting some more flour off of me.

      The jovial expression which had been on Jan's face since I woke up suddenly disappeared. "You don't want to have anything to do with that place," she said.

      "Yeah, I figured as much," I said. "But what can you tell us about it? Is it heavily guarded?"

      Jan stepped back and looked at each of us with a suspicious eye. "You thieves?"

      "No," Alara said.

      I shook my head. "No. We're the good guys."

      Jan seemed to calm down. "I guess that makes sense." She walked over to a chair beside an oversized heavy oak table with some bowls on it and took a seat. She looked at the floor for a moment before turning her gaze back up to us. "Pertlass hasn't been the same since it was built."

      The girls and I gathered around her, pulling the other chairs in toward her and sitting down. Cormac was already sitting on the other side of the table. He didn't bother to move, though Jan's back was to him.

      She looked at each of us to make sure we were paying attention, then she began to tell her story. We listened for the next twenty minutes, as she told us what Pertlass was like many years ago, when she was fourteen working in the very same tavern, cleaning up spilled drinks and running plates of food to customers. She went on to describe a town filled with happy people—families, shopkeepers with big dreams, and travelers who'd come to town from far away to enjoy the many festivals Pertlass put on throughout the year. "The port was filled with small fishing boats back then," she said. "My father had one. He'd take me out in it with him every week and we'd bring home dinner."

      She told the story with a good flair and I could see the memories made her emotional. I felt sympathy for her. She clearly missed her father. I could relate, though it had been so long since I lost mine I didn't often think about it.

      She went on to describe some of the friends she had when she was a young woman. She made life in Pertlass seem idyllic and carefree. I was sold. I wanted to live there, but the fact she was telling us it used to be that way implied things in Pertlass had changed…for the worse. I knew the tower…or whoever was responsible for it, whoever lived there, was responsible for what had happened to Pertlass. She was building toward that reveal, I was hoping she'd get to the part about the tower before too long. She obviously had been telling stories for a long time. I knew my English Lit professor, Ms. Thompson, would approve of Jan's technique. Man is she hot! I was thinking of Ms. Thompson, not Jan.

      A few minutes later she got to the point, the tower. It had been built ten years ago, and shortly thereafter Pertlass became a haven for thieves, vagabonds, and dark-hearted mercenaries. The festivals ceased when one of them ended in a full-scale street war—basically the Galderian equivalent of the kung-fu and machete gang war in the alley in Big Trouble In Little China. I’m pretty sure kung fu wasn't involved, though.

      She went on to tell us how a man named Ruja Kurg—whose name made Cormac and Tara sit up—built the tower after coming across the Sea of Ronak with a small but ruthless band of mercenaries. They seized a number of buildings at the center of town, killing the few who dared to stand against them. Then they brought in workers from across the sea—probably slaves, from the way Jan described it—to begin construction on the tower. They quarried stone from mountains south of Pertlass and finished the project in just under a year. From the time Ruja set foot in Pertlass, he began setting up more and more criminal enterprises—extortion of shopkeepers, forced prostitution, death matches to settle disputes and to provide entertainment for him and his men, not to mention profit on the wagers put down on the fights.

      "Pertlass barely survived," she said. "Some families lost everything and moved on…or simply disappeared. I remember the Bobbins." She pressed her lips tightly together and sniffled. Then she shook her head for a moment. "That poor family lost everyone, everyone except the man." She looked up for a second, as if trying to remember something. "Seni. That was his name. He lost his wife. Didn't have any children, though. He owned one of the shops Ruja took over. Tried to get it back for over a year, but Ruja sent him a message. Not sure why he killed his wife and not Seni. He's just evil. Ruja. Poor Seni lost it after that. People say he just wandered off into the woods one day. Haven't seen him since."

      "That's horrible," Nithia said. She was right. What I was hearing made me saddened and angry. How could this happen? Then I remembered something someone once said, 'The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.' I didn't blame the townspeople, though. If what Jan was saying was true, they didn't stand a chance against this ruthless character. I felt the strength within me, almost as if it stirred to act, like it was being called…like I was being called.

      I glanced at Monica to see how she was taking all of this. Earth had its fair share of despots, but Austin, our home town, didn't have to deal with problems like this…at least as far as I knew. The only kingpins in Austin were the politicians and some bad-apple police—but most were decent enough. And last I checked there wasn't a dark tower in the middle of town acting as base of operations for an extortionist slave-running murderer. Dobie Tower and the riverside Hilton were innocent on all counts, as far as I knew. Monica looked disgusted, but not traumatized or in shock. I guessed she had always-on news channels to thank for her ability to deal with hearing things such as what Jan was telling us.

      "Hasn't anyone tried to stop him?" Tara asked.

      Jan looked at her. "Oh, yes. People have, but Ruja's men are seasoned fighters and the people of Pertlass are merchants, farmers…friendly people. But things settled down a few years ago…at least for us."

      "How so?" I asked.

      "Ruja and his men slipped more into the shadows. He's rarely been seen outside his tower compound in the last three years. And most of the time his men are off somewhere—people say leading roaming bands of mercenaries, doing to other places what they once did to us."

      The raid on Darguna…and Watsel.

      "I heard they're in league with unnatural creatures from the wilds of the north. Beasts." Her head tipped down. She was silent for a moment, then she took a deep breath and looked up again. "There have been signs he's getting back to his old ways here, though."

      "What signs?" Alara asked.

      "Some say they saw his men bringing women into the tower in chains in the dark of night. I know one woman escaped. She talked with someone on the north side of town before heading out of town with some strangers. I heard she said something about going home, but she didn't seem to know any place in Galderia. Maybe she was crazy. I don't know. But people say he kept one woman in his tower for himself. And his ship, which always sits in the harbor, left port a week ago. I hoped he and his men were on it—that they'd decided to leave Pertlass for good. But they hadn't. They've been seen around town, and the rumor is he's still up there in his tower." Jan took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh. She wiped the corner of her eye with her finger. "I wish somebody could stop him."

      "Cormac," I said, looking past Jan's shoulder to him. "We can't just sit by and let this go on, can we?"

      He shook his head. "If what she says about the place is true, about his men and how dangerous they are, we might be going into our last fight."

      Our last fight? I hoped he was dead wrong, but it was clear he might be right. I couldn't help but wonder, was this going to be the end of my grand adventure?

      "I sure hope not, but we came here to rescue the woman Alara saw in her vision. And this is the proof what she saw was true…though I never doubted her." Alara placed her hand on top of mine, as I continued, "We know what kind of monster we're dealing with too."

      "Den," Nithia said, "I'm afraid for you."

      I looked at her and seeing in her eyes the sincerity of her feelings for me warmed me inside. "If I am the Guardian, then this is what I'm here for, isn't it?"

      She nodded and I saw a tear in the corner of her eye.

      I looked at Alara, Nithia, and Tara. "You all have given me strength." Literally in two cases. "And Cormac, we've fought together once before and I would choose no other man to stand by my side in battle." I was really feeling the drama of my speech. I went with it, realizing we were about to head into a Frank Frazetta painting of raw conflict between heroes and demons—metaphorically speaking demons, I hoped. This was why I'd been chosen. This was my destiny. Yeah, I was drinking my own Cool-aid, but I couldn't help myself.

      "Well, I'm sure as hell not going," Monica said. We all looked at her. "It's not that I don't care," she said, clearly a little embarrassed by how her declaration came across in light of everything we'd just heard. I knew she didn't mean to say she didn't give a shit about the people of Pertlass or any of the other people who'd suffered at the hands of Ruja Kurg, but her timing was bad.

      "No," I said, looking to her and then to Alara, Nithia, and Tara. "You all will stay here. Cormac and I will go."

      "That's stupid," Tara said. "Two of you? I'm going too."

      Of course you want to go. I was simultaneously impressed and annoyed at Tara's insistence on always being in the action, no matter how dangerous.

      Alara glanced to her staff, which was leaning against the wall, then turned to me. "It's going to be difficult, Den. I can help." I saw her face tense up and she swallowed. It looked like she was holding back a well of emotion. "Too many have suffered. The sisters of my order…" She couldn't finish what she wanted to say. She struggled to keep tears in check.

      I placed my hand on her upper arm. "You would be fierce in a fight, I know. But I want you to stay with Monica and Nithia." I glanced at Tara and decided not to add her name to the list of people staying because I knew she'd argue the point right then and there. "I'm not planning on taking them all on. With just two of us-"

      Tara cleared her throat loudly.

      I looked at her and saw she wasn't going to back down on going along. "We are going to sneak in, if possible. I don't want to fight all his men. I just want to find the woman you saw and get her to safety…and to…"

      "Kill that bastard Ruja," Tara said.

      I looked at her. She was deadly serious. "Yes," I said. "He needs to be stopped."

      "But I can help," Alara said.

      I nodded to her. "You could, but I want you to check out what Jan said about the woman spotted on the north side of town. See if you can find who talked to her and what they know about her or the people she left with."

      "Why?" Alara asked. "You think she's another…"

      She didn't need to finish her sentence. I knew she was wondering the same thing I was—that the woman who headed north out of town may be another college babe from Austin. Okay, Alara wasn't thinking about her in those terms, exactly, but she knew the woman might be another person in need of our help.

      "Yes," I said. "Maybe." I glanced at Cormac, then turned back to Alara. "Looks like we may be doing this sort of thing for a while."

      "And don't forget the Dark One," Nithia said.

      Her comment jolted me. I swung around to her. "Wow. Thanks. Yeah." The upswell of invisible heroism I had been feeling quickly sprung a leak.

      "The Dark One?" Jan said. "You mean Thautus Kurg?"

      "Who?" Alara and I said in unison.

      Cormac stood up. "Yes. That's who we mean."

      Alara and I exchanged looks of the epiphany we each had.

      "Ruja Kurg…" I said.

      Cormac finished my sentence. "Is the distant cousin of Thautus."

      I connected the dots inside my head. Ruja ran operations on this side of the Sea of Ronak, spreading his own version of what the Dark One—Thautus Kurg—did on the other side. Ruja setting up his base in a port town made sense. He was trafficking whatever he took back to Thautus, or at least giving him a cut. Pertlass was the foothold Thautus Kurg had on the land—this side of the sea.

      The list of reasons why Cormac and I…and Tara had to go into the tower and kick the shit out of this Ruja guy kept getting longer.

      I had second thoughts about not taking Alara in with us. Her lightning magic would be useful, but I knew Nithia and Monica couldn't handle themselves if anyone in town went after them…and Jan had painted a convincing picture of just how dangerous Pertlass could be. I needed to know I didn't have to worry about them while Cormac, Tara, and I were inside the tower.

      I turned to Jan. "I know we'll be walking into a viper nest, but is there a way inside without getting seen?"

      Her eyes looked up to the right and she tapped her finger on her chin, which had a few thin hairs on it. "Well…there may be a way."
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      The best part of Jan's plan was seeing the coast for the first time. She took us—Cormac, Tara, and I—down to the docks and had us join in with a crew of men and women hauling into a horse-drawn cart the piles of fish which had been caught that morning.

      So, there are horses in Galderia, I thought. I wished we'd had them for the trek from Darguna, but at least I knew now they existed. I vowed the next time we had to make a long journey to some place in this strange world, we would do it on horseback.

      The Sea of Ronak was beautiful, stretching out to the horizon—no land from the other side in sight. It might as well have been called an ocean, complete with waves and a tide, I was sure. There was a warm breeze blowing in against us and I could taste the salt in the air. Gulls flew about, some soaring, others landing to pick up scraps from the day’s catch. The sun was past midday and dipping toward dusk.

      I didn't see any vessels on the water, but there were several small fishing boats tied to posts along the shore, along with a few larger ones and a single ship, which I assumed belonged to Ruja. The men on it glared down at us and all the others walking around near the docks, but they didn't seem to have anyone in particular in their sights.

      I had strapped my sheathed sword on my back and wrapped my cloak over it, tucking it underneath and into the belt which normally held my sheath. It was bulky but hid the weapon, which was the aim. Cormac did the same with his axe, but with less subtlety. Tara had unstrung her bow and put it half inside her quiver with the arrows, and likewise bundled her cloak around it. We were three oddballs working the fish yard with bundles of crap on our backs.

      We got a few strange glances, but nobody really cared why we looked the way we did. They were too busy using brooms to push the smelly piles of fresh fish off the decks of the boats or using rake-sized wooden spoons to shovel the catch from the smaller boats. All of it was being loaded into the horse-drawn carts parked beside the shore. Several people worked a line carrying large wicker baskets from a few giant fish piles over to another group of pulled carts. That's what Cormac, Tara, and I did once Jan told a man running one of the lines we were there to help.

      After we joined in, I saw Jan talk to the man again. She was pointing at us. I saw the man nod and she gave him a pat on his arm. He nodded to her and they parted. Then Jan came back over to me, pulling me away from the fish line for a moment.

      "He knows what to do," she said. "When you finish loading up the fish follow whichever wagon he takes. He'll make a quick stop a couple of streets away. You three will need to be fast, and make sure nobody sees you."

      She was referring to the worst part of the plan. We finished loading the fish and, while the other men and women talked with each other or stepped down to the water to wash the fish smell off, we swiftly walked alongside our co-conspirator's wagon piled high with hundreds of fish. He took a corner and then another before stopping. He glanced back at us and nodded, then he looked around, evidently making sure no one would see what we were doing.

      Cormac, Tara, and I looked at each other. "This better work," I said. The smell of the fish was already getting to me. I liked a good fish dinner, but hundreds of them piled high put out an odor that was starting to turn my stomach.

      "Don't tell me you don't like the taste of fish?" Tara said before turning to the wagon and pushing herself up onto the back of it and climbing over the wooden plank at the back. I couldn't help but watch her rear as she leaned over the plank and then hoisted one leg over it and then the other. Talk about mixed stimuli.

      I turned away from the wagon for a second and drew in the last reasonable clean breath of air I'd have for the next twenty minutes, then I climbed into the wagon and pushed my body down into the pile of fish like Tara had done. I turned onto my back and looked to see if any light came through. All was dark. The fish were covering me completely. I wiggled my feet slightly to make sure I felt the weight of the fish on top of them, which I did.

      "Looks good," Cormac said. I felt him burrowing down into the fish too.

      "Den?" Tara whispered.

      "Yes?"

      "I hope this works," she said.

      "Me too."

      The ride to the tower compound where our driver was to deliver the load of fish seemed to take forever, but in reality in must've been only a few minutes. I heard him talking with some other men, who I assumed were guards or thugs of some sort who worked for Ruja. I heard the creaking of what sounded like a large gate opening, then a few moments later the wagon moved again. I did my best to breath quietly, though I wanted to gag from the smell. The fish were still wet and drips were making their way onto my mouth, which I kept tightly shut.

      The wagon stopped and after some more talking which was hard to make out, I heard our driver dismount. A few seconds later I heard him climb onto the side of the wagon.

      "Okay, you three," he said. "They're gone. You can come out. They won't deal with these fish until morning. It gets cold enough at night to keep them."

      Cormac, Tara, and I pushed our way through the load of fish on top of us like we were struggling to get out of a womb. I made it to the surface and looked around. Our driver was gone, along with the two horses which had pulled the wagon. Cormac and Tara came out of the pile too. I tipped my head forward, spilling a fish.

      We were in the middle of a large walled-in courtyard. I looked back and saw the gate we'd come through. It was shut and blocked any view inside. The walls were stone and behind them I could see the tops of the structures which surrounded us—the rest of the compound. Set a few roofs back was the tower, rising well above everything else. It was built from a dark stone and looked like it could easily house quarters for fifty men…and at least one damsel in distress and one evil bastard.

      We got down from the wagon and unbundled our cloaks to get at our weapons. I used my cloak to wipe the fish juice from me, but when I was done I knew I still smelled. I abandoned my cloak, since it reeked worse than I did. I glanced over and saw Cormac and Tara had done the same.

      "You two ready?" I asked, drawing my sword.

      Cormac held his axe in front of him and nodded.

      Tara pulled her bow from her quiver and braced one end against the ground, leaning into the wood until she had it bent enough to restring it. Then she pulled an arrow from her quiver and notched it. "Ready."

      Despite our fishy smell, we set out to sneak into the tower and find the girl, without being discovered if possible. I didn't think we'd make it too far before one of Ruja's men saw us, but it was our best plan. Of course, as far as plans go, it was pretty shitty, but we had no other options if we wanted to save whoever he had captive. Finding her was our first priority. Taking down Ruja was high on our list though. Not dying was pretty up there too, but we knew the odds of that happening increased with every step we took.

      There was a door at the top of several steps at the back of the courtyard opposite the gate. Surprisingly, after taking it, we made it through two small buildings undetected. The first was evidently where they chopped up the fish and packed them in salt. The second was a dry foods storage place.

      When we stepped out into a small open-air corridor which ran between some of the structures, our luck ended. We came into the corridor about midway and three men at one end spotted us.

      "Intruders!" one of them yelled, and they all ran toward us.

      "Scoot," Tara said, bumping me with her hip. I glanced over and saw she had her arrow sighted on one of our attackers. I moved over and she released the string, sending the arrow down the long corridor and into the man in the center of the group. He fell as he groaned from the pain. The other two dodged his body and kept running for us. They were still twenty feet away and Tara was drawing another arrow. It looked like the fight would be over easily. Cormac and I were ready for whoever made it past Tara's arrows.

      I heard a commotion behind us. I turned just in time to see four more men rushing at us, and one of them ahead of the others with a sword drawn. He was about to swing it down on Tara. I pushed her to the side with one hand and twisted in her direction, swinging my sword up to block the other man's blade. Our swords clashed as we each tried to strike the other. He was good, but somehow I was keeping up with him. I didn't have time to think about my moves. My body just reacted. With every impact of steel on steel, I could see the force of my swings were taking a toll on him.

      Cormac stepped toward the two remaining men from the first group of attackers, engaging them both with his axe. I didn't have time to watch, but I trusted he could handle them. I had three more almost upon me to deal with. When the guy I was fighting took another swing, I used my sword to block it and push his blade down toward the ground, then I stepped in and walloped him with my fist on the side of his head. He flew like a rag doll into the wall and collapse to the ground. With another well-aimed arrow, Tara took out one of the three almost on top of us.

      I heard a scream behind me and glanced back. Cormac had struck down one of the two men he was fighting. I sprang back and clashed swords with both of the two on my side. Tara was between Cormac and me, unable to use her bow now, as the fight on both sides drew close. Clangs of metal and grunts of men filled the air. Then I drew blood on one of my opponents. He fell to his knees which put him in a bad spot. The other man and I kept fighting and a moment later his sword cut across the kneeling man, finishing him. I saw the surprise in my attacker's eyes at what he'd done, and I used the split second of his hesitation to step in and slam the hilt of my sword into his face. He fell back, bludgeoned and quickly unconscious.

      I glanced to Tara to make sure she was okay, then I turned around to Cormac. He was still trading blows, metal to metal, with the last man standing against us.

      "You need any help?" I asked.

      Cormac blocked his opponent's next move then swung his axe high and came down against the other man's sword, breaking it in two. His axe drove into the man's chest, which I'm pretty sure killed him almost immediately.

      Cormac exhaled and turned to me. "No. Thanks. I'm good."

      "I guess so," I said.

      We stood for a moment, catching our breath—bodies on both sides of us and a horrible fish smell in the air.

      Our breather was cut short as the doors at both ends of the corridor flung open, almost perfectly timed with each other. Five men came into the corridor on each end.

      "You've got to be shitting me?" I said.

      "This is not good." Tara grabbed my arm.

      Cormac looked at me. "Yeah. She's right. Not good odds. And how many more after them?"

      I wasn't ready to give up, but fighting waves of Ruja's men coming at us from both sides seemed like a losing proposition. I was worried for Tara. She wouldn't stand a chance in close combat against the men and their swords, and I knew Cormac and I could only handle a few at a time.

      "Plan B," I said, kicking the door we came through open more. "We fall back. At least we can take them on from only one side that way."

      Cormac nodded. "Tara, go."

      She heeded his words and went back into the dry goods storage room. Being closer to the door than Cormac, I followed Tara. "Come on, Cormac."

      He edged closer to the door.

      "Cormac!" I yelled. "Don't be a hero."

      He glanced at me. "Yeah. I'm not stupid." He backed up, watching the ten men closing in at a run. He found the doorway with his rear leg and stepped through.

      I slammed the door shut and darted my eyes around the room to see what we could toss in front of the door to slow the men down. I stepped over to a tall cabinet against the wall, bags of flour on its shelves. I got against the side of it and pushed it over so it fell across the doorway.

      "There!" Tara pointed to a hinged panel on the wall. It looked like a disposal bin of some sort. She raced over to it and pushed the large swinging cover in and glanced inside. "It's a chute. I can see another room."

      Cormac and I looked at each other, then we both shook our heads. Evidently he also thought getting trapped in whatever room was at the bottom of the shoot was a bad idea.

      "No!" I called out to stop Tara from taking the chute, while I ran to the door which led to the fish-cleaning room and quickly opened it. I knew we'd need the exit ready if their attack got too fierce.

      As I did that, Cormac shoved a large table against the fallen cabinet in front of the door. "That'll buy us some time."

      I turned back to Tara in time to see her ignore my plea. She went into the chute. I ran over to it and climbed halfway in trying to grab her, but I was too late. She'd already gone down it into the room far below. The inside of the chute was sheer and slick. I couldn't get a grip to push myself out. I'd gone in too far in my attempt to get to her. I lost the tenuous literal foothold I had with the tops of my boots on the edge of the opening to the chute.

      "Cormac!" I hoped he could get to me before I fell in, but even as I called him I was on my way down the slippery tunnel. I went down at least twenty feet and fell into the room below, landing beside Tara.

      He ran over to the chute and called down to me as I heard pounding against the door we'd blocked. "Den!"

      I quickly scanned the room and saw there was no way out but the way I'd come down and that wasn't going to happen fast or easily.

      "There's no way back up," I yelled to Cormac. "We're stuck down here."

      "It's not going to hold. They'll see where you went," he said.

      "Cormac, don't be a fool. Get out of there," I said, knowing he couldn't face them all on his own and survive.

      The sound of the men slamming into the door from the other side grew louder.

      Cormac sounded panicked. It was the first time I'd ever heard him that way. He tossed down a folded piece of paper—parchment really. "Give this to Tara."

      I picked it up. "What?"

      "I'll slow them down," he said, talking into the chute. "They can't know you two are in there."

      "Cormac, no!"

      "Watch over her for me," he said.

      I tried again to get back up the chute to help him, but it was no use. The angle was steep and I couldn't get a grip inside to make headway.

      We both heard the struggle above. Cormac let out a powerful battlecry and we heard the screams of many dying men.

      "Run!" Cormac yelled. "Run back to the port while you still can!"

      He was selling a ruse to them to keep our location secret, even while fighting for his life. And he knew not to send them to the tavern, keeping Alara, Nithia, and Monica safe.

      Fucking hero.

      After a few moments the screams and clammer stopped. I stepped over to Tara who was in tears. I held her in my arms and muffled the sounds of her weeping. She knew what the silence above meant.
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      I held Tara until the voices in the room above—where Cormac fought his last battle—were completely quiet for several minutes. I wanted to make sure Ruja's men left. I knew, even with Cormac's convincing ruse that we'd run out of the tower compound and headed for the port, they'd still look around to make sure we had actually run off.

      I hoped they didn't check the room we were in, which was a disposal area of some sort. We could see well enough from light coming in through cracks and a few small holes in what I guessed to be the street-facing wall. Rubbish was apparently tossed down the chute on a regular basis and left to pile up until someone at some point removed the heap through the large door, which I discovered below the area where the light was coming into the room. I'd walked Tara over to one of the walls and helped her down to sit against it. Then I checked the door, which was twice as wide as a normal one, but heavily reinforced with large flat iron hinges which extended across the body of the door. It was locked and the inside had no access to the locking mechanism. It was only meant to be opened from what I figured was street-side. I didn't know how often or what time of day or night that happened, but they didn't do it daily, judging from the considerable pile of garbage in the room.

      Thankfully the garbage was mostly things which didn't smell too bad—old rags, pieces of broken furniture, busted dishes, and several other mundane items. There was some food too, but most of it didn't look too old. I only saw a little mold and the sour smell in the air was faint—mildly unpleasant, but easy enough to ignore. The state of the food made me think they might empty the place weekly, but I couldn't be sure.

      After I checked the door and did my best to force it open to no avail despite my considerable strength, I returned to Tara and sat down beside her. She didn't look at me. She was staring at the heap of discarded junk and scraps. She was quiet and I couldn't see her face because she was leaning forward a little, slumped over with her hands wrapped against her cheeks and her elbows on her knees.

      I saw a spot on the floor below her head darken slightly as a tear landed there.

      "I'm sorry, Tara."

      She didn't say anything, but she nodded her head, just barely.

      "He was a good man," I said. "And he saved us both." I felt guilty for not being there by Cormac's side to help him fight off Ruja's men. I knew the two of us would've had a good chance of fending them off…maybe even winning the fight entirely. I questioned whether we'd made the right decision to back out of the hall in favor of facing them in the room.

      Tara sniffled. I looked at her. She wiped her eyes with both hands and then leaned back against the wall. I heard her exhale softly.

      Seeing her as she was—sorrowful, vulnerable, without the feisty spirit I'd grown accustomed to seeing her exhibit—my heart ached from her pain. I realized I'd made the right decision to get her out of the middle of the two groups of attackers in the hallway that were boxing us in. It would've been stupid for Cormac and I to fly into a furious clash of blades with so many men with her trapped in the few feet between us.

      I remembered the parchment Cormac tossed down the chute to me. I had tucked it under my belt. I pulled it out and handed it to Tara. "He wanted me to give you this."

      She took it, then looked at me for a moment. A wide beam from high up on the outside wall cut through the dust in the air and lit her face. Her eyes were bloodshot and her freckled cheeks were splotchy from the crying she'd been doing. I had a strong urge to hold her again, but instead I just looked into her green eyes and hoped she knew I'd be there for her…now and whenever she needed me. Doing as Cormac wanted—watching over her—was something I wanted to do. He hadn't needed to ask it of me.

      She looked at the folded parchment, then she turned slightly, facing away from me, leaning on her side. I sat quietly while she read whatever Cormac had written for her. When she'd finished she folded it and put it into a pocket on the side of her quiver, which she'd slipped off and propped up against the wall beside her bow, like I'd done with my sword.

      Still sitting, she turned around and rested her head against my shoulder. "How long will we be in here?" she asked.

      "Until I'm sure it's safe for you…to go back up, I mean. Unless that door opens before then."

      "You couldn't get up there before. I don't think I could either."

      "I think I can push you up. If I climb in after you and brace myself, maybe." I looked at the pile of debris. "Maybe there's something in there that can help."

      "Okay," she said. "Not now though. I don't want to do anything right now. Is that okay?"

      "Yeah. That's okay. Take as much time as you need. I'll be right here."

      She scooted herself a little closer to me and put her head down across my thighs. Then she tucked her knees up toward her stomach and closed her eyes. I put my arm across her side to blanket her. She sighed and I could feel her body relax. Within a few minutes she was asleep.

      I thought about what to do when she woke up, and about how long I should let her sleep. I knew it was a survival mechanism—sleeping to get through the grief, and the stress of our entire situation. I was glad she had a way to cope. It must have been the deepest of blows to her, I thought. She considered Cormac an uncle, almost a father figure. I was pretty upset by his death and I'd only known the guy for a short time. I thought I couldn't really imagine how she felt, then I remembered the death of my parents, first one, then the other. Both before their time. There's no getting over that, I thought. You just learn to keep going. It's always a part of you. Cormac will always be a part of her.

      She slept for a couple of hours. That gave me plenty of time to think about what to do—what plan C was going to be. There was still a woman trapped somewhere in the tower, and there was still a piece of shit named Ruja who needed to be taken down. I couldn't give up on either thing, even if I'd wanted to. There was no way Cormac's death was going to be in vain, and I wasn't about to turn my back on this hero thing. The more time went by, the more I saw of how the people of Galderia were suffering, the more committed I was becoming to owning the Guardian title Alara had bestowed on me. Backing down wasn't an option this time.

      I watched Tara sleep peacefully. She was beautiful. An unruly spitfire, but a wonderful…hot young babe.

      I wanted to wake her up right about then, but I pushed down my selfish drives. One thing's for sure, I'm not letting her go back in there with me. I resolved to send her back to the tavern. I would make it into the tower alone. I would take down Ruja and rescue the woman he held captive. It wasn't that I thought it would easy enough for me to do without any help. I just didn't want to see Tara's life in danger again. I knew with her safely back at the tavern, I could focus everything I had on getting in and doing what I had to do…and, I hoped, not dying in the process. Cormac was right. If it was her or me, she was going to be safe. I'd take my chances and let the chips fall.

      I felt at peace with my decision. With that settled, I decided to take a page from Tara's playbook and get a little rest.

      I'm not sure how long I was out but evidently Tara woke up before I did. I felt her sitting on my lap. I reached up to her before I opened my eyes, and I felt the side of her bare breast. I opened my eyes and discovered she was entirely naked and sitting straddled across my lap and facing me.

      "Hey, sleepy," she said.

      "Tara!" What the fuck? She was crazy hot sitting on me only inches from putting her nipples on my lips. "What the hell are you doing?"

      She looked confused. "What do you mean?"

      "I mean, you know I think you're super sexy and…" I lost my train of thought as she gyrated subtly, causing her breasts to make small wave-like movements. I was getting hard already.

      "I mean, now?" I said, but I took no action to stop her from doing what she was doing. "Don't you think this isn't the right time?"

      She put her arms on my shoulders. "It wasn't the right time at the inn. It wasn't the right time when you went off to your other women instead. And it wasn't the right time when I first saw you. I don't think we're going to have 'right times'. But I know I want you. And I know you want me. And I know life is uncertain."

      "And…" I was trying to come up with something reasonable which would convince her she was making the wrong move. The timing made me uncomfortable. My body—and an increasingly large part of my mind—was telling me to go for it, but I couldn't get past the thought that she was making the wrong decision because her head was messed up by what she'd just gone through.

      "And I know what I'm doing," she said. "I know you think I'm crazy and just doing this because I can't cope with what happened. Maybe." She shrugged. "But I'm okay with that. And there's one thing I do know."

      I knew it was a dangerous move on my part but I took the bait anyway. "What's that?"

      "I know I'm going to fuck you until we both collapse from exhaustion. And I know you're going to love it."

      I opened my mouth to respond, but I didn't have any words to come back from that. I sat dumbfounded for a couple of seconds, then I threw my arms around her and pushed her against me, using my hands against her back to press her breasts onto my chest.

      I slid one hand down to feel her ass as I turned my head and began tasting her neck and shoulder. She leaned her head back and her breath became heavy and audible. She moved her hips to rock her bare loins against me.

      After a few seconds of that, I squeezed her just enough from each side of her torso so I could lift her and she took advantage of the moment without hesitation to lift the garment away from my manhood as I intended for her to do. I released her to settle down onto me and she found her way, sliding into place.

      She built up a rhythm and rode me steadily for a good while as I kept one hand on her lower back to support her and used my other to explore her body, finding my way over her breasts—giving them a good kneading—and then to her face. I caressed her cheek and ran my fingers through her hair on the side of her head before moving my hand to her lips and inserting my fingers into her mouth. She welcomed them and played her tongue around them. I drew them out slowly, painting the wetness down her chin. Then I gave her mouth my thumb and she sucked it for a moment before releasing her pressed lips to gasp for air. I kept it there, gently stretching the side of her mouth a little before moving that hand down to play with her nipples. She rode harder, changing the accent of her impacts against me. We both began to build up enough sweat that our bodies slid smoothly against each other. I smelled her raw desire for me. I leaned in and tasted the salty wetness on her nipples.

      She was getting me close, so I moved my hands to either side of her hips and took charge of her, guiding her rises and drops, changing their pace and depth to prolong my climax. Her body began to quiver each time I denied her the full range of movement she wanted. I teased her a little with the denial and then gave her fully what she desired. She breathed out loud moans as I kept delivering everything she wanted from me again and again. I felt her add a small pivot to the end of each weighty bounce her ass made onto my thighs, each time rocking her pelvis forward to move against me as hard as she could.

      We jolted our bodies together in perfect unison for longer than I thought possible before both finally exploding in ecstasy. I let out a loud howling moan which came unexpectedly from deep within and she emitted a high-pitched squeal which quickly dropped at least an octave or two as every last bit of breath rushed out of her mouth. We held each other tightly as our backs arched and we flexed our bodies toward each other in a moment of extreme muscle contraction. Then we both fell into total relaxation and, as she promised, complete exhaustion.

      She leaned forward and draped herself onto me for support. I leaned my head back against the wall and took several long deep breaths, wiping the sweat from my brow. She kissed me on the cheek and then came out a little to kiss my lips passionately, as if she wanted to make herself absolutely clear. Then she lowered herself back and rested her back and head on the floor, while still keeping her legs straddled over me, leaving the two of us joined below. I was impressed with her flexibility and I gazed upon her naked body, reaching down to run the tips of a few fingers over her stomach and down to where the two of us were still one.

      I knew there was still hero work to be done, but I savored the moment and looked at her. Her green eyes seemed to glow as a ray of light coming out of the wall lit her face. She smiled. And all I could do was smile in return. I was too tired to talk for now, but neither one of us needed to say anything. Our connection was already there and it was strong enough without any words.
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      We did little but rest ourselves against each other for the next thirty minutes or so, after Tara rode me better than I'd ever thought possible. Granted a few weeks ago my experience was zero, but I was satisfied it was the best any man had gotten. When I felt I had the strength to not only stand but climb up that damn slippery chute, we got up and got dressed. That didn't take long of course—barbarian-minimalist look and all.

      We tried the chute without anything to help us at first. That didn't work. It was good for getting a nice view of Tara's ass, since I was trying to get her up first, but I'd had her ass a lot by then and I just wanted to get the hell out of the room. When sheer determination and awkward-looking scrambling against the slippery inside of the chute didn't work, we decided to rummage through the trash pile to see what might help us.

      Going through it was nastier than I thought, as it turned out the layers underneath had been decaying longer and more than I originally guessed. The smell we'd stirred up made getting out of the room even more urgent. We pulled out any large pieces of wood or metal we could find—just pieces longer than a couple of feet. I had the idea we could use one or more of them as an arm extension for me, so I could push Tara up farther than I could reach on my own. After clearing away nearly half of what was there, we spotted what we needed—a six-foot long piece of wood. It looked like a plank from a tabletop.

      After Tara got into the chute, I was able to use the wood to push against the bottoms of her boots. When I stretched my arms as far as I could while still controlling the piece of wood, she was able to grab the edge of the opening at the top. She pulled herself out after looking to make sure nobody was around. I watched her from the bottom of the chute and could tell the men must have removed Cormac's body as I suspected they would. I was relieved they had. I didn't want Tara to have to see him.

      She held the hinged door to the chute open and stood aside so I could shove the piece of wood up hard. I gave it a strong push and it shot up the slippery chute and came halfway out of the opening beside her. It started to slide back down, but she caught the end of it before it fell back too far. I watched her pull the board completely out of the chute, then I stood around for about a minute while she executed the next part of our escape plan.

      "Okay," she called down the shoot. "I'm lowering the board back down. But it's not long enough."

      "Yeah," I said loud enough for my voice to carry up to her. "We knew that. I'll have to climb up a little way. Go ahead."

      She put the board back in the chute and let go of it. I watched it slide down toward me. It stopped about five feet from the bottom of the chute, which put it about two feet out of my reach when I just stuck my head and arms inside the chute and stretched out as much as possible.

      I adjusted my sword, getting it out of the way for the attempt. Oh, shit. My belt. I could've given her my belt to tie to her bow string. That would've been long enough. "Oh, well," I said to myself as I stuck my torso into the chute and began the struggle to contort and push my body against the slick inside of the tunnel until I could reach the end of the piece of wood. It took me about a minute, which is a ridiculously long time when a hot girl such as Tara is watching your every clumsy move. The fact that we'd already done the deed and done it justice took the edge off though. But she did chuckle, and it echoed down to me. I couldn't help but laugh a little too at what I was doing and how stupid it must have looked from her perspective.

      The string of her bow held. She'd tied a good knot around the leg of the table in the room above the chute and on the end of the piece of wood. I climbed out much less gracefully than she had, but I didn't have her flexibility. I immediately repositioned my sword to be ready for anyone who came barging in. Thankfully nobody did.

      Once Tara finished restringing her bow, I broke the news to her that she wasn't going with me into the tower. She was upset and argued with me for a good while, but once she saw I wasn't going to give in on the matter she agreed to go back to the tavern as I asked. I knew I was bruising her pride a little, but I needed to know she was safe.

      I explained to her that if I was by myself I might have a chance of sneaking into the tower. "With two of us," I said, "we'd be easier to spot. It's like the scene in Conan the Barbarian when he sneaks into the tower of Thulsa Doom." She didn't get the movie reference, which, of course, she couldn't since Galderia didn't have movie theaters or Netflix. I knew that, but the scene popped into my head when I was talking to her and I just had to mention it, since it's such a cool movie. The fact that Conan didn't actually sneak into the tower by himself was a detail I intentional got wrong.

      I took her back to the gate we'd come through in the fish wagon and got it open for her. I told her to head straight for the tavern to find Alara and the others, and to stay there with them until I returned. Miraculously, she agreed without an argument.

      Before she stepped out into the street, I grabbed her wrist to stop her. "Tara."

      "Yes, Den?"

      "I'll make sure there are right times for us."

      She smiled. "Come back to me, Den."

      "I wouldn't have it any other way."

      She nodded and looked at me as if she was choosing to trust my words, choosing to believe I was going to be okay. She kept her eyes on me as she backed out through the open gate.

      "Now, go to the tavern," I said. "Be careful and tell the others I'll return once I've done what needs to be done."

      "I will."

      She started to walk away, still looking back at me. I closed the gate.

      I wasted no time getting back to the corridor where we'd faced so many of Ruja's men. It was empty this time. I knew I had a fifty-fifty chance of choosing the right door from the ones at either end of the pathway. I chose the one to my right, for no reason other than I had to pick one. I opened it with my sword drawn.

      I knew every step I took through the compound of buildings held the potential of me running into Ruja's men. I moved as quietly and quickly as I could. I made it to the courtyard surrounding the tower without anyone spotting me, though I did have a close call when a man came out of a room into the hall I was in and could've seen me. But he seemed to have remembered something he'd forgotten in the room, and he turned around and went back inside. I took the lucky moment to run past the room and dash around a corner.

      Maybe it was shift change, or maybe the fact that they'd already caught a group of intruders earlier gave them the idea it was implausible for another intruder to sneak inside the compound in the same night. Whatever it was, I was astonished I'd made into the tower and up two flights of stairs before someone stopped me. But on the second floor of the tower, which was a very medieval-looking place, a man strolling down a hallway saw me.

      It was one-on-one and I didn't have time to second guess what I was doing. I jutted my sword in front of me and charged him. My bold move seemed to surprise him. He took a couple of steps toward me, but hesitated. He drew his sword, then looked down at it. I was ten feet from him when he turned and ran.

      So much for deadly mercenaries. Shit. I realized if he got away he'd tell all his buddies about me. That would completely fuck up my best chance of pulling this whole thing off. I chased him down.

      He slowed to take a spiral staircase and that's when I caught him. Well, that's when I slammed into him. I was running so fast I couldn't slow down enough when I saw him start to take the stairs. Fortunately for me, he wasn't ready for me, so his sword wasn't pointed in my direction. Unfortunately for him, I outweighed him by at least fifty pounds—all barbarian muscle. He got pancaked against the curved stone wall of the staircase. When I stepped back off of him, he slumped to the ground and moaned. Clearly I hurt him quite a lot. He had dropped his sword and he seemed to be making no attempt to get up.

      I grabbed him by his collar and shoved him against the wall, but not too hard since I didn't know what all I'd already broken in him. I wanted to get his attention and ask for directions, not knock him unconscious.

      "Where's the girl?" I said.

      "What?"

      I realized I needed to be a little more clear. "Ruja," I said. "Where is Ruja and where does he keep his women, his slaves?"

      Despite apparently still in considerable pain, he ceased moaning for a second and told me I was crazy. Maybe he had a point, I thought. I didn't have time for a lot of introspection, though. Still holding him by the collar, I shook him. "Where? Tell me where he is…and the woman he's holding prisoner." I hadn't consciously planned on it, but my second query came out sounding like Batman. I wanted to intimidate him, so Batman must've been my subconscious mind's take on that.

      Score one for the Dark Knight because the guy buckled, maybe even peed his pants. He slowly raised an arm and pointed up the spiral staircase we were on.

      "Oh. Thanks," I said, almost feeling bad for plastering him into the wall when he was about to lead me to exactly where I wanted to go.

      I released him and he assured me he was no threat, collapsing to the floor at the base of the stairs. I glanced behind me to make sure nobody else saw us, then I went up the stairs.

      I couldn't bring myself to regret the naked time Tara and I had earlier, but my legs were not as spry for the stair climbing as they might have otherwise been. I paused the hero soundtrack—yeah, Basil Poledouris, from Conan—in my head when I had to stop for a breath after several floors. But I hit play on the internal speakers when I got going again.

      There was no door at the top of the last curve of the stairwell, so I came dashing out into the room. This tossed my whole element-of-surprise angle out the window. A man at the other side of the room turned and faced me. He appeared really pissed off. He was a little smaller than me, but looked like he hit the gym…or whatever people did in Galderia to stay in shape. He stepped over to a long table, and from the display stand on it he retrieved a long sword.

      "Who are you?" he demanded, holding the sword down at his side.

      "Den, Guardian of Carnera." I'd been meaning to try out the title Alara gave me, and this seemed like the best moment to do so. I said it partly to declare my awesomeness to the guy—hoping it would give me an advantage—and partly to bolster my own confidence that I was going to make it through this rescue and takedown.

      I don't know if he was duly impressed, but he did continue with the formal introductions. "I am Ruja Kurg, ruler of all the world this side of the Sea of Ronak. And you are a dead man."

      I scanned the room to see if he had anybody around to help him in his dirty work. I didn't want to get blindsided, or sucker-punched like at the tavern. It looked like it was just him. I wasn't sure if that was a good thing or not. The fact that he was willing to take me on by himself meant he probably knew how to use his sword pretty well. I, on the other hand, had only a week's practice. But, I thought, so far so good. And I certainly was stronger. Whatever doubts I had, I knew I couldn't show him any sign of weakness. I decided to double-down.

      "I should've been a dead man about five times since last week," I said. "So far, it hasn't happened."

      He looked enraged at my dismissal of his threat.

      Maybe I can get him to make a stupid move. It worked a couple of times when I had to face down a bully in high school, a few years back. Of course, it dawned on me, those times I took advantage of the sloppy attack to duck and run. Not an option here, but I was winging it and I didn't have time to think of anything else.

      I pushed his buttons some more. I also knew I needed to find out if the woman was actually here somewhere, hopefully nearby. I knew getting her out fast after he and I faced off was the best way to get her out safely and to keep myself alive.

      "I've also managed to hook up with a string of hot babes over the same time. So, I'm thinking I might be too lucky for what you say to be true. Speaking of which, I hear you have one around here somewhere. I'm here to take her with me."

      He glanced to his right. I know he didn't mean for me to see him do it, but it was a dead giveaway. The guy clearly hadn't watched the same YouTube videos I had about poker tells and reading people. I looked to where he'd glanced. There was a woven tapestry with an image of a dragon. I looked at him again. He now appeared ready to spring on me, but he hadn't made a move.

      What's his game?

      I looked back at the tapestry and noticed it was hanging from the ceiling, but it was about ten feet out from the wall behind it. It was blocking another area of the room, a space he didn't want me to see.

      "So, what's behind the curtain," I said.

      He was pretty far away from me, but I saw the anger in his face. He glanced at the tapestry again, out of the corner of his eye without moving his head that direction.

      Badgering him got me what I wanted…and didn't want—which were one in the same. He bolted toward me. I ran for the tapestry.

      Just before he reached me, I pushed the tapestry aside and stepped past it. I brought my sword up to meet his, as he swung at me half-blind by the woven dragon-emblazoned make-shift matador cape. The metal of our two swords clanged and I swung my blade back at him. He stepped wide and blocked, but I could see the force of my swing jarred him. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw what he had been hiding behind the curtain.

      "Holy shit!" I couldn't believe my eyes. In a metal cage five feet to my left was a dragon. Not a big one. The cage was only four feet tall. It wasn't the sort of dragon you'd expect to fly around and burn down villages. It was about the size of a large pig…and it was asleep. It had red scales—pretty standard for dragons, I knew, but I was still freaked by the sight of it. If it had wings, they were folded under it somehow.

      Ruja raised his sword overhead to swing it down on me, but I gave him a strong kick to his chest, sending him back five feet onto the floor. He landed on his ass and slid a few more feet. Maybe he'd recently had the floor waxed, but I think I might have just kicked him that damn hard. I think seeing the dragon gave me a surge of adrenaline.

      But when I said holy shit, it wasn't just from seeing the dragon. Beside it, also asleep, but on a bed instead of in a cage, was a beautiful young woman clothed in a sheer red outfit. It was basically a nighty.

      I took the moment, with Ruja on his ass, to get another look at the woman. Made sense that she had a nighty on, I thought when I got a good look at her. She could've been a Victoria Secret model. I knew she had to be the woman Alara said I'd find. She was definitely in need of rescuing. Her wrists were tied to the bed with thick ropes.

      There was little chance it was mistaken identity. She was the Earth girl. I could tell by her feet, or more accurately by the fact she had on socks with images of cats riding unicorns which were shooting rainbows out of the horns.

      I heard Ruja's sword pulled across the floor as he picked it up. I returned my attention to him just in time. Somehow in no more than a second, he'd gotten his sword, returned to his feet, and cleared the distance between us. He thrust his blade toward me, but I managed to clumsily deflect it with mine.

      He'd caught me off guard, but I was ready for him now. I gripped my sword with both hands and met his next swing, doing my best to put my muscle behind my weapon, hoping to jar him again. Just as his blade connected with mine, he took a quick step and slid his blade down and off mine, turning his body and swooping his sword underneath my guard. The end of his blade caught my right leg near the top. The cut was long, but not deep enough to get the muscle…but it hurt like hell. I cried out from the pain. My instinct was to cover the wound with my hand, but I fought the urge and shifted some weight to my other leg to stay in the fight.

      I threw a sequence of swings at him, hoping a fast barrage would get past his defenses, but he met my every move with skill, parrying or evading my blade. When I paused for less than a second to check my balance—since my cut leg was giving me trouble—he attacked with a flurry of moves. I blocked the first two and leaned my head out of the way of the third, but his fourth swing sliced my left shoulder. I almost dropped my sword, but instead went to using only my right hand to wield it. I didn't have time to look at my shoulder to see how bad it was, but I could feel the blood running down my arm.

      I realized he was too fast for me. I had yet to get my blade on him, and he was taking me down a little at a time. I knew if we kept at it the way we were going, I'd be bleeding out on the floor before long. I needed a change of tactic. He cut me again, this time across my chest—not as deep, but one more source of stinging pain on my body. I wasn't sure what the next few seconds would hold for me. Ruja looked far from tired and he looked dead set on taking me down.

      I heard a loud thud to my right, then a clatter against something metal. I glanced to my right and saw the dragon was awake. It was slamming its body against the bars of its cage, which was jumping a few inches each time.

      I deflected another of Ruja's swings and backed toward the dragon's cage. Ruja advanced and kept attacking. Since I wasn't trying to get a swing in back at him—set on defending only—I was able to stop several more thrusts and swipes of his blade. I could feel the warm breath of the dragon behind me and hoped I hadn't backed too close to its cage. I gave a quick stab toward Ruja then stepped back once more and took my sword out to my side in an exaggeratedly slow loop, as if I was bringing it around to attack him again. I left myself completely open to his sword for as long as I could without making it obvious I was doing it on purpose. He took the bait and rushed me to run me through with his blade. I leapt aside at the latest possible moment, so he would have no time to pull back from his charge.

      It worked, mostly. His blade ripped through the right side of my waist, opening a gash about a half inch deep. I fell over from the pain, dropping my sword as I landed. I wrapped my left hand around my stomach and clenched my palm against the wound, which was pouring blood.

      There was a loud cry of anguish, but it wasn't mine. I looked up at Ruja. His face was pressed against the bars of the cage. I saw both rage and terror in his eyes. The dragon was in a fury, hurling its talons through the gaps between the bars, ripping at Ruja's body. Ruja's sword was stuck into the dragon's left wing, but it didn't seem to dull the beast's fight.

      I tried to get up, but the pain in my side sent a jolt through me and I decided I needed a moment to gather my strength.

      Ruja screamed again and the dragon let out a shriek. I wanted to cover both my ears, but I couldn't get myself to pull my hand from the wound on my side.

      "What the fuck?" I said, watching the monster eviscerate him. It was graphic and more than I'd have wished on him, or at least more than I wanted to see.

      The cage clanged and jumped as the dragon kept attacking him. He must not have treated it well, I thought. Then I realized nothing wants to be caged, no matter how well it's treated.

      He kicked his feet about, desperate to get away from the creature. The clanging sounds of his heels hitting the cage sounded throughout the room as he struggled in vain. The dragon kept ripping into him.

      I knew Ruja deserved what he was getting, but I decided the viciousness of the disembowelment was more than I wanted to see.

      I averted my eyes and a few seconds later the savage sounds stopped. I looked up and saw Ruja's body—what was left of it—in a pile on the floor just outside the cage. The dragon had settled into a corner, leaning against the bars. It was staring at me.

      "Okay," I said to myself. I didn't want to be the center of the creature's attention, so I forced myself to get up.

      Keeping one hand firmly against the wound on my side, which was the worst of all the ones Ruja gave me, I picked up my sword and stepped around the woman to get a clear swing at the heavy ropes holding her. I raised my sword and brought the blade down fast and hard. It cut through the rope holding one of her arms. I stepped around and did the same to the other.

      I glanced at the dragon and it was still watching me. I ignored it and tried to wake the woman. I knew getting her to walk out of there would be a whole lot easier than carrying her. I wasn't even sure I could carry her in my condition. And there was still the problem of Ruja's men. I knew we'd need to go fast and quiet.

      It took a few moments, but I roused her. She opened her eyes wide, as if she was scared.

      "What's happening?" the Victoria Secret model stand-in said. I turned and shielded her view of what the dragon had done. "Don't worry. You're not in danger from it. It's caged. And Ruja’s dead.”

      She looked up at me. She was a blond, maybe natural. I didn't see any dark roots showing. Her outfit was quite sheer. She went bare underneath, top and bottom.

      "I'm Den," I said, holding out my hand to her. "Come with me if you want to live."
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      Victoria and I—that was actually her name—made our way down the stairwell. We passed the guard I'd plowed into. He wasn't moaning anymore, but he looked like he wasn't ready to get up yet.

      I decided not to think about the dragon at the top of the tower. It added a whole new layer to Galderia I hadn't expected and I wasn't sure what I thought about it. What I did know is I didn't want to be anywhere near the damn thing if it got loose. We ran—okay, I limped— to get out of there before any of Ruja's men found us too, but I stopped and held Victoria back with me for a moment. I turned back to the guard at the foot of the stairwell and yelled out to him, telling him the dragon was awake and it seemed to have a thing for flesh. The fact I was bleeding from just about everywhere made my claim believable.

      Evidently he had a sensible amount of fear of the creature, because when I said this to him he got up so fast you'd never known he was injured. He glanced up the stairwell and then back at me.

      "Clawed the poor bastard to death," I said. "And his cage door is open now too." It wasn't, but the man didn't know that, and I figured that would put the fear of dragon in him, more than it was there already.

      He looked terrified just before he ran off, heading down the opposite direction we were going. He kept screaming, "The dragon's loose!"

      "Good," I said. "That'll make getting out of here a little easier." It did. We made it to the gate Cormac, Tara, and I had first come in through in no time—though I lost a lot of blood on the way. If Ruja's men hadn't been preoccupied thinking the dragon was loose, they'd have been able to follow the bloody breadcrumbs I'd left for them. Thankfully they had better things to do, like flee for their lives.

      Soon I was bringing Victoria into the tavern and introducing her to the others, but the introductions had to wait until I endured the sea of kisses and hugs all of my women gave me. Even Monica came over and planted a kiss on my cheek. Victoria was a little confused as to why the four women were all over me, but it felt great to me and all of them seemed to love it that way too.

      Of course, they all freaked out at how much I was bleeding, and they were right to do so. I almost passed out, but Jan had them help me to a place to lie down. She went to work bandaging me and applying some of her magic herbs. My girls gathered around me and fawned over me, which I milked for everything I could. Unfortunately, it would be another day before I could do much else with them.

      After the reunion settled down, Monica talked with Victoria a while, some about what each of them had gone through since they were brought to Galderia, some about life back in Austin. I was glad Monica seemed to make Victoria a little more comfortable.

      Tara had already shared the sad news about Cormac with the others, but we talked again about what happened and about him in general. It was hard for everyone, but we didn't want to avoid it. A day later, Cormac's body would be found down by the docks. There'd be a proper burial ceremony for him.

      Everybody listened intently when I told them how my encounter with Ruja Kurg went, but they got a little sick in their stomachs when I described how he died. His death gave Jan hope. She said she was going to talk to some of the townsfolk to see if they could get together enough people to begin shutting down Ruja's operations in town, or what was his operations.

      The dragon was the most unusual thing we had to deal with, though Cormac's death was certainly the worst. Alara apparently knew of the existence of dragons in Galderia, but she was surprised one was down this far south. They were only known to exist in the cold lands of the north, she said.

      "The dragon is a great danger," Alara said. "If a small one is here as you say, others may come. They have a way of talking to each other from afar. It must be returned to the north."

      "Shouldn't it just be killed?" I asked, regretting that I didn't do it when I had the chance.

      "No!" Alara said. "Doing so would draw many more here. They would feel its death and come to mourn…and for revenge."

      "What are we supposed to do?" Nithia asked.

      Jan stepped into our circle. She'd been standing nearby. "You must go to Yedia, in the north. The people there have a long history of dealing with such things. But you must go soon. If the dragon gets loose…" She looked anxious as she apparently thought about what would happen.

      "The woman we went to the north side of town to find out about…That's where they said the other woman went," Alara said. "With some people from there who were far south of Yedia for some reason."

      I nodded, to confirm I understood the importance of what we were hearing, but I needed a little time without thinking about another quest, another danger. I looked at Tara, Alara, and Nithia. I needed time with them, to be with them without worrying for their safety.

      "I will do what needs to be done," I said. "But for now, I want to be with my women and rest."

      Alara and Nithia smiled at me and both walked over to me and put an arm around me.

      Tara walked over and stood in front of the three of us. "You know you can't do both at the same time. Right?" She grinned, then winked at me.

      "Probably not," I said, before grinning too. "Probably not."
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