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      'What if something happens to her before we can find her? Before we can get to Yedia?

      I'd been running Nithia's words through my head off and on since she'd said them to me. I wondered if we actually would be able to find the other woman from Earth we'd heard about. Being the summoned Guardian, I felt like it was my fault she'd been transported to Galderia—same for all the others. The guilt and uncertainty was stressing me out. I pushed it out of my mind again, for now. On top of everything else, it was too much to deal with. I needed an evening of carefree relaxation. Tomorrow, I decided. I'll deal with it tomorrow.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A day had passed since Cormac's funeral, and my women and I were doing what we could to ease our minds despite my inner struggle with guilt and all of us missing him. I'd fought Cormac, then fought by his side. He shared his treasure with me and gave me the sword I carried. He trusted me with Tara—his adopted family, and he sacrificed his life to save her and me on a mission he could've chosen to ignore. I would never forget him and I vowed to myself to follow in his footsteps when it came to watching over Tara, keeping her safe.

      To him, she was like a sister. But Tara had chosen to join Alara and Nithia as one of my women, and as a sister to them. I never had a girlfriend on Earth, but on Galderia, my new home, three women called me theirs and themselves mine. Life was good.

      Jan, grateful I'd taken out Ruja Kurg, scourge of the town, treated us like family—not in the same naked-hotties way Alara, Nithia, Tara, and I were family. Definitely not! Jan was matronly and we were happy to know her. But… She'd have joined in if I gave her even a hint I was up for it. So, I was careful as shit not to give her the wrong vibe. In reality, I think she just gave me that impression to give herself a laugh at my expense. I didn't mind too much. She'd done a lot for us. She said we were welcome to stay at her inn as long as we needed and we'd always have a place there as long as she was alive. Lingering around for days or even weeks sounded great, but we would depart for Yedia in the morning. I knew it would be a long journey, probably rife with danger, but it had to be done.

      But for the rest of the night, I wanted to think of going north to Yedia no more. I sat with my chair tipped back against the wall, my feet up on another. Well into my third drink and thanks to Jan's herbal compresses, I could barely feel the wounds I'd suffered from Ruja's blade two nights ago.

      Alara, Nithia, Tara, and our new companion Victoria were dancing together in the clearing made in the middle of the room—their hair bouncing, along with other choice parts of their bodies. The tables had been pushed out to form the makeshift dance floor after the group of musicians began their third tune, a lively one made to get people on their feet. The light fast strokes on the fiddle-like instrument, rhythmic clapping from most of the people in the room, and the melodic and spirited singing of the woman in the band filled the room with energy and drove away heavier cares, at least for a while. The air was laden with the aroma of roasted boar and freshly baked bread.

      Evenings at the inn were often filled with people having a good time, Jan had said, but she made a point of kicking everything up a notch this time in celebration of the downfall of the town's kingpin, Ruja. The back alleys and shadows still crawled with the creatures from the town's underbelly, but with Ruja out of the picture, Jan and the other members of the quiet resistance to the criminal network had renewed energy and hope. Thus her desire to make the night into a full-on party.

      I never was much of a dancer. The few times I went to some clubs back on Earth, I felt too awkward to get out onto the dance floor. Now, reclining in my tipped-back chair, it wasn't that the thought of dancing gave me anxiety, it was more that I was completely content to sit back, sip my brew, and enjoy the view. Third mug, so maybe that was a factor, but I got a little dizzy as I stared at the bobbing rotating parade of well-formed asses ten feet in front of me. Why would a man move? Alara, Nithia, Tara, Victoria, and okay, a couple other local girls, all dancing, were giving me a show straight out of an after dark T&A movie—at least the teaser scene. Knowing it was just a matter of time before my three women and I would be upstairs in our complimentary room playing out the rest of the movie made the experience all the more enjoyable.

      Monica wasn't dancing. She was at the table with me, sitting a few feet away.

      "Do you think she's safe?" her face looked like she was revisiting what she had been through before she'd found us at Cormac's inn. "I mean, with the people up there-"

      "In Yedia," I said.

      "Yes. Are they…good people?"

      "They're not working for the dark overlord of the planet, if that's what you mean," I said. "Alara says they mostly keep to themselves. Coming down this far is unusual."

      "But we're going to find her, right?"

      "That's the plan." I looked away from Monica for a moment. The feeling that I was somehow responsible for her, the mystery woman up north, and several others being in Galderia was weighing on me again. "If she's there, we'll find her and…" I didn't know what exactly I'd do once we found the woman. And I'll give her the ol' in-out to send her home. Sheesh. "This is too complicated."

      "Huh?" Monica said.

      I didn't realize I'd said that aloud. "Oh. Nothing," I said. "I just mean-"

      "Yeah," she said. "I know. Who would've thought something like this would happen? Who could've dreamed something like this up?"

      I looked into her eyes, but I kept the answer to myself. I could, evidently.

      When the music kicked up, and my drink kicked in, our conversation died out and we sat quietly listening and watching the rest of the room—or the dancing in particular, in my case. Ever so often, I caught her looking at me with a curious expression on her face. I got the impression she was considering my innate ability to send her back to Earth, but I'd decided to leave it to her to make the move. It wasn't like I planned it this way—sex with me sucks all the Galderian magic out of Earth women transported here. Was I an asshole because spooning after the deed was not only out of the question, but it'd be wham bam, never see you, ma'am? I knew she wanted to get back home—to be with Brad and to see Sydney again—but I also suspected she really had a thing for me. Or maybe she was just afraid of the whole transporting-across-the-universe thing. I wasn't sure, but it made stuff between us complicated, to say the least.

      I missed Sydney too. Comparing her boobs with Monica's had been how it all started that day back in class in Austin, and now she was gone, and Monica would someday be gone too. Yeah, I'm being ridiculous. After all, I'm staring at three gorgeous asses belonging to three amazing women, all of whom choose to be with me and to share me. Somebody smack me upside the head for complaining. Still, Sydney and Monica were there before any of this and somehow they were my last connection to who I was before I became Den the Conqueror, Guardian of Carnera…Savior of Galderia. Okay, I made that last title up.

      I chuckled. I wasn't really that full of myself. It was more of a joke. How ridiculous is this whole adventure, I thought.

      "Hey!"

      I snapped out of the conversation in my head at hearing Monica. "Oh, sorry. What did you say?"

      She looked irritated, not mad, but evidently she'd been trying to get my attention while I'd been contemplating the tale of Den.

      "I said, do you think it will be a difficult journey to Yedia?"

      She looked concerned. She didn’t seem like she was complaining about the trip. She, like all of us, knew going to Yedia was a roll of the dice. We had good reason to believe we'd find another of our fellow Austinites—a babe, no doubt. Why would it be any different this time? To date, it was three for three, as far as those who also got sucked into Alara's priestess magic wormhole when she summoned me. She and I figured they were dragged along since I was thinking fondly about each of them when my ticket got punched.

      I heard Jan's voice behind me. "You'll make it there, whatever happens along the way."

      I looked back over my shoulder. Jan was smiling. She gave me a reassuring nod, then she addressed Monica. "And you make sure he stays out of trouble."

      A smile slowly formed on Monica's face, but I could tell she put it there to be polite. "I'll do my best," she said.

      Jan reached over and gave Monica a pat on her shoulder. "That's all any of us can do. Isn't it?"

      I felt comforted at what Jan was doing. I knew we were about to head off on a long-ass trip to Yedia, a place up north which Jan had told us was strange, filled with people she didn't quite understand, people who didn't like to mingle with outsiders. But despite the unknown challenges I knew awaited us, Jan was checking up on us and somehow her attention settled my nerves. She'd basically taken us in as family, fed us, gave us a warm bed, dressed my wounds. For a moment, I thought of my mom, but I started to get choked up and I didn't want to go down that road in front of everyone.

      Monica stood up. "I'm going to the ladies' room.”

      "Over there.” Jan nodded toward the back of the room.

      "Yeah.” Monica signaled she already knew. "Thanks." She left the table and headed through the crowd.

      Jan put her hand on the back of Monica's now empty chair. "You mind?"

      "No. Of course not," I said.

      She pulled the chair out to give herself enough clearance between it and the table to sit, then she settled in and turned sideways to face me. "You know they're welcome to stay here."

      "What?" I said. "Who do you mean?"

      "Any of them. All of them. I can put them up here while you journey to Yedia."

      I glanced over to Alara, Nithia, Tara, and Victoria. Monica had already gone into the restroom. "I've thought about it." I turned my gaze back to Jan. "Truth is, I want to keep them safe, but I don't know if that means we all stick together or if, as you say…"

      She nodded and smiled. She seemed to appreciate my concern for the safety of my companions, even if I clearly didn't have it all worked out. "Truth is I don't know any better than you do what the right thing to do is. I just wanted you to know my place is here for any of them…and for you, if ever any of you need it. After what you did for me, for the town—getting rid of Ruja…I just wanted you to know you always have this place."

      I put my hand on hers. "Thanks, Jan. It's good to have somewhere you can go." I glanced to my women again. They were still dancing, and now laughing. It was a magical sight to behold. Looking back to Jan, I said, “They wouldn't stay even if I asked them. Not that your place isn't great, and you. But they aren't the sort of women to sit at home while I go and have all the…fun." I smiled as I thought how each of them challenged me in her own special way. "Maybe that's why I'm so taken with them. They've got strong minds about what they want."

      Jan looked over to the dance floor and I did too, just as Tara's back was toward us. She was leaning forward toward the other women and her rear was pushed out and up toward Jan and me. She was moving her ass around slowly in a sort of figure-eight pattern. Then she started shaking it in a fast jiggly motion. Her loin skirt failed to keep pace with her wild movements.

      "Oh, my," Jan said.

      "Yeah." That was all I could get out.

      I shook myself out of my trance, then I noticed all of the men—and some of the women—seated around me and in front of me were entranced as I had been.

      "Maybe that's not the only reason you're so taken with them," Jan said.

      I looked at her. She was grinning at me. There was no denying the strength of her claim. I shrugged. "They do have a certain power over me. That much is true."

      She laughed and slapped my upper arm playfully.

      We each took a moment and watched the women dancing. Jan scanned the rest of the room too. I figured she was checking on things—making sure nobody was getting out of hand, seeing if anybody needed anything.

      "I know you're going to Yedia to find that other woman," Jan said. "But the dragon."

      "Yes," I said. "I will learn what I can about dealing with the dragon. If what you say is true, maybe they can offer some advice…or some help getting it out of Pertlass. Though I still say going back in there and killing it would-"

      "No!" Jan's expression instantly turned serious. "That would bring more of them…fully grown ones. Pertlass would be lost. It can't be killed here, but it can't stay here either."

      "Yes. Alara said the same thing. Can't it just be moved?"

      "In theory, yes," she said. "But until Ruja's men are gone, going back in there to move a dragon is-"

      "Yeah, I know," I said. "It wasn't easy getting in the first time. I wouldn't want to push my luck and try it again any time soon."

      "I've been talking with some of the people in Pertlass who've been trying to take Ruja's network down for a long time," Jan said.

      "Yeah, about that." I reached down and unfastened the pouch of gold I had tied to my belt. It was a good portion of what Cormac had given me, not all of it, but it was still more than five year's wages for a successful merchant, from what I'd been told. I set the pouch on the table in front of her. "Here. This is for the resistance."

      She looked surprised. She didn't reach for the pouch right away, instead glancing at it and then to me several times.

      I nodded toward the leather pouch. "Go ahead. Take it. It's the least I can do. Maybe it'll help the good people of Pertlass."

      I saw a tear build in the corner of one of her eyes as she slowly slid her hand over to take hold of the pouch. She moved her fingers a little as she squeezed it, evidently feeling the contents.

      "Thank you," she said, drawing the pouch closer. She loosened the strap cinched around the top of it and opened it slightly, taking a quick peek inside before closing it up again. "That's…Thank you, Den."

      "I just hope it helps."

      "Oh, it will. Thank you."

      "There's something else I want to ask you about."

      Jan put the small pouch of gold inside the larger wider pouch she had tied against the front of her apron. Yeah, she was wearing a fanny pack. "Go ahead," she said, closing up the leather fanny pack.

      I looked around to make sure no one was sitting too close. I didn't want anyone to overhear. "Thautus Kurg."

      Jan's expression was frozen. I waited for her to say something. With her lips still pressed closed, she moved them around a little, like she was thinking what to say.

      "What can you tell me about him?" I asked.

      "I can tell you he's the reason Westerly has seen dark days for the last many years."

      "Westerly?" It was the first time I'd heard the name.

      "Here," she said. "The land west of the sea. We call it Westerly. Well, some of us do. It's an older term, I suppose."

      "I see. But he's across the Sea of Ronak, right?"

      Her eyes widened. "Oh, yes! If he was to cross over to here himself…well, that would be the end. He does enough hurt from afar, though—sending his minions to do his bidding. And the likes of Ruja." She reached over and patted my hand. "At least we don't have to worry about him anymore."

      She stopped patting my hand just as her brow furrowed and the skin between her eyes wrinkled.

      "What is it?" I asked.

      She shook the worry off her face. "I was just thinking what Thautus will do when he hears of Ruja's death. But nevermind. I don't think that would be enough to bring him. From what I heard, he never cared that much for his cousin."

      "Can't blame him for that."

      Jan chuckled.

      I glanced to Alara and the others, just wanting to see if they were still having a good time. They were chatting among themselves and giggling, occasionally looking over to me. I smiled and nodded to them, clueless as to their light-hearted machinations. Returning my attention to the conversation with Jan, I asked, "Is he human? Mortal?"

      Jan took a moment to consider my question before answering. "I think he was once. I've heard as he rose to power he delved deeper into unnatural things, powers which had been long hidden in the deepest shadows of Galderia. I don't think he's a god, though he wants to be. He's mortal, I'm sure. But I doubt anyone has the means to test that claim."

      This was not the sort of thing I wanted to hear, but I wasn't surprised. I'd seen enough movies, read enough books to figure the guy who wanted to take over the world, especially in a sword and sorcery kind of world, had to be into some dark supernatural shit.

      "If someone was going to test that claim, try to take down Thautus Kurg-"

      Jan cut me off. "He'd better be prepared to die."

      Not helpful, lady. I shifted in my chair, wondering if I could get something more useful out of her.

      "Suppose the guy wasn't too happy with dying?" I said. "Any advice for someone hoping to actually win that contest?"

      "Oh, no." Jan looked troubled. She clearly realized I was talking about myself, and I was apparently stupid enough to go after Thautus Kurg.

      I shrugged. "Humor me. Any tips? Anything about him you can tell me which might help?"

      "Why would you do that?"

      I glanced over to Alara and the other women. They weren't dancing anymore. The music had stopped. The band was taking a break. The women were chatting, but it looked like they were about to head back to our table.

      I decided to drop the short of the situation on Jan quickly, just in case there was something she knew which might help. I didn't want to discuss it in front of the others. "It's the destiny of the Guardian of Carnera." I shrugged again. "And somebody's got to do it." I wasn't sold on the line, but I said it anyway. I wanted Jan's take on the situation. I wanted to hear from someone neutral as to whether this whole Guardian thing was bullshit and crazy, or not.

      Her eyes widened. She looked across the room to Alara and then back to me. "I see."

      "You see what?"

      "If what you say is true," she said, "and I have no reason to doubt you, maybe…"

      "Maybe?"

      "Maybe it is possible," she said. "You'll need to be prepared." She chuckled. "How can you prepare for something like that, though?"

      "I was kinda hoping you could tell me." I grinned.

      She shook her head, which was not the response I was hoping for. "Among the Yedians are great warriors, and they have more history across the sea than most. And they're no friend of Thautus Kurg. That much is for sure. All I can tell you is keep seeking. If you are the Guardian, there is a path before you which may lead to Thautus Kurg's downfall."

      "May?"

      She tipped her head. "Well, the path won't be easy. I'm sure." She put her hand atop mine. "You aren't the first Guardian, Den."

      "Yeah. I know."

      I must've looked deflated. She did her best to put on a brighter face. "But you are somehow different than any man I've met," she said. "The prophecy of the Guardian is an old one. I first heard it when I was a small child. I'd sure like to think it might be fulfilled in my lifetime." She smiled.

      I slowly nodded. "Me too." Though it'd be great if I wasn't the guy who had to do it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Alara came up beside me. "Hey, handsome. I see you're making a play for Jan."

      I turned and looked up at her. Her skin was glistening and her cheeks were a little flush. "She turned me down," I said. "I hope you'll still have me."

      Jan laughed. "Wasn't it the other way around?"

      "Oh, I'll have you, alright," she said, wrapping her arm around my shoulder and embracing me with a squeeze against my upper chest.

      Jan got up. "Well, I have to get back to work." She looked at me. "I'm getting on in years, Den. If it's possible, I hope you're the one."

      She winked then smiled to Alara to let her know it was all in good fun.

      Alara nodded to her. "I'll send him your way when I'm done with him."

      "Thanks, dear," Jan said before walking off through the crowd, toward the bar.

      "So," Alara said to me, "who was that man?"

      "Who?"

      Alara looked behind us, then around the room before leaning on me again with her head close to the side of mine. "He's gone."

      "Who are you talking about?"

      "Nevermind. I thought he was talking to you and Jan. He was right behind you two. You didn't see him?"

      "No." I felt uneasy knowing someone might have been eavesdropping. I looked around. "You don't see him anywhere?"

      She looked around the room again. "No."

      The room was crowded and lively. I wanted to ask the man who he was and what he was doing behind us, but I realized it would be difficult to find him, especially if he was up to no good. He'd disappear if he saw us looking for him, I thought. I decided to let it go, promising myself I'd stay alert, just in case.

      Nithia, Tara, and Victoria came to our table and sat down. Alara continued to hang around my shoulders.

      "So, what have you ladies been up to?" I asked.

      "Oh, don't pretend you weren't watching us," Nithia said.

      "I suppose I might've noticed you all over there doing something."

      Tara, who'd taken the seat beside me and slid her chair closer to mine, shifted her rear to gently bump her hip against me. "See anything you like?"

      I laughed. "Yeah, but I think she left with somebody else." I pretended to look over toward the dance area for someone.

      Alara jerked her arm up from my chest and pressed it against my throat. "You want to change your story?" she asked.

      I exaggerated my struggle to breathe and held up my hands. "Okay," I said with unnecessary difficulty. "Maybe I was mistaken."

      All the women laughed and Alara released her arm from my neck. "That's better," she said.

      I noticed Victoria, who sat across from me, was looking a little uncomfortable. I felt guilty. After all, she was probably having the hardest time with the situation. Obviously, she was relieved to be free of Ruja, who'd held her captive since the first day she appeared in Galderia. We'd learned she had the horribly bad fortune of arriving through the world-hopping portal in Pertlass in an alley beside Ruja's stronghold. His men noticed her moments later and forced her inside, turning her over to him.

      Though Monica in particular, and the other women in our group in general, did what they could to make her feel welcome and safe, I hadn't spent enough time with her—I mean platonically, of course. I had no intention of hoisting myself upon her otherwise, though she had an allure, to be sure. Maybe it was her name coupled with the sheer lingerie she had on when I rescued her from chains beside the dragon in Ruja's place, but more than any of the other women, she made me think of a Victoria Secret model—which of course, was a good thing, right? Rocking the boat is what it was, at least potentially. That's why I had mostly kept a distance from her, after our initial conversation.

      "How are you holding up?" I asked her.

      She smiled and looked to each of the other women at the table, then to me. "I know you all are doing what you can to make me feel welcome, and I appreciate that. I do…feel welcome, I mean. Thank you."

      "Of course," Nithia said.

      "You are welcome," Tara said.

      Alara, standing behind me still, but now with her hands resting on my shoulders, one on each, chimed in. "Yes. You're one of us, with us, I mean. As long as you want to be."

      "Thanks," she said.

      Monica came to the table and stood between my seat and Victoria's. "So, what did I miss?"

      Victoria looked up at her. "Would you go back, if you could?"

      I watched Monica closely to see what she'd say.

      "To Earth?" Monica said, glancing at me, then quickly returning her attention to Victoria. "I…"

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Tara looking at me. I assumed everyone was waiting to see how the moment played out. Victoria was not privy to the fact that the way back to Earth was in my loins.

      "You know," Tara said, "this world has a lot to offer."

      "I'm sure it does," Monica said. "But that's not really the point." She looked to Victoria. "Is it?"

      Victoria looked in turn to each of us before she answered. "Actually, it is."

      "What do you mean?" I asked.

      "I want to go back home," Victoria said. "At least, part of me does. But I also want to see more of this world."

      "But that doesn't make any sense," Monica said. "I mean, since you arrived in Galderia you've been captive, slave to Ruja. How can you have anything but contempt for this world?"

      Victoria shrugged. "I thought that was the end for me—destined to die in chains in that awful place. But I didn't." She looked at each of us again and then focused on me. "Because of you. You saved me. And now, after what I've been through, how much worse could it get? I mean, yes, I miss home, but is there even a way back? I don't know. Maybe someday, somehow. But until then, I want to see more of this world." She glanced to each of the women again. "If you all will have me?"

      "Oh, we'll have you," Tara said, with a subtly inappropriate tone.

      I gave her a stern nudge with my elbow but kept my eyes forward toward Victoria. "I can't argue that you don't know there are dangers out there. You've experienced that firsthand." I looked to each of the women at the table. "Any of you are welcome to stay here at the inn. You don't have to go with me to Yedia. Jan said as much too."

      Tara scoffed. "Yeah, right. Like that's going to happen."

      "Seriously, Den," Alara said. "You know you're going to need us. Not that it's even up for debate." She looked to Monica and Victoria. "I mean, you two don't have to go, but-"

      "I don't want to stay here." Victoria spoke forcefully as if she felt she had to state her position before it was too late.

      Monica exhaled audibly. "I'm going too. I don't want you to stray too far, just in case I decide to…"

      I knew what she meant. She hadn't ruled out spending an intimate evening with me so she could go home.

      "It's going to be a long trip, probably dangerous," I said, looking at each of the women to make sure they were taking those facts in mind. "I aim to find the other Earth woman there, and to seek the Yedians' help with the dragon situation here, and…"

      I glanced around the table. Each of the women gave me a nod, signaling they were in, but I had to put the last reason for the trip on the table. "I want to talk with them about Thautus Kurg, and about crossing the Sea of Ronak…to kill him…somehow."

      Alara put her hand on my forearm and gave it a gentle squeeze. "Yes. That is your destiny."

      Damn, I hate destiny sometimes. But a sense in me that I must face Kurg was growing by the day. I was tired of hiding from the feeling.

      "I heard Ruja speak of him," Victoria said, looking troubled.

      "Yes." Alara put her hand on the table as she spoke. "A hundred times worse than Ruja though. He's the one who has been bringing the darkness to the land." She looked around the table at everyone. "He must be stopped!"

      "If anyone wants to back out, we'll understand," I said.

      "Why can't we just cross the sea from here?" Nithia asked. "There are boats at the port. We could pay for passage."

      "Jan told me the waters between Pertlass and the shores across the sea are controlled by Kurg's men."

      "It's true," Victoria said. "Ruja had contacts across the sea. I heard their control on the other side was stronger than in Pertlass."

      "So, we go to Yedia, to find the woman, to get their dragon pest control advice, and then maybe the sea. Who wants out?" I turned to each of the women, pausing to each to see if they wanted to bow out. Each of them, in turn, shook her head. It wasn't really fair to Monica and Victoria since I was the only other person from back home they knew in this world, but fair wasn't the way things were going to be in Galderia. The world was at the same time more honest than Earth and more savage. "In the morning, then," I said. "We'll get horses and supplies, then head out…as early as possible."

      Alara leaned over to me. "And tonight?"

      "Tonight? Probably get as much rest as we can."

      Alara shook her head slowly as if trying to be subtle about it, but I doubt anyone at the table missed it, based on the funny looks I got when I stole a few glances to the others.

      So much for getting a good night's sleep before the road trip.
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      Despite our plan to get an early start the next morning, instead of heading upstairs after my self-declared last drink of the night, I found myself holding a borrowed dagger and standing twenty feet from a wall which evidently had been on the receiving end of such blades many times.

      Jan had gone to bed, leaving a few staff to take care of the wind-down hours. Most of the customers who hadn't already stumbled out the door or upstairs gathered at the back right side of the room, to watch me and the other two men prove our skills. I felt the men behind me bump into me and one of them spilled a little of his drink on me. I let it go. With all interested parties packed in tight, cheering the three of us, little standing room remained. Only the path between the three of us and the chipped and faded black outline of a man painted on the wall was clear of onlookers.

      I glanced to my left, over the heads of the crowd. Tara and Monica stood on the bar top, free from the drunkards below. Tara winked at me. She wouldn't listen when I told her I didn't know how to throw a dagger, let alone accurately. She showed me how to hold it and the arm and wrist movement I should make.

      The whole thing started when a man stopped by our table and sat down to join our conversation before we could stop him. Alara told him it was a private party, but the guy didn't hear or didn't want to hear. He introduced himself as Lop. He seemed to be having a good time and looked harmless. So, we let him sit for a few minutes.

      He turned his head to the side, so we could get a good look at his left ear, or what remained of it. "That's why everyone calls me Lop."

      I nodded and tried to act like it didn't look as bad as it did.

      "Wifey did it," he said, then he laughed and elbowed me. "Could’ve been something else, though. Right?"

      Most of us chuckled, myself included, but I felt he'd given me more than I needed to know. He didn't seem to realize it though, and he kept talking. After a minute, he grew on me. He just had that kind of personality. Of course, a hand from one of the staff darted in and refilled my mug every time it got close to empty. That might've played into Lop's affable-ness.

      He shared a story of an adventure he and his buddies went on one time. Something about taking a small boat out to a place called Keluthia to find a sorcerer's tower, and a narrow escape from strange creatures. They lived all over the island, he said. It reminded me of The Island of Doctor Moreau. He got a laugh from the table when he finished his story, saying his wife's complaining of his long absence upon his return almost made him want to go back to the island.

      Tara told a story after him, but by then my head was swimming. I wish I'd heard what she said. She kept pausing in the story and smiling at me. But shortly after she began, I got up to empty my bladder—couldn't wait. Somewhere along the line his skills and my skills must've gotten compared. When I returned and sat down, she and Lop were arguing about whether I could beat the man at dagger darts. Who the hell does that? I shook my head to signal it wasn't my thing—that I wasn't interested in the challenge—but no one noticed. Then Monica grabbed my wrist and blurted out, "You threw a sword into a man!"

      Twenty feet from the wall with the painted outline of a person, three of us stood, certainly too inebriated to have daggers in our hands, definitely too far gone to be throwing them with that many people crowded around us. Everyone clambered so loud I couldn't hear anything in particular. Lop tapped my right shoulder and I looked over to him. He pointed to his chest and, with his eyebrows raised, nodded at me. I took his meaning and, pushing into whoever stood behind me, stepped back and extended my arm to offer him the first throw. He repeated his inquiry to the man on his other side. I hadn't gotten the man's name, but he had overheard Lop and Tara at our table. He was the one who proposed the throwing contest.

      He wore a dark gray hood which drooped down in front, covering his forehead and brow. He was smaller than Lop and way smaller than me. He bowed his head to answer Lop and stepped back as I did.

      "Closest to the head!" Tara said, raising her voice to be heard over the excited onlookers below her.

      Lop glanced to her and nodded, then he raised his dagger, holding it by the end of the blade.

      "Wait!" The hooded man raised his hand and stepped forward.

      Lop lowered his dagger and waited for the man to continue.

      The crowd quieted down a little, apparently interested in why the hooded figure interrupted Lop's throw.

      "What's our wager?" he asked, his face still hidden.

      Lop looked at me. I shrugged, then I remembered the gold Cormac had given me. "A few coins?" I didn't know what they were called, or how else to refer to them, in terms of denominations, but I knew I still had quite a lot left. I could spare a few, regardless of their worth. I worked my fingers into the pouch and pulled out three gold coins.

      Several people around me gasped. Oh. Maybe I went too far.

      Lop shook his head. "I can't." He looked at the wall which was our target, then back to me and the hooded man. "I don't keep that kind of money. Maybe we could just throw for glory."

      I became aware of more than a few men in the crowd taking an interest in the coins in my hand and in my pouch. I glanced behind me, hoping nobody had gotten the idea to snatch the coins from me. I felt relieved when the two behind me—a man and a woman—both looked genuinely excited for the competition and apparently hadn't fixated on the gold I'd revealed.

      "No," the hooded man said. He nodded toward me. "I like his idea."

      I put the coins back into my pouch.

      Calls for a wager came from the onlookers. Then more people chimed in agreeing. "Make it worth something!" a man said. "Yeah!" Then a man said, "Loser stands in the outline on the wall for the next round!"

      Uh, no. I'd never thrown a dagger. The sword was a fluke, I thought. No way  I'm agreeing to be the target.

      I looked at Lop and the other guy, to see if one of them had a better idea. Then I glanced to Tara. She shrugged and gestured with upturned hands as if to say she didn't know what to do. I wagged my finger at her in a light-hearted scolding for getting me into the competition.

      "Yes!" the hooded man said. "That's a great idea!"

      I turned around to see what he was talking about. Lop looked at me with surprise.

      The hooded man stepped into the center of the clearing and raised his arm toward the target on the wall.

      Huh?

      The crowd quieted, evidently waiting to hear his proposal.

      With his arm still extended in front of him, he slowly turned toward me. He was pointing. I looked at myself to see what he could possibly be meaning, then I noticed he wasn't pointing to me. He was pointing above me, past me.

      "We play for her!" he said, pointing to Tara.

      The crowd of fifteen or twenty men erupted in cheers and shouts of approval.

      "What? No!" I said. "Are you crazy?"

      The crowd grew louder. I glanced around hoping to see Jan. I knew she wouldn't stand for this sort of thing and it was her place. Obviously, I wasn't going to stand for it either.

      "It's happening," the hooded man said, then he nodded to someone across the room.

      I turned to see who he had signaled and why. Tara screamed as a large man grabbed her from behind. He'd climbed onto the bar top and he had her in a bear hug from behind. Monica took a swing at the man, but someone else pulled her leg out from under her and she fell onto the counter beside Tara's feet.

      "Let her go!" I pushed the crowd around me, trying to get through to save Tara and Monica, but they were too tightly packed around me. I knock the two closest to me down and scrambled to get over them, but half a dozen arms jutted out against me, keeping me back.

      "Den!" Tara screamed. The man had her arms pinned to her sides. She stomped on his boot, but he held on to her.

      I whipped my head back toward the hooded man. "Tell him to let her go, now!" I had my dagger up. I'd flipped it around, grabbing the handle instead of the blade. I stepped toward the hooded man, threatening to cut him down if he didn't call off his thugs.

      He retreated until his back was against the crowd.

      "Now!" I said. "Or this blade's going in you!"

      "Take it easy," he said. He glanced up to Tara and his man.

      I turned around to look, but the man still had her. Monica wasn't on the bar top anymore. The crowd still blocked my path to Tara. I looked back to the hooded man, but he was gone. I scanned the crowd in a split second, but he had disappeared into them somewhere.

      "Den!" Tara screamed. "Help!"

      I watched the man jerked his arm tighter against her chest. He'd released his other arm to fend off someone who was climbing up to try to stop him. He had Tara to one side of his chest. She elbowed him and his grip on her loosened. She broke free of him enough to take a step away, but he caught her by her hair.

      I whipped my arm forward, shoulder steady, elbow lined up, flicking my wrist at the end of one fluid movement. The dagger flew from my hand in a flash, striking the thug between his eyes—blade buried into his skull to the hilt. He fell back off the bar top and Tara pulled free from his lifeless hand.

      The crowd fell silent. Tara collapsed onto the counter and sat with her legs out to her side. She breathed heavily as she looked up at me. I could see she was shaken, but unhurt.

      No one else seemed to pose a threat. The man who'd pulled Monica down had gone. She stood beside the bar and was checking on Tara. I scanned the crowd and the rest of the room for any sign of the hooded man or his other accomplice. After I noted every face and scoped every corner of the room, I was satisfied they'd left.

      Lop walked over to me, putting his dagger back in its sheath. "Looks like you won."

      "You had nothing to do with this. Did you?" I asked.

      He shook his head. "No." He glanced over to Tara. "People can't be used like that. That's just not right."

      "No, it's not."

      I marveled out how the two people I'd been pitted against in the now-canceled dagger darts contest exhibited the good and the bad in Galderia.

      "I'm glad your friends are okay," he said. Then he looked around the room.

      "What is it?"

      "I was just looking to see where the other three went."

      Oh, shit.

      The booze I'd had leading up to the dagger darts match clouded my head. I remembered Victoria saying something about going up to the room to get some rest, but I couldn't remember whether Alara and Nithia had done so too.

      I glanced to Tara and Monica again. Tara was on her feet and off the counter now, standing next to Monica. They appeared to be waiting for me.

      I extended my hand for a handshake. "Lop, it was good to meet you." He looked down at my hand, then slowly put his up. I took it and shook hands with him. "It's what we do where I'm from."

      He nodded understanding and smiled.

      "I need to go see how Tara and Monica are doing, and check on the others."

      "Of course. Travel safely."

      Something about the way he spoke those last words struck me as odd. Was he the one listening to Jan and me?

      "How do you know we're traveling?" I asked.

      He laughed. "If you're not from Hyrin, the locals can tell. And I've lived here all my life."

      "Ah. I see. Well, thanks."

      I gave him a quick nod and he returned it. Then I hurried over to Tara and Monica, to see if they knew where the others were.
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      "They're in the room across the hall," Victoria said. She had already gotten into one of the two beds and had the covers pulled up to her neck.

      "Okay, good," I said. Tara and Monica had come upstairs with me to find everyone and make sure they were okay. The three of us were standing inside the room, but I lingered by the doorway. Tara went over to the other bed and sat on it facing Victoria.

      "I can't believe that happened to you two." Victoria looked concerned as she spoke to them. "Are you sure you're alright?"

      Tara nodded.

      Monica walked over beside her and put her hand on her shoulder. "You should have seen it. It was awful. I tried to stop the man who attacked her, but someone grabbed my leg."

      Tara turned to her. "You could have been really hurt from that fall."

      Monica shrugged. "Bruised me a little, but at the time, I just wanted to help you. I didn't feel it."

      "What did you do?" Victoria looked at me like I shouldn't have let it happen.

      I felt guilty for not stopping the incident sooner. I knew the fact I'd drunk so much played into it. "I stopped the man…but not soon enough." I glanced to Tara. I should've been faster.

      Tara gazed upon me with sympathetic eyes. I'd apologized to her several times on the way to the room. "It's not your fault, Den."

      I heard her but I couldn't shake the sense that I let her down. Victoria was right, I thought.

      Evidently, my face told her how I felt. "Hey," she said. "You're the one who saved me. Remember?"

      I smiled half-heartedly. "I'm just glad you're okay."

      "I'll be fine," she said. "But I think I'm done for the night."

      "Me too." Monica took off her boots and put them on the floor at the foot of the bed. "Sleep sounds good."

      "Right. Good idea." I glanced out the doorway behind me toward the other room, where Alara and Nithia were, then turned back to the three of them. "I'm going to check on the Alara and Nithia."

      "Yes," Tara said, taking off her boots too. "Go. I think we're all going to go to bed soon."

      I lingered at hearing her last words, waiting to see if I understood her correctly, that she meant sleep, and she didn't need me for that.

      She smiled, evidently reading the uncertainty on my face. "I know Alara would like to see you." There wasn't a hint of disdain or jealousy in her words, and she looked upon me with affection.

      Even though Victoria confirmed Alara and Nithia were safe across the hall, I wanted to see them. After the attack downstairs, I needed to put my eyes on them to get every last sliver of doubt about their well-being out of my mind. I'd failed Tara—though it turned out alright. I was done with hesitation when it came to keeping my women safe.

      "Alright." I stepped through the doorway. "I'll leave you three to get some sleep, but if you need me, I'll be right across the hall."

      Tara nodded and smiled. Then she yawned and leaned back onto the bed.

      I closed the door and stood in the hallway for a moment.

      Tara's reassurances started to sink in. I could see she'd calmed and seemed to feel secure in the room with Monica and Victoria as company. She hadn't been hurt, despite the man's brutal hold on her. He won't be a problem anymore, I thought.

      The rush of adrenaline from dealing with Tara's attacker hadn't left me entirely, but I knew seeing Alara and Nithia would help calm me down.

      "Yes?" Alara said, from behind the closed door.

      "It's Den."

      I heard a click and she opened the door.

      "Wow." The word just came out of me when I saw her. She wore dark red silk panties, with a diamond-shaped patch of cloth hung like a tiny garment on a clothesline of silk wrapped around her full hips. Her breasts tested equally small bits of silk, which covered her nipples and a small area around them—pushing their silk tethers to an extreme tautness. I expected the strap around her neck to snap at any moment and her boobs to bound outward with much-desired freedom.

      She smiled, though in a manner which made me feel uneasy.

      "Hi, Den," Nithia said, from her spot on the bed across the room. I noticed she was fully clothed. The contrast confused me for a moment and I didn't answer her.

      "I came to make sure you two were alright," I said.

      Alara's smile disappeared and she turned away from me and walked toward the bed. "Why wouldn't we be?"

      I came inside the room and closed the door. "There was an incident downstairs. Tara-"

      "Is she okay?" Nithia said, sitting up taller.

      "She's fine." I walked toward the bed. Alara was in front of me but hadn't turned around. "I got into some dagger-throwing contest, and there was this guy."

      "Hmph." Alara crossed her arms and turned to face me. "So that was more important?"

      "What?" I said. "No. I didn't even want to be in the stupid contest. I was drunk."

      Alara's eyes narrowed as she stared at me.

      "Why are you mad? I stopped him. Tara's okay."

      "I'm glad she's okay. I am. But…"

      "But?"

      She uncrossed her arms and her scowl disappeared.

      What am I missing?

      She glanced down at her large mostly naked chest.

      "Oh," I said.

      She slowly nodded. "Yeah." She went over to her clothes, which were piled on a small table in the corner of the room and began getting dressed.

      I remembered her whispering into my ear before I got caught up in the dagger darts mess. I wanted to take her up on her earlier offer of missing some sleep together, but it was obvious she'd been expecting me a long time ago.

      I looked to Nithia, hoping she could signal some quick advice for me. She tilted her head, drew her pressed lips back a little, and shrugged with her palms up.

      "I'm sorry," I said, walking toward her.

      She didn't respond. I stood behind her as she finished getting dressed, putting everything on quickly.

      "Alara." I touched her upper back. She froze. "I shouldn't have kept you waiting. I got caught up in everything."

      She turned around slowly and looked into my eyes. I exhaled, feeling the weight of what I'd done to her.

      "I waited for you." She sounded calm now, which oddly felt more uncomfortable. "I get it," she said. "You can't be with me all the time. I don't expect that. I shouldn't expect that."

      I opened my mouth to reply, but I couldn't come up with the right words. So, I said nothing.

      She glanced over to Nithia, who was sitting quietly on the bed, with her knees up and her arms wrapped around them. "I've been putting off dealing with the Order," Alara said. "I miss the sisters I lost." She averted her eyes from Nithia to the ground. "I'm sorry, Nithia."

      "It's okay," she said. "I miss her too. I know how you must feel about losing the others, along with my sister."

      Alara nodded, still looking at the floor.

      "I haven't had anyone in my life for a long time," I said. I gently touched beneath her chin and eased her to look up at me. "Until you brought me here to you." I glanced to Nithia. "To both of you."

      I waited for her to respond, as I watched her eyes study mine.

      "I'm new to this," I said. "I may make some mistakes, but I'm committed to all three of you."

      "And those other women?" she said.

      "Monica and Victoria?"

      "Uh huh," she said. "And the other ones from your world."

      I hesitated to say it, but I knew I had to rescue them, to send them back to Earth. "I'm their only way home." I shrugged apologetically.

      She seemed to be thinking about my answer for a moment. "No. You're right. That's something you have to do."

      "So, we're good?" I eyed her chest, though her breasts were now hidden beneath her shirt. "I'd love to see that new outfit again."

      She chuckled slightly. "I bet you would."

      Hot damn.

      "But," she patted my chest. "I think I'm going to go hang out with Tara and the others tonight."

      Whoa. What just happened?

      "Yeah?" I said.

      She rolled her lips inward with her mouth closed, and she nodded.

      "Okay. Your call." I glanced to Nithia, then back to Alara with what I thought was a brilliant plan in mind. "Maybe all could spend the night over there…and you could still show me that new outfit again."

      She patted my chest a little harder. "Keep dreaming, Den. Not tonight." She turned to Nithia. "You should stay with him. I think he's feeling needy."

      Wait. How'd she turn that around? A minute ago, she was the one…

      "I can do that," Nithia said.

      "Good." Alara walked away from me and toward the door. "I want to get to know Monica and Victoria better. Who knows, maybe they'll decide to stay in Galderia."

      I wondered if she was thinking about them for the Order of Carnera.

      "She's not the only one who got new underwear," Nithia said, making me lose focus on what Alara's plans might be. I looked back to her. She had risen onto her knees, with her legs tucked under her. She raised her eyebrows twice then smiled at me.

      "Den," Alara said, as she opened the door.

      "Huh?" I looked at her again.

      "We're fine. I just need some girl company tonight." She glanced past me to Nithia, then looked at me again. "And so do you. You two have fun. I'll see you in the morning."

      I raised my hand to wave but just held it there. I was confused but the last few minutes. She went out and shut the door.

      "Dennn," Nithia said, seductively. "Come here. I want to show you something."

      I turned around.

      "What's that," I said, playing dumb.

      "Well," she said, putting her hand on her shirt over her breast. "I have this problem." She started rubbing herself through the shirt. "I think I might need you to help me see what's wrong."

      Oh, shit.

      "Yeah." I stepped closer. "I did take a CPR course one time. I think that qualifies me to…give you a proper examination."

      She certainly had no idea what 'CPR' meant, but she got the gist of what I said. "Oh, okay, then. I should probably lie down." She demurred and batted her eyelashes at me. "Does that sound right?"

      "Oh, yes. That's exactly what you should do."

      As her head touched the pillow, she moved her hand down from her chest across her stomach then between her legs. "I just hurt all over, Den. I really need you to help me."

      There's no porn in Galderia, is there? I didn't know where she'd come up with her routine, but it was doing something for me. That much was sure.

      I walked around to the side of the bed, watching her hand move up and down slowly between her legs.

      "You know," I said. "I can't properly check out what's going on with all that on." I glanced at her pants and shirt.

      She nodded. "Could you?"

      "Miss," I said. "I'm here to help you. Don't you worry."

      I reached down and loosened the waist of her pants. "Here's your problem."

      "What's that?"

      I chuckled, breaking character. I couldn't help it. "You've got too damn many clothes on. That's what."

      She laughed, then affected a faux-serious look and pouted her lips. "You need to do something. And hurry."

      Her acting skills were spot on for a porn movie, which is to say they needed work. But, similarly, I wasn't into right now for her drama chops.

      "Let's fast forward," I said, taking hold of her pants at the waist and peeling them down. I hooked my thumbs under the edge of her panties to take them down at the same time, but she grabbed my hands.

      "No," she said.

      "No?" I stopped.

      "I want you to see them on me first. I got them for you."

      "Oh, right. Sorry." I pulled my thumbs out from under her panties and continued removing her pants. She helped me by doing a little flutter kick so I could get them off her ankles.

      "Those are nice," I said, looking at the light blue panties on her. They rode up high on the sides of her legs, but were cut low around her waist, actually sitting lower than her waist, only an inch above the blond I knew was below.

      She held a finger up. "Hold on." She sat up and pulled her top off, tossing it onto the floor beside the bed.

      I watched her full breasts gently settle from the bounce she'd given them when her top came off. Her large flower-petaled nipples were visible through her sheer blue bra.

      "They're a matching set," I said, meaning both her underwear and her breasts. "I do like them very much."

      "Good. I'm glad. I hoped you would."

      "I do. But I wonder what they would look like…" I glanced to the floor where she'd thrown her shirt. "Over there on the floor."

      She laughed. "Well, why don't we find out?" She reached around behind her with both arms, pushing her already large breasts out to anime-girl size as she undid the tied strings on her back.

      I imagined a boing sound when her bra dropped from her breasts, claiming a little more space in front of her than they could restrained.

      She threw the bra on top of her shirt, and I looked down at her panties.

      "Oh, yes," she said, reaching down to the sides of her panties and tucking her thumbs under them as I'd done. She shifted her hips as she pushed down the sheer blue cloth, then bent her legs so she could pull the panties up and off them. Holding her arm out from the side of the bed, she dropped them onto the other clothes.

      "There. All better," she said.

      "No." I undid my belt and took my pants off, then my shirt, and everything else. "No, I think I need to look at you more closely…to make sure everything's working okay."

      "Oh, yes. You should."

      "Where did it hurt, again?" I said.

      She reached her hand up to her bare chest and caressed her nipple. "Here."

      I leaned over and kissed where she'd touched, then she moved her hand down to her stomach.

      "And here," she said, and I kissed her there too.

      She looked at me with false innocence as she slowly slid her hand down further, bringing her fingers between her legs. "And…here."

      I went down to come to her aid.

      She closed her eyes and tipped her head back against the pillow, at first moving her arms out to her sides as I worked kisses against her. Then, as I began to lick across her, up and through her folds, she flung her arms back in and over me, rubbing her fingers around through my hair.

      I felt her hips lift slightly from the bed in steady rhythmic pulses. After several moments, she raised them up again but held them in place. My hands were on her ass and I felt her muscles there squeeze while I continued to taste her. Her knees began to quiver and she let out a moan. She lifted her hands off my head and I briefly saw out of the corner of my eye that she had them out to the side of me and they were shaking. I felt the warm spill from her against my lips and she collapsed back onto the bed.

      I pulled my head up and wiped my chin with my forearm, then looked at her. I could tell she felt bliss and peace…and exhaustion.

      "Everything checks out okay," I said, then I smiled at her.

      She was breathing heavy, so she only nodded in response. Then, a few seconds later, she said, "Thank you. But…" She took a couple more breaths. "I think I need to check on you too. Just to make sure you're alright."

      Alright, alright, alright.

      "I trust myself to your healing hands," I said, stretching across to lie down beside her. I gave her a kiss on her cheek and, as I reached my arm up to put it under her, she raised her head and shoulders. I tucked my arm under her and pulled her close to me.
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      We came to the stables at the edge of town, hoping to find six horses for our trip. We'd only walked about a mile from the inn, but I was ready to get off my feet. Yeah, I was a probably the fittest guy in town thanks to my barbarian transformation—certainly the most muscled—but carrying ninety percent of the supplies Jan gave us for the journey wasn't doing my back any favors. She loaded us up with food and some camping supplies—flint and steel, a few knives for cutting up any game we managed to catch, some herbs and ointment for compresses, and a few other things. She gave us some heavy wool blankets too, along with a heads up about how cold it got up north.

      With that in mind, we made a pit stop at a shop on the way to the stables and bought some warmer clothes. The last thing I needed was to have my manhood frozen down to a twig in the company of five beautiful women. And there was the whole not freezing to death thing too. I got some heavy-duty pants and a thick shirt, and a new cloak which was lined with fur. The ladies did the same, unfortunately covering up some of my favorite parts.

      I had my winter cloak mostly tied together behind me, to keep it off me for now. It was cool outside, but not cold enough to bundle up. The pack on my back was overly full and I had another pack slung over each shoulder. Alara wore one too, though not as full, as did Monica. The others each carried a few things tied to the belts they wore—a waterskin, a knife, some pouches with bits to nibble on or herbs.

      My sword was sheathed. Alara walked with her staff. Tara and Monica each had a bow and quiver of arrows. I had no idea if Monica knew how to shoot a bow, but having another person who might be able to add some firepower in a pinch was a good thing.

      We were as geared up as I could've hoped given the lack of an REI or Cabela's store. We even brought spending money, the gold Cormac had given us—minus what I gave Jan. Head north out of town was all Jan had told us for directions. With the sea to the east and mountains to the west, it sounded easy enough to stay fairly on course.

      There were only four horses for sale at the stables. They looked decent, but my experience with horses was seeing the ones in Austin who pulled the carts around town at night for guys who wanted to romance their dates. Tara confirmed the horses looked healthy and capable. So, we bought them—two brown ones, a black one, and one a mix of brown and light tan, almost white in areas.

      I first conferred discreetly with Tara to make sure the man wasn't charging us too much, then I dug out a couple of coins from a pouch and paid the man. I had no reason to suspect he was dishonest, but I had no idea what a horse normally cost on Earth, let alone on Galderia. When the man took the money, I noticed how weathered and scarred his hands were. He had one finger much shorter than all his others. It only came to where the first knuckle of the finger would have been. His hands were thick, strong, like he'd been laboring hard all his life. I figured he was in his sixties. Wisps of silver-gray hair covered only half his wrinkled scalp.

      "And there are no other ones for sale?" I asked the man, noticing a large silky black horse eating at a pile of hay next to the man's cottage, which was beside the open stables. "What about that one? We'll take that one over there?"

      The man turned slightly to look at the horse. "Pudding? No, she's not for sale. She's not really the sort of horse you'd want anyway."

      Of course, her name is Pudding.

      "Oh, what's wrong with her? Is she sickly or something?" I looked at the horse, trying to find some sign of a problem with her, but she looked strong and capable. In fact, she was quite a bit larger than the four horses we'd bought.

      "Oh, no. Not sickly at all. Strongest horse I've ever known. Brave too."

      "Sounds perfect," I said. I reached back into my pouch and pulled out two more gold coins and held them up to the man.

      He eyed the coins. I saw he wanted them. "It's just that she's…a little unpredictable sometimes." His eyes darted around for a second. "Not too much, though. I suppose…"

      I glanced to Tara. She shrugged.

      "I'll take her, if you're willing," I said, moving my hand with the coins closer to him.

      He was still for a couple seconds, then he snatched the coins from my hand. "Done," he said. "I'll get her bit and tackle, and for the other ones too."

      "Thanks." I tied up my pouch and put it away. "Well, ladies," five will have to do, I guess."

      "Victoria can ride with me," Monica said.

      Victoria took a few steps toward the horses. "Thanks. They look friendly enough, I suppose."

      "Can you ride well?" Alara asked Monica, stepping over to one of the horses to look it over.

      Monica approached another horse. "My dad took me to lessons when I was little. I think I can handle it."

      You don't know how to ride a horse, Dennis.

      Twenty minutes later, we were all mounted and on our way out of town. Ten minutes after that, I was regretting the fact that I had no underwear to keep me situated and was therefore in the worst possible way feeling each step Pudding took.
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      We rode for a long time. Thankfully I learned to use my feet in the leather loops which served as stirrups, saving my manhood. But the soreness stayed with me, since I didn't learn this lesson until well after an hour of riding.

      The ride, or rather the terrain was easy for the first few hours. The land north of Pertlass was a mix of shallow hills and wide plains. We followed a dirt road until it faded into the high sea of wild grasses. I hadn't realized how distinct a smell Pertlass had until we got far enough away from it. The smell of the town—fish, people, smokestacks, whatever else it was—gave way to fragrant flowers, pine, and all those other trees, which I couldn't name. Oak maybe. Yeah. Certainly oak. Birch. I tried to remember any other tree names. Elm. Then I realized the Galderian trees likely were entirely different.

      The sun was halfway to its apex and the air was warm. I must've gotten used to running around in my barbarian loin cloth over the past week, because I felt a little uncomfortable now wearing pants and a long sleeve shirt. I could see Alara, who was riding beside me, was glistening with perspiration on her forehead. She looked at ease, though. Truth be told I think all of us were enjoying being out in the open air…and not having to walk for a change.

      Pudding was a great horse, so far. The only trouble I'd had with her was when I loaded my pack on her. We'd divided our supplies more evenly, putting some on each horse, except Monica's, since Victoria was riding with her. All the horses took their loads without complaint, except Pudding. She was the biggest and strongest horse, so I know it wasn't the extra weight that was the issue. Each time I hoisted the pack of supplies onto her back, she sidestepped and shook her hind quarters before I could tie the pack down. Tara was the first to laugh when it happened. By the third time, everyone was laughing, except me. And I mean everyone. I swear I heard Pudding laughing too. We had a stare down for a few seconds, eye-to-eye, inches apart. After that, she let me put the pack on her. Maybe she's telepathic and she knew I was five seconds from punching her in the face. Who knows, but she hadn't given me any trouble since.

      We rode as the land allowed, sometimes alongside each other, other times moving into a single file line to get through narrow paths through clusters of trees or to take the easiest paths across shallow waterways—creeks, brooks, that sort of thing.

      Monica suggested we stop occasionally when passing through the high grass, to allow the horses to eat a little of it. It seemed obvious when I heard it, but I wouldn't have thought of it. She was easily the best rider too, despite Victoria riding on the horse with her.

      Nithia rode beside me, blocking my view when I was admiring how Monica handled her horse—and also how Victoria's chest pressed into Monica's back in rhythm with the horse's movements.

      "What're you thinking about?" Nithia said.

      "Uh, I…" I thought about making something up, but then decided I didn't want to have that kind of relationship with Nithia, or any of them. "I was admiring how Monica and Victoria were riding."

      Nithia's eyes lit up. "Oh, you were, were you?"

      "Yeah, but watching you is making me forget all about them." I knew it was a cheesy line, but I meant it. Of all the women riding with me, Nithia looked the most sensual, even fully clothed now, as they all were. She moved with ease and a sensuousness which made me think of her as Lady Godiva—but with clothes. I think she knew it too. Maybe I was mistaken, but I think when she pulled up beside me she started giving a little exaggeration to each movement her pelvis made as it dipped and bumped against the horse's back.

      "Nothing like a long ride, is there?" she said with a wink.

      A second later I remembered I didn't have my boxers on. Probably should've taken the time to find those.

      We rode on until the afternoon sun was upon us. Warm had turned to hot. Thankfully a forest was ahead. We were coming down a small hill and I could see the trees ahead went on for quite a distance, running to the horizon, with foothills of the mountains to our left.

      "Should we head for the coastline?" Victoria asked. Evidently, she'd been paying more attention than I thought when Jan described the way to Yedia. "The ride may be easier."

      It might have been, but it wasn't a certainty. What I did know was the trees would give us shade from the hot sun. If that meant our pace had to slow, I was okay with that.

      "Not a bad idea," I said. "But we don't know how far a detour that is, and I wouldn't mind getting out of the sun for a while. Let's keep on course and push through the forest."

      I glanced to Alara and she nodded to me.

      I heard Tara let out a sharp high-pitched grunt, evidently to stir her horse to ride faster. It caught me off guard more than it should have, but it sounded close to a high-pitched sound I'd heard her make once before. The image of her seated on my lap with her legs out to either side of mine made me stumble slightly out of sink with my horse. The resulting jolt shook my attention back to what I was doing.  A moment later she rode past me, swiftly moving out in front of us. "I'll scout ahead!" she called out without looking back.

      I was going to tell her to be careful, but she was moving so quickly she'd distanced herself beyond earshot before I could reply.

      "I hope she knows what she's doing," Alara said as she came alongside my left.

      "I just hope the forest is ready for her," I said.

      Alara chuckled. "Yes. Good point."

      I looked at her. Somehow she made riding a horse look much more dignified than what it felt like to me. Of course, she wasn't coping with having her balls busted the first hour of the ride. Her staff was strapped at each end to the side of her horse, her ankle dangling over it. Only my horse had the leather stirrup straps. I wondered if it was more difficult riding without them. "How are you holding up?"

      "It's not me you should be worried about," she said, nodding her head back toward Monica and Victoria.

      She was right. "They've both been through a lot."

      "We all have," Alara said. "But at least this is our world. Oh, wait. Sorry." She looked a little embarrassed. Evidently, she forgot I wasn't a local either.

      I raised a hand from the horse's reins and gave a dismissive wave to let her know her misstep was okay. Fact was, I didn't think of myself as out of place anymore. With each passing hour, Galderia became more my home world.

      I glanced over her shoulder to make sure Monica and Victoria weren't too close. "Monica knows she has a way home, when she's ready."

      Alara gave a slow nod. "And Victoria?"

      A scream came from the woods ahead! I was sure it was Tara.

      I saw alarm on Alara's face, and I'm sure mine looked similar. I kicked against Pudding to get her into a run.

      "Hiya!" Alara was driving her horse too. I listened for another scream from Tara as I neared the woods, but all I could hear was the pounding of horse hooves, the clatter of our equipment being jostled, and my breathing.

      I ducked under a branch as Pudding took me into the grove. Glancing around and moving my head here and there to see as far in front of me as possible, I ran Pudding as fast as I could without striking a tree. She was sure on her legs and able to shift direction quickly, carrying me around the trunks and deeper into the woods. There was no sign of Tara. I heard Alara riding close behind me. I assumed the others were following too.

      Then I spotted Tara's horse. Thirty feet ahead. She wasn't on it. The horse was still.

      "Tara!" I rode up to her mount, hoping to see her, perhaps on the ground, with only a minor bump from a tree limb or something equally unserious. "Tara!"

      "Where are you?" Alara called out.

      I stood up in the stirrups to get as good a view as possible through the surrounding forest. Still no sign of Tara. Her gear was still on the back of her horse.

      I heard Nithia, Monica and, Victoria coming up behind me, and Alara drew her horse to a stop beside me.

      "Where is she?" Nithia said.

      I held up my hand, signaling for everyone to be quiet. "Shhh."

      I tried to ignore the horses' breathing and the shuffling of their hooves in the leaves.

      A faint crack sounded in the distance. Then I heard a muffled voice. I knew it was Tara, but she was either gagged or someone was covering her mouth. More snapping twigs.

      I leaned toward the sounds and stirred Pudding. "Kiya!" The horse needed little guidance. She ran toward the sounds, jumping over a huge log and bolting side to side around trees as we raced to Tara's rescue.

      We jumped a small berm and as soon as Pudding's legs had landed, she jerked to an abrupt stop and reared back, nearly tipping me off her. She whinnied from surprise or fear, or both. I held tight to her mane until she'd brought her front hooves down. Then I saw more clearly what I'd only briefly glanced before Pudding had reared back.

      Twenty feet in front of me I could see a lock of Tara's red hair sticking out of the grayish-white wrapping which covered the rest of her body. And attached to the enveloping cocoon, a thick strand ran from the part covering her feet tethering her to the back of a massive hairy black spider. Tara didn't look to be struggling—or even moving.

      "Oh, fuck!" I jumped from Pudding and drew my sword as I ran toward the disgusting vile didn't-deserve-to-live creature.

      Ever since I was little, I had made a point of smashing any spider I saw. I knew the arguments of how they were good to keep around—how they ate bugs and fought off wasps. Didn't matter. They always gave me the creeps. It was the fact that some, even though they were tiny, could kill you. Growing up in Texas meant learning black widows and brown recluses might be under any old log or rock or pile of leaves. Most spiders were harmless, and I was taught to let them be. Screw that! I wasn't inclined to take any chances. Kill 'em all!

      As I ran, sword drawn, toward the eight-legged nightmare the desire for an equally oversized shoe or rolled up newspaper popped into my head. I knew my sword could take it out—if I could avoid being bitten—but I really wanted the extra mass an equally matched shoe would have given, so I had more between my attacking hand and the hell-spawn's death needles.

      "Den, wait!"

      I wasn't sure why Alara was yelling for me to stop. I wasn't about to do nothing when Tara could be suffocating in the spider's webbing, for all I knew.

      Then I tripped. I held my sword as I went down, but when I slammed against the ground I lost my grip on it. All I had to kill the giant spider and save Tara flew from my hand, landing six feet in front of me—directly beside her. I scrambled to retrieve it, but with my hand only a foot away from grabbing the sword I realized my ankle was caught. I looked back and saw the thick strand of webbing stuck like hot wet gum around my foot and lower leg. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw something large off to my left side moving toward me.

      "Oh, no." I tried as hard as I could to pull my leg away from the webbing, but I couldn't get free. The second oversized creepy crawly drew closer, lifting and lowering each hairy black leg in that way spiders do—just to make that chill go up your spine. It worked.

      I heard something whip past me. The spider dragging Tara let out a high-pitched scratching scraping sort of shriek. It was worse than fingernails on a chalkboard, but I knew it had been hurt. I didn't bother to take a look to see what had happened. I was too focused on the one stepping ever closer to making a catatonic burrito out of me.

      "Good shot!" The voice sounded like Victoria.

      A flash of light blinded me, and I felt a thick splattering of warm rancid-smelling goo land on me, covering the left side of me, including much of my face.  I sputtered and quickly wiped my cheek and around my eyes to get it off.

      Still blinded, I was suddenly being dragged by the webbing around my ankle. I clawed at the ground to grab hold of anything which might serve to keep the giant spider from carrying me away—no doubt to my death. The forest floor was loose with leaves and debris, but I felt a thick tree root and clung to it as hard as I could. The pulling on my leg continued and soon my arm was fully stretch and I felt the root unsettling from the dirt. Then it snapped and I was dragged faster. Still blind, I shifted my hands around wildly hoping to land on something else to keep me from becoming spider dinner. A moment later my body settled on the ground and I felt the webbing stuck to my ankle ease.

      My vision came back, though a blurriness lingered. I wiped my face more and looked around. The spider which had been dragging me was gone. Alara was standing nearby, her staff in hand. She looked drained. She leaned onto her staff, holding it with both hands. Monica stood just past her, while Nithia and Victoria were still mounted and farther back. I watched Monica pull an arrow from her quiver and fire it into the spider in front of me. The creature shrieked again as the arrow went into it, then it began scampering away, still towing Tara in the cocoon.

      With renewed strength I lunged forward, yanking my leg free from most of the webbing. Without even completely standing, I shuffled ahead as fast as I could and dropped to one knee, sliding with my other leg out straight behind me, landing my hand on the grip of my sword. I took it and pushed myself up and forward after the giant spider.

      As I passed Tara, I glanced to the dragging cocoon to see if there was any sign of her condition. It was impossible to tell in the flashing instant I allowed myself to look. I almost chose to swing my sword at the tether connecting her cocoon to the fleeing spider, but I wasn't sure I could sever it with one blow. I didn't want to risk the spider picking up speed and carrying her away faster than I could run after them. I passed her and swung my sword in front of me as I leaped at the spider. With two hands holding my blade firmly between me and the monster's back, I landed on top of the hairy black body, thrusting my sword before me and driving it into the creature. I felt the hilt end of my sword slam against my sternum as the full weight of my body dropped across the spider's back, popping its tight flesh open, disgusting spider guts spewing out in every direction.

      I rolled off the pile and hurried back to Tara. She still wasn't moving. I dropped my sword and tore with both hands at the webbing covering her mouth. My fingers shook, but I got it drawn back away from her face.  Her eyes were shut and she looked pale. I leaned down and put my ear just above her nose. I couldn't hear her breath. I waited a few more seconds, then I felt the faintest brush of warm air coming out of her nostrils.

      "Is she…" Alara didn't finish her question, but I knew what she was asking.
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      "She's alive," I said. "Barely."

      From my belt, I pulled the knife Jan had given me and started cutting the webbing straight down the front, lifting up with the blade edge to keep it away from Tara's chest and stomach.

      "Help me get this off her," I said, then I looked back and saw Alara standing close to me, leaning on her staff again. Nithia and Victoria were beside her.

      "She's going to be alright. Isn't she?" Victoria asked.

      Nithia knelt beside me and dug through a pouch she had tied to her belt. "I think I may have something to help."

      I peeled back the webbing and lifted Tara's right arm from the splayed cocoon. "Somebody help me!"

      I heard Alara's staff hit the ground. She got on her hands and knees and moved to Tara's other side where she pulled free Tara's other arm.

      I placed my palm over Tara's chest and felt for her heartbeat. It was faint, but there.

      "I think the other one is long gone now," Monica said. I could tell she was still several feet back. I imagined she still had her bow out and was scanning the trees.

      Nithia grabbed a flat rock with a shallow depression from the ground and put pinches of herbs onto it. She leaned over it and spit onto the small pile of crushed brown and green bits, then used her thumb to work it all together. She did it all quickly and seemed to know exactly what she was doing. I said nothing, not wanting to slow her down.

      "Open her mouth," Nithia said as she gathered the slurry from the rock and brought it to Tara's lips.

      I gently took hold of Tara's chin and jaw and eased her mouth open just enough for Nithia to push the herb mixture in with her thumb and forefinger.

      "Lift her head up a little, so she doesn't choke on it," Nithia said, wiping her hand against her pant leg to clean the rest of the medicine off.

      I did as she said, shifting myself around so I could cradle Tara's head against my forearm. Only after I did so, did I realize I was covered with spider gut juice, and I'd gotten it all over Tara's beautiful red hair.

      Victoria walked over and looked down at the giant spider carcass. "Unbelievable."

      Alara, still appearing fatigued, turned to Nithia, who had closed up her herbal pouch and was sitting next to Tara on the opposite side from me. "Have you ever heard of such creatures?"

      Nithia looked up from Tara. She stared at Alara for a moment and then shook her head.

      "Neither have I," Alara said.

      I was surprised to hear this. I was the stranger to Galderia, well, along with Monica and Victoria. I remembered Alara had told me Nithia spent a good amount of time living in the woods before deciding to bunk with her. "You're saying you've never seen these things? Or you didn't even know they existed?"

      Alara braced herself with her hand on her thigh as she exhaled. "I've never heard of such a monster in Galderia." She turned her head slightly, looking down toward the leaves. "Though I can't say they're unheard of across the sea. That land is full of all sort of unnatural things. That much I know."

      Nithia looked troubled. "But not here."

      Alara simply shook her head in agreement with Nithia.

      The mystery of the giant spiders bothered me, though not as much as the fact two of them nearly made dinner of Tara and me, and her condition didn't seem to be improving. That worried me more than how the spiders came to be where they weren't supposed to live.

      "How long until the herbs do something?" I asked Nithia.

      She shrugged. "Hard to say. I recognized them when Jan gave them to me, but I've never used them as a remedy to something so…"

      "Yeah." I nodded. "I get it."

      I realized I hadn't looked for any fang marks, where the spider must have injected its venom. I turned Tara's head, careful not to strain her neck, but checking it for any puncture wounds. There were none. I looked over her body. Her clothes were intact. Then I saw the two wounds on the inside of her right wrist. They looked like nail holes.

      I lifted her limp arm to inspect the spider bite more closely. I realized it might be too late to do any good, but I tore the bottom of my shirt, pulling a piece off which was long enough to wrap around her arm with some to spare. I tucked it around her upper arm and made a tourniquet, securing it snug against her sleeve so that I could feel the flesh of her upper arm squeezed a little by the cloth.

      "Good idea," Nithia said. "We just need to keep an eye on her hand to make sure it doesn't turn too purple or cold."

      "Probably too late to cut it off completely," I said. "The venom, I mean, but maybe it'll keep whatever's still in her arm from getting past."

      "Until the herbs start to work," Nithia said, nodding.

      I repositioned again and lifted Tara up more, so her back was propped against one side of my chest. Then I wrapped my arm around her waist to steady her.

      "I think we should back ourselves out of the forest and take another route," Monica said.

      I looked at her. She was still standing guard, holding her bow at the ready, an arrow notched. I noticed her scanning the trees.

      "You're right," I said. We had no way of knowing how many giant spiders the woods hid. One was still around, maybe not too far.

      "Hold her up for a second," I said to Alara. "I'll get my sword then I can carry her."

      "Sure." She came around to brace Tara. Then she collapsed slightly as she reached for her.  Her head drooped and she leaned over.

      Nithia reached in. "I can hold her."

      Alara sighed. "Thanks."

      "Are you okay?" I hadn't registered just how worn out Alara looked before.

      She took in a deep breath before answering. "I'm…tired. That's all."

      In my head, I replayed the encounter with the spiders. She didn't get close enough for one to bite her. But her fatigue was troubling. We'd been on horseback, and the terrain hadn't been that challenging. We had plenty of supplies, and I had seen her take a sip from her water flask on more than one occasion.

      "You don't feel sick, do you?" I asked, reaching down and feeling her forehead with the back of my hand. She didn't feel unusually warm, though it was hard to tell, since we'd all been in the sun for a while before coming under the tree canopy.

      "I'll manage." She got herself to her feet with the help of her staff. "We can talk about it later. We should get out of here and…" Her brow furrowed as she looked down at Tara.

      Nithia had been taking Tara's pulse at the neck. "She'll pull through. Give the herbs time." Nithia looked at me. "We should go."

      I nodded and, after retrieving my sword, lifted Tara and held her cradled in my arms. Moving beside my horse, I realized I couldn't mount it holding Tara the way I had her. I hoisted her over my shoulder, keeping an arm around the backs of her legs. With her slung over, I climbed onto my horse. I waited until everyone else was mounted and ready to ride. I took one last look around to make sure one of the big uglies wasn't lurking to pounce on us, then I signaled for everyone to ride out the way we came.

      I considered riding back to Pertlass, to see if Jan could do anything more for Tara. But then we all were elated when Tara awoke ten minutes after we left the forest. She was groggy, but seemed to be gaining her strength back fairly quickly.

      Alara, on the other hand, still looked weakened. She could ride her horse, but I could see she was fighting the urge to rest herself onto the mane. I suggested we stop and camp, but she insisted we push on a little more. She again told me we could talk about it later. I got the impression she knew why she was feeling so fatigued, but it seemed she didn't want to discuss it in front of the others.

      We took Victoria's earlier idea and headed for the coastline. It seemed reasonable to assume the spiders wouldn't leave the forest for the sun and wind of the seaside. In the two hours it took to reach the sea, Tara fully recovered and took her place on her own horse, which Victoria had been riding.
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      Ms. Thompson shook the scrying ball in her hands as she screamed, bouncing her chest in the outfit she'd been given—violet suede pants which slightly rode between the cheeks of her ass, polished supple black leather thigh-high boots, and a purple silk top billowing around her shoulders and draping out from her wrists, but squeezing her bosom from underneath. She stopped shaking the lavender crystal sphere. Her breasts settled. She brushed aside her long dark hair and peered into the object once more, waiting for the mystical smoke within the magic orb to drift aside so she could see Den and his companions again.

      Den's face came into view as the swirling vapors curved out to the inner surface of the crystal. "How?" Her voice echoed off the stone walls and around the heavy beams bracing the vaulted ceiling, some of it blackened from years of burning candles. Forty or so such flames now painted the walls like the inside of a kaleidoscope. With no windows in the room, only a slit in the wall high up, the candles put out enough warmth to overcome the cold winds outside, which could still be heard through the building's thick stone.

      The mystical smoke rolled back over Den's face, then grew more dense until the whole orb grayed.

      "Ahh!" She threw the crystal sphere across the room. It shattered against the stone.

      "Everything alright in there?" a man's voice said from outside the room.

      She turned to the heavy wooden door she hadn't bothered to close fully. "No!"

      "I told you they're hard to control," the man said, still outside the room. "Should've tried to get one of his companions again. Make him follow."

      She glared at the doorway for a moment. "Those men were useless!"

      "Do you want me to make another one for you?" the man said.

      Glancing to the floor where most of the shattered pieces fell, she shook her head. "I think I can do it." She took a deep breath and exhaled, then turned back to the doorway. "But thank you, my sweet man." She rolled her eyes.

      "What about the men? Should I send them? Ruja's, I mean."

      "Sure."

      "Okay. I drank my potion, by the way. So…whenever you're finished, we can-"

      "Yes!" She said, cutting him off before she had to hear him say it aloud. She had a hard enough time stomaching the sight of him every time he climbed onto her. She reminded herself each time, she'd get what she needed from Den soon enough. Keeping the old man in the other room happy, she thought, was worth it to get his help, and to learn how the magic worked. And for his money to pay the network of spies he helped her hire.

      "Maybe that didn't work because they were too big and easy to see coming," she said to herself. She looked around the room, trying to find inspiration. Shelved books filled half the room. She'd read some of them, but none which gave her what she needed. Except one, she thought as she spotted one of the books she'd picked up on the first night the old man had welcomed her into his home. "Yes."

      "What's that?" the man said from the other room.

      "Nothing. Be there in a minute." She walked over to the book and, recalling the old man's lessons in the ancient writings, read the book's title, "Distant Love."
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      The air was warm with the sun's rays, but a breeze rolling off the gentle waves carried with it a cool mist. We rode on a ridge of grass which blanketed the sand beneath. It ran the length of the beach as far ahead as we could see, creating an elevated border to the pure sand below, which extended about forty feet from the grassy ridge to the water. The sea was vast—no land visible beyond it. Gulls flew overhead. Despite no shade, it felt good riding beside the beach. The trees were several hundred feet to our left, and even then they were sparse for another few hundred feet. I had little doubt the dangers of the forest would stay within their domain.

      When we first reached the water, we all took a short break and waded in, cleaning and refreshing ourselves. I particularly needed it, since I'd been coated in spider guts for the last two hours. I think I wasn't the only one thankful to be rid of the odor.

      There was the added bonus that all the women stripped down to the bare minimum of clothing before they got into the water. I watched each of them walk my direction, as the waves rolled against my back and crested just in front of me. Evidently, Tara was fully recovered. She picked a spot in my direct line of sight before taking off her pants and shirt. She had panties and a midriff blouse on beneath. Waiting until our eyes locked—and once the other women were already stepping into the water before her—she slipped out of both remaining pieces of clothing and did a catwalk straight for me. Just as the water submerged her up to the top of her chest, the largest wave yet crested over me, spraying white foam as the water splashed down.

      She made her way up to me as I glanced around to see how close the others were. With only fifteen or twenty feet separating the two of us from the others, Tara pushed her arms through the water until she was against me.

      I felt her breasts cushion the impact. She wrapped her arms around me, lifting her eyebrows for a split second and smiling as they dropped.

      "I never thanked you for what you did back there," she said. I felt the inside of her right calf rub against the outside of my left leg.

      I had my feet firmly planted in the sand below the water, but every time another wave rolled in against my back I couldn't help but be nudged forward against her. The second time it happened she widened her eyes. "Ooh." She pretended to be surprised and at a loss of how to deal with the fact that my loins bumped against her pelvis.

      "The water feels great!" Monica tossed her hands up, flinging water above her. I nodded to her and again checked the other women's distance from Tara and me.

      Victoria wasn't quite as deep. She reached into the water which came to her waist and cupped some in her hand, then spilled it onto her other arm. She continued washing herself, paying no attention to anyone.

      Alara sat closer to the beach, letting the waves submerge her legs and hips. Nithia knelt just behind her. Alara tipped her head back, letting Nithia rinse her hair with the sea water.

      Another wave fell against my back, pushing me against Tara once more.

      "Oh, Den," she said. "That hurt." She didn't look hurt in the slightest. I might have been a little hurt, however. Our last collision was a little jarring, but I had settled a hand on her bare ass and my other cupped her breast just below the surface of the water. My brain had already dialed down my pain receptors to give my libido center stage. Right on cue, I stepped up ready to give my best performance.

      Alara and Nithia stood up. The two of them made their way out of the water. I wondered if they'd look back. Tara's head stood far enough below mine for me to keep an eye on the other women.

      "Don't you think you should be paying attention to what's right in front of you?" She reached up and touched my cheek.

      I glanced to Victoria and Monica to see what they were doing now. Getting off. Out, not off. "Tara."

      "Uh huh." She slid her hand into my pants and cupped it against my manhood, which was paying more attention to her than my eyes.

      I decided to stop worrying whether one of the others would swim over to us. I relaxed into Tara's green eyes.

      "That's better." She tilted her head back a little and closed her eyes, puckering her lips.

      "Den!"

      I looked past her toward Alara's voice. The splashing waves around us made me question if I'd caught all she said.

      She stood near the water, waving her arms overhead. "Den! Your horse! Hurry!"

      "Oh, crap." I released my grip on Tara's ass and let my other hand fall away from her breast.

      "Hey." She gave me a pouty face.

      "Sorry. I need to go see what's going on. Sounds like something's happened to my horse."

      "Pudding?" Tara's voice had a hint of playful mockery.

      "Uh, yeah. I better make sure the pudding's okay."

      I could tell by her widening eyes and slow nod she didn't think my comment was as funny as I thought.

      I hurried through the water to get to the shore, but had to slow my pace midway to allow the extra few seconds for everything below my waist to settle down out of notice.

      Alara met me when my bare feet touched the sand next to where I'd left my boots. "Your horse left."

      I slipped my foot into one boot and then the other as fast as I could. "What do you mean, left? Did someone steal her?"

      "I don't think so. There aren't any tracks, aside from the horse's, but they disappear at the edge of the beach."

      I nodded, remembering the area of flat rocks we crossed before coming to the sand. "Did you look farther, where the ground's dirt again?"

      "Yes, but I couldn't see the tracks." She looked to Tara, who was still in the water. "Maybe she could."

      "No," I said. "I'll take one of the other horses and run her down." A little too Rawhide, maybe. Hope I can.

      Alara followed me as I jogged to the other horses, who were enjoying the tall windswept grasses on one of the mounds at the far side of the beach, closest to the rocky area.

      Nithia walked toward us, but I didn't slow to greet her. "Are you going to get her?" she asked, but I was already well past her and didn't answer.

      The horse Monica and Victoria had been sharing was the biggest of the bunch, aside from Pudding. I went to it and took the reins.

      Alara stood beside the other horses, holding the reins of hers. "Should I come with you?"

      "No. She couldn't have gone far." I mounted the horse and turned It toward the path. "Be back soon."

      I rode across the flat rocks and picked up Pudding's trail again after a few hundred yards.

      Saddle ache in my balls, giant spiders, and now I've gotta find my horse. ‘Mind of her own,’ he said.

      I watched the edge of the woods as the path curved and ran beside them. A shallow in the dirt presented a set of deep hoof prints, close together. At least she's walking.

      I rounded an outcrop of trees and spotted Pudding ahead, still walking away. "Hey, horse!" I slowed mine to walk, not wanting to startle Pudding into running.

      She ignored me and continued walking away from me.

      As I eased up to within twenty feet, I called again, not using her name. Something about the idea of yelling Pudding just didn't appeal to me. She was the biggest strongest horse, but acknowledging the fact that my horse was a dessert or a ten-year-old girl's affectionate name for her cat, like Cupcake or Whiskers, kept me from saying it aloud. Maybe I was in a mood, given the circumstances.

      I cleared my throat, like that's supposed to work for horses too.

      She kept walking.

      With lines creasing my forehead into my nose, I gave in. "Pudding!"

      She stopped.

      "That's better," I said.

      She turned her head to look back at me. We stared at each other for a few seconds. I knew I'd made myself clear.

      Then she turned away again and started walking.

      "Son of a bitch."

      Pudding jutted her head back just a few inches and blew out a loud wet-sounding reply.

      I stirred Monica's horse to speed ahead of Pudding, swinging around so that we stood head-to-head. "Where do you think you're going?"

      Pudding walked around me and Monica's horse. Why am I talking to a horse?

      I dismounted and hurried in front of Pudding again, this time taking hold of her reins. "Time to go back to the beach."

      I stepped toward Monica's horse, holding Pudding's reins in one hand, but once the leather strap was taut my arm jerked me to a stop. I glared at Pudding, and she glared back at me.

      "Okay." I exhaled the stress and shook my head as I marveled at Pudding's stubbornness. I couldn't decide whether to yank on the reins and see if I could out muscle Pudding or to say the hell with her and head back without her. I dropped the reins and stood for a moment, taking a few deep breaths to calm down.

      Pudding turned around and walked past me, then past Monica's horse. She was heading back toward the beach on her own.
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      By the time Tara, Monica, and Victoria came back with a handful of sticks each, Nithia had crafted a bow drill, demonstrating one of the skills she'd mastered during the time she spent living on her own in the woods, before she joined up with Alara. I'd seen one used on one of those wilderness survival shows, but I never tried to make one. Little need for camping skills at college, unless you count packing snacks in your backpack for on-the-go meals or whipping up late-night Ramen noodle specials with whatever leftover condiments still smell reasonably edible.

      Alara and I had spent the time checking on the horses and gathering some large rocks to make the fire pit circle. Once we'd warmed ourselves a little by the fire, we decided to take a walk on the beach. She said she needed to talk to me in private. I hoped that meant boom-chicka-wow-wow time, but it actually sounded like she really wanted to talk.

      "We're going for a stroll," I said to the others, as we stepped away from the circle. "We'll get some more wood."

      "Okay," Nithia said, "but we're not going to wait on you two if you take too long."

      "Huh?" I said.

      "To eat, I mean." She laughed.

      "That's fine." Alara laced her arm under mine and leaned on my shoulder. "We won't be long, but you don't need to wait on us."

      Won't be long, huh? Guess that means no playing in the sand.

      She wanted to walk near the water at first, so we did. After a few minutes, the sound of the rolling and cresting waves made it easier to forget about the long journey ahead. We held hands as we followed the water's edge.

      "Den, something's wrong."

      "What is it?"

      She shook her head slightly. "I'm not sure."

      I said nothing and hoped she'd give me a little more to work with.

      "Something isn't right in the world."

      Lady, there's a lot that's not right in this world. "Are you talking about Thautus? I'm still planning on taking him out. I'm just building up to it." I decided some levity might help lighten the mood, which I sensed could be turning a little too dark for our romantic stroll. "It's my first time taking down a dark overlord of the world."

      She chuckled. "I know." She looked into my eyes. "And it's a lot to ask of you, but I know you'll be ready when the time comes."

      "But that's not it, is it?"

      She shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe I'm imagining something which isn't there. But I have a sense that something different is happening."

      I couldn't help but think of Star Wars and imagine she was feeling a disturbance in the force, but I kept it to myself.

      "As a priestess, you're supposed to feel stuff like that, aren't you," I said. "I mean, you sense what's going on in whatever magical dimension there is out there, right? Like Doctor Strange."

      "Who?"

      "Nevermind. It's just a story. But for you, it's real. Right?"

      "Yes."

      "Then trust that sense. Maybe in time, it'll become more clear—whatever it is you feel is wrong."

      She looked happier, or at least a little less stressed. "You're wise, Den."

      "First time I've heard that, but thanks."

      She squeezed my hand and we made our way farther down the beach. Well, done, man. Even though I started the walk with her fixated on the two of us getting naked as soon as possible, I felt proud that I successfully dealt with her feelings. Wow. Did I just level up as an adult or something?

      I let such thoughts drift out of my mind as I returned my attention to her and the fact we were walking together down the beach on a beautiful night with clear skies. For now, I thought, life is perfect.

      A few minutes later, she stopped and pointed to a grouping of stars in the sky. "We call those the Waterfall."

      I followed the line of her arm to see which stars she meant. "Okay, yeah. I think I can see that."

      "You can?"

      I leaned close to her, so we both had the same line of sight, and pointed through the sequence of stars from one side to the other. "Is that it?"

      "Yes. Can you see it from your world?"

      "No. But we have other ones. We call them constellations."

      We continued our walk.

      She nodded. "They tell the stories of your gods, then."

      "No," I said. "Well, maybe. Some of them."

      "You don't know?"

      "They've been part of our culture for a long time. Most people don't pay attention to them anymore. Myself included."

      She nodded. "It's the same on Galderia. There are a few groups who still pay attention to the old ways—who know about them. The Order of Carnera is one such…"

      She stopped walking and looked down at the sand, which was wet from the water coming in more now. Our boots were discolored around the bottom edge.

      I stepped away from the water and gently pulled at her hand to get her to move over too.

      She stepped with me, but looked up with a confused expression. "What are you doing?"

      "Getting out of the water," I said. "Isn't that what you were looking at?"

      She huffed. "No."

      Think. What'd you miss? The Order.

      "Oh, I'm sorry, Alara."

      "It's fine."

      "No. I was an idiot. I understand. It must be difficult now, without them."

      "I miss them every day."

      I let a few seconds pass in silence. "You have us now."

      She looked at me and I saw the starlight reflect off the welled-up tear in her eye. "I do, don't I?" She said.

      I nodded. "And who knows, maybe you can reform the sisterhood one day. Nithia, maybe, to start."

      "She is a lot like her sister. But I don't want to push her into it."

      "I seem to remember she didn't have any trouble telling you no before. So, I wouldn't worry about that. But give her time. Maybe."

      "She did help me bring you here." She smiled at me.

      I wiped her tear as it broke free from the corner of her eye. "I'm glad she did."

      Alara turned to face me. I knew she was giving me a signal to hold her, to kiss her, but she evidently couldn't wait for my brain to process the moment. She threw her arms around me and kissed me first.

      After she nearly burst my thermometer, she leaned back. "I need to tell you something," she said.

      "Okay, but make it fast." I grinned. "I was kind of in the middle of something."

      She grinned back at me. "Yeah. I could tell. That's what I wanted to talk to you about."

      "I'm not sure it's something we really need to talk about. I'm more of an action kind of guy when it comes to that."

      "Trust me. I know." She smiled.

      "So?" I reached for her, but she put her hands up against my chest.

      "Hold on. I want to tell you something. I've been asking about this for a while. The understanding was bestowed upon me recently."

      But we did the talking part already? I shrugged slightly and waited for her to continue. I figured she meant she had been communing with her gods or some such thing.

      "When I got so tired before, in the forest…"

      "Fighting the giant spiders. I understand. It's okay."

      She shook her head. "No. It wasn't normal."

      "But you used your magic," I said. "Doesn't that drain you? Same thing happened when we defended Darguna. After, I mean. I remember you leaning against the rock. You looked pretty tired then too."

      She looked up at a diagonal, evidently remembering the incident. "Oh, yes. You're right. That's my point, though."

      "It is?"

      "Yes. Over the years since I've been priestess and wielded the staff, I have wielded the power many times."

      I nodded to let her know I was listening, waiting for her to clarify.

      "It's been different since you arrived."

      Gonna need a little more.

      Her eyes widened and she raised her eyebrows while gesturing with her hands, as if I should get what she meant. "Well?"

      "Well…I'm sorry?"

      She chuckled. "No. It's not your fault…but it sort of is. Or mine."

      I felt a headache coming on.

      She shook her own head a little. "I should have known better than to do the summoning ritual by myself. Well, Nithia and me."

      "What are you saying?"

      "I think the reason I get so tired now after using my magic…or if it's been too long between, is our connection. When I summoned you, I carried your power for you until you arrived and began to reclaim it. But now, I think we are still connected, somehow. Our energy at least. It's a balance thing, I guess."

      My head moved around like I was watching a bee flying near my nose. Following her reasoning wasn't easy.

      "You said too long between. Between using your magic?"

      "No between each time we are together." She glanced toward my manhood, which had settled down a little, but not given up completely on the prospect of coming out of my pants for some exercise.

      "I see."

      "Don't tell the others. Okay? It'd be weird."

      "Don't worry. I won't say anything."

      She looked relieved.

      "Does that mean my becoming stronger after we do the deed is happening at your expense?"

      "No. I don't think so," she said. "I feel rejuvenated also from our unions."

      No idea how that works, but I'm not looking a gift horse in the mouth.

      "I see," I said, ignoring the fact I didn't understand why things were as she said, but liking the implied consequences.

      I placed my hands on her shoulders. "Here's what I'm going to do to help you." I fought desperately to keep from laughing at myself.

      She cracked a wry smile, knowing what I was up to, evidently.

      "I'm willing to have sex with you as often as you want—daily, twice a day, every thirty minutes—if you need me to." I shrugged. "I'm just a heck of a guy like that. What can I say?"

      She burst out laughing, then I did too. When our laughter settled a few seconds later, she stepped close to me again and put her arms around me. "You are a heck of a guy, Den."

      "Just doing what I can," I said.

      "Why don't you show me." She gave me those eyes which unquestionably meant, 'Give it to me now!'

      Boom chicka wow wow.

      I felt her push gently downward on my arms and I followed her hint, both of us lowering to our knees. I kissed her once, then pulled back a few inches. Her eyes dazzled me, and I could see how happy she was. I kissed her again, this time without ceasing. She put her arms around me and, as she leaned back toward the pile of soft grass behind her, I put my right arm out past her back and held her with my other, lowering us both to the ground.

      We stretched our legs out and together shimmied our way up onto the soft natural bed.

      "Oh, Den," she said, between our kisses. "I want you."

      "I'm yours."

      She reached down and rubbed her palm against the base of my manhood, which already was yearning to get out. I tore at her shirt, but she put her hand on mine, stopping me before I actually ripped the cloth.

      "I'll," she said, then took it off. I was impressed at how fast she removed it.

      She pushed her hands against the top of my pants, but I had to loosen my belt before I could wiggle myself free of them. While I did, she slid out of hers too. The cool ground only made the warmth of her body all the more enjoyable.

      I moved my face down between her cleavage, then in a moment of sheer animal instinct, I reached up and ripped her bra off her breasts. She froze and looked at me, causing me to realize what I'd done.

      "I'll help you fix that later," I said.

      She laughed at me, then grabbed the sides of my head and plunged my face into her breasts. I stayed there, nibbling at first. Then, when she took her hand to my sword and unsheathed it from my shorts, I rubbed my open mouth around her chest, letting my tongue slide over her skin.

      I felt her hand move off my member for a second and could tell she was working to get herself ready for me. I gently clenched my teeth against one of her nipples causing her to momentarily lose focus below.

      She quickly recovered and wrapped her soft fingers around my shaft, steering me toward her loins. She pushed my tip against her panties to shove them aside and guiding me up and inward. I felt the warmth of her soft flesh envelop me and, with my face buried into her breasts again, we rode against each other until our passions had their fill.
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      "It's about time you two joined us," Nithia said as she scooted over in the sand to make room for Alara and me. She turned to Alara. "Glad to see you look like you're feeling better." She patted the spot next to her. "Den."

      "Yes, thanks." Alara sat. "The walk did me good."

      "Could you feel tired because something is draining you?" Victoria said.

      "Excuse me?" Alara glared at her.

      Victoria glanced around as if lost for a moment. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean it to sound like that. I'm not sure why I…"

      "Uh huh," Alara said.

      "Did any of you feel that?" Victoria asked. "A chill or something."

      "Really?" Alara sounded annoyed. "Well, could be you."

      "Well." I stood up. "Nice fire, huh? Don't you all think?" I walked over and warmed my hands, looking back to everyone and smiling.

      I heard Victoria whisper to herself, "That's not what I meant."

      I rubbed my hands together with exaggerated enthusiasm near the flames. "Nice."

      We'd warmed our bodies plenty well before, but the evening chill had seeped into me as Alara and I walked back from our outing. I relished being back in the circle around the large fire. They'd grown it into a deep core of glowing crackling wood, with a healthy pile of branches around it and over it. It reminded me of that scene in Lost Boys where everyone was partying on the beach at night around the fire—minus the vampires. Succubi maybe.

      Monica and Victoria sat atop a sun-bleached log, leaning toward the flames. Tara rested her head in her hands, propping herself up on her elbows, bare stomach on the sand. Flicker from the fire played over her cleavage.

      After a few moments near the flames, I returned to Alara's side.

      Monica scanned the area around the campfire before looking at me. "So, where's the wood?"

      "What?" I glanced at the campfire, noting it only slightly fell short of a bonfire. More wood?

      Alara put her hand on my knee. "We couldn't find any more. Looked really hard, but…" She shrugged.

      Oh, right. That's what I said we were going to do.

      Monica leaned back, as if satisfied with Alara's answer. "Oh, yeah. That's probably all there was." She nodded toward the fire. I couldn't fault her sarcasm, given we'd been making butt prints in the sand while they were getting the fire going.

      Victoria glanced to each of us. She looked puzzled. "The forest isn't far, though."

      "Right." Alara stretched the word long enough to make her point.

      Victoria stared at Monica for a few moments, then glanced at Alara and me before averting her eyes and looking at the fire. I think she blushed, but it was hard to tell with the firelight putting a glow on all of us.

      She's new around here, cut her some slack. Or not the sharpest…

      We dug out some food from our packs. Jan had done us right, sending us off with well-seasoned meats—dried, and salted more than I liked, but I hadn't seen a refrigerator anywhere in Galderia. The bread probably would've chipped a tooth, but I watched Nithia pour a little mead onto her piece, which she had in a shallow wooden bowl. We'd each taken one from the kitchen at Jan's suggestion.  I copied Nithia and found after a minute the bread was soft enough to eat safely. We passed around different foods we each had carried—some dried figs, a weird granola mixture which tasted like dirt and smelled like peas, some sour cousins to almonds. For the record, I never liked peas.

      I glanced back to check on the horses. Pudding still had the rope tied to the thick leather piece strapped over part of her head. I'd secured the other end of the rope around a heavy log, one much too heavy for her to drag, hopefully. Either way, she seemed content like the other horses to feed on the tall grasses just beyond the beach.

      They were a good distance from the edge of the forest, but in the back of my mind I held on to a little worry the giant spiders might come out of the woods. It seemed unlikely they'd venture into the open, especially with our fire going strong not far from the horses, but I kept an eye on them just the same.

      Tara stood and dusted sand from her ass—okay, from her pants, technically. Everyone had gotten fully dressed shortly after our swim, since the evening brought a chill. "Who's up for some campfire stories?" She joined Monica and Victoria on the log, after the two of them made room for her.

      "What kind of stories?" Monica asked.

      Tara leaned forward a little, so she could see past Victoria. "I don't know. About you. Something you've heard?" She leaned back and shrugged. "Den?"

      I thought about my life before coming to Galderia and quickly decided the last week and a half had been the most interesting I'd had. "I'm not really much of a storyteller."

      Alara turned to me and gave me a kiss on my cheek. "Man of action. I have no problem with that."

      Works for me. She looked so much more full of energy compared to how she had been before I gave her some sexual healing. Maybe I should put up a sign, I thought. The doctor is now in.

      "I have one." Nithia adjusted how she was sitting, dropping both knees to one side and propping herself a little as she tucked her feet under her rear. She looked to each of us before saying more, evidently waiting until she had our attention.

      She told us a story about a young woman leaving her village to fight alongside other such new recruits in a fledgling army. They had been called to arms to stand against Thautus Kurg, and waged war against his forces in many battles in the land across the Sea of Ronak.

      I thought of my destiny to face Kurg too.  Let me guess. They all died.

      My eyes wandered from her as she gave details of the many clashes between the Kurg's forces and the resistance the young woman had joined. As my gaze floated, I noticed Monica's eyes fixed on me. When she saw me looking back at her, I expected her to avert her eyes, but she didn't. Maybe out of curiosity or, perhaps, something more, I didn't either. I heard Nithia continue her story, but I paid little attention to what she said. Monica's mouth curled upward slightly at the edges. Her pupils dilated as she continued to look at me. Was I reading her right, I wondered. She took a deep breath, then let it out with a long faint sigh. She shook her head slowly.

      Laughter broke my attention from her. I looked to the others. Were they laughing at us? I hoped they weren't—that they hadn't noticed.

      "That's great," Tara said to Nithia, who looked proud of the tale she'd evidently just finished.

      "Yeah," Alara said. "Though I seriously doubt Thautus Kurg would end up groveling for any young woman's affections."

      "No." Tara sat up straight. "It's absolutely true." She grinned. "He gave up conquering the world and spent the rest of his days begging her for more sexy time."

      They all laughed some more. I chuckled. It was a funny twist, though unrealistic. But I was glad the laughter was about the story. I glanced at Monica. She appeared to be playing along, as if she'd heard the whole story, but I knew better.

      Victoria stood up. "Well, I'd like to think we women have that kind of power over men." She looked at me. "But I'm not sure. Den, what do you think?"

      "Uh." I wasn't sure what the safe answer was. "I'm just glad Kurg is out of the picture now."

      They laughed some more, and Monica chuckled too.

      "Yeah," Victoria said. "Sometimes a woman can change who you think you are."

      "You ought to know," Monica said. "Right?"

      Victoria flashed a look at Monica which wasn't friendly, but she didn't respond. I glanced back and forth at the two of them, trying to discern what Monica meant, but she shrugged and looked away.

      "Den," Tara said. "Anyone do that to you? Before Galderia, I mean."

      I shook my head.

      "What about that teacher?" Monica said.

      I looked at her, wondering who she was talking about. I hadn't been with anyone back home. I noticed she glanced to Victoria and smirked for a split second, before turning back to me.

      "Who was that?" Alara asked.

      "Oh," Monica said. "He had the major hots for one of our teachers, Ms. Thompson. Can't blame him, though. She had everything done right. All the guys had a thing for her."

      I felt my face getting warm. "Pff." That was the best rebuttal I could manage. She was right, though. I would've taken Ms. Thompson's class even if she was teaching five hours at a time on knitting techniques. I avoided making eye contact with Alara, Tara, or Nithia.

      "Hey," Tara said. "He's got good taste in women." She chuckled.

      She'd rescued me, whether she meant to or not.

      I got up and walked toward one of our packs. "I'm going to get a little something more to snack on."

      "That sounds good," Monica said as she rose and went with me.

      As we walked outside the rest of the group, I heard them moving on to other topics of conversation, which was a relief to me.

      I rummaged through the pack and Monica stood beside me, waiting to see what I'd pull out. "Why'd you bring her up?" I asked, glancing at her.

      She shrugged. "Don't know. Just thought it was funny."

      "You know I'm with Alara, Nithia, and Tara."

      "Yeah. I know. All three of them." She sounded annoyed.

      "Hey, what's with that?"

      When she didn't answer, I stopped digging through the pack and looked at her. I wondered if I should bring up how she was looking at me before. She opened her mouth slightly, then she glanced away for a second before returned her eyes to mine.

      "I've been thinking about Austin," she said. "I miss home."

      I nodded. "Yeah. I understand." I looked around. "It's so different here. I don't blame you."

      "So, you miss it too?"

      Did I?

      "I'm not sure," I said. "I guess I should."

      "Would you go back, if you could?"

      "As far as I know, I can't."

      She appeared disappointed. "I've thought about your offer, to send me home."

      "And?"

      "And I don't think I want to go back without you."

      Oh, wow. I suspected there was something there, at least for her…okay, maybe for me too, I thought. But I didn't know she felt so strongly about me.

      "What about Brad?" I asked.

      She looked like she had forgotten him until I mentioned his name. "Yes," she said. "He's a nice guy." She paused for a moment. "No. Actually, he's not that nice. He wasn't loyal to me."

      I realized the irony in her saying that about him and her telling me she was into me, when I was committed to three women twenty feet away from us. I glanced over to them. They were still talking, not paying us any attention.

      "I'm probably the last guy you should expect to be loyal to you," I said.

      She shook her head. "I see how you are with them."

      "Yeah, but three. I mean, I'm not complaining, but it's an adjustment in thinking, even for me." I chuckled. "Who am I kidding. It's not like I had a girlfriend before, but you get what I mean."

      She shrugged and tilted her head slightly for a second. "You don't think Sydney and I ever shared?"

      "Oh, right. Well…" I was in bed with both of them when this whole thing started, I thought.

      She looked sad. "When she went back to Earth," she said, looking downward, "I felt like I lost something."

      "I can relate." I almost mentioned my parents, but I held back, knowing it'd get me choked up.

      "No." She looked up at me. "I don't mean emotionally, though that's true too. I mean I felt a little drained, like energy drained."

      "That's normal. Emotions can do that to you."

      "I suppose. It just felt like we were connected." She put her hand on mine. "I feel that way with you too."

      I moved my hand down to my side and glanced over to Alara and the others. They weren't looking our way.

      "Listen," I said. "I think you're great. And if I'm the only way for you to get home, my offer stands. But I think we should go back over there."

      I smiled at her.

      "Okay." She sighed. "But your offer stands. Right?"

      "I'm going to be here for you, whatever you decide."

      I felt affection for her, but I wanted to avoid complicating my life more than it already was. I didn't know how to handle being with one woman, and now I had three.

      She sniffed and wiped the corner of her eye. "Come on." She gestured toward the others. "I'm sure we're missing a good story, or something."
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      We rode steady for probably three hours, taking our horses onto a vast grassy plain. The beach had narrowed but the sand became deeper, and the horses had a harder time walking in it. We kept the sea in view as long as we could, but the contours of the land eased it out of view. We kept a good distance from the forest on the opposite side of our path, just to be safe. Maybe we'd long since passed the domain of the giant spiders, but we had no way of knowing.

      "If it's like this the rest of the way there," Monica said, "that'll be fine with me."

      "Don't say that." I shot her a grin. She returned a confused look. "I just don't want you to jinx us."

      "Jinx?" Alara asked. She rode beside me, as she did most of the time.

      I was surprised she didn't know the word, since the summoning magic put everything I spoke into Galderian and vice versa—same for all of us who came from Earth. "Make things go wrong by pointing out how right everything is."

      She nodded.

      Weird that didn't translate.

      Tara, who'd been riding ahead of us for the last good while—still full of adventurous zeal, despite her near-fatal mishap in the forest—pulled her horse by the reins to a stop. She said something I couldn't quite make out, then she turned back toward us. "There's a group ahead!"

      Alara and I glanced at each other. "How many?" I asked Tara, riding up to meet her, but then I saw for myself—a half dozen men on horseback.

      They were coming toward us, up the sloping plain. We sat on our horses at the top of the slope, with no trees or anything else around us. We surely stood out in the middle of the grassy plain. They must have spotted us, I thought. Maybe they are friendly.

      Monica rode up behind me to my right. "What are the chances they're just passing through and don't want any trouble?"

      "I have no idea," I said.

      Victoria, sitting behind Monica, looked around her. "Maybe we should try to lose them. We could ride off that way." She nodded to the distant woods to our left. We'd been staying clear of them on purpose since the giant spider encounter.

      I watched the riders approaching, still not able to make out their details. "No."

      "Den?" Alara waited for me to say more.

      "If they're friendly," I said, "we have nothing to worry about."

      "And if they aren't friendly?" Tara asked, reaching back and touching her bow slung over her back.

      I nodded to her. "If they aren't friendly, they'd chase us down if we ran." I looked to each of the others. "So, we don't run."

      Alara guided her horse closer to me. She leaned over and spoke quietly. "I should have said something before."

      "What is it?"

      "It's like before," she said. "Not as bad. But I'm feeling tired, like before."

      I knew what she meant, but I couldn't help but tease her. I wanted to lighten the mood. I thought I was doing it for her, but I probably needed it too. I glanced to the still distant riders, then looked her in the eyes. "Okay. But we'll have to make it a quickie."

      She punched me in the arm. "That's not funny!"

      "Ouch. You don't feel weak to me." I rubbed my arm, exaggerating how much it hurt.

      She scowled at me.

      "Sorry," I said. "I know what you mean." I glanced at her staff strapped to the side of her horse. "Maybe too drained for that. Right?"

      She looked deflated. "Sorry."

      "It's alright." I winked at her. "I'll take care of it, if it comes to that." I tipped my head backward diagonally. "Why don't you ride in back? Better yet, stay here. I'll ride down to see what we're dealing with."

      "I'm coming with you." I looked at Tara. She had her bow in hand. "It'd be foolish to ride down there by yourself."

      I gave her a look of incredulity. "You’re saying this?"

      She shrugged. "Maybe I learned from my mistake."

      "Good," I said.

      "She's right, though." Monica rode up between Alara and Tara. "Alara, could Victoria stay with you? On your horse, I mean? In case, something happens and they come up here."

      Alara turned to Victoria. "Of course."

      Victoria looked to each of us. "Is this a good plan?"

      "I don't think we have much time to make a better one," I said.

      Victoria dismounted and got onto Alara's horse behind her.

      I twisted around so I could see Nithia behind me. "You're staying up here too."

      She nodded. "Be careful, Den. Please."

      "Don't worry." I glanced to Tara and Monica. They nodded to me. Monica got her bow ready. "They're probably innocent travelers, like us. What could go wrong?"

      "Are we?" Tara said. "Innocent travelers?"

      "Yeah. Why not?" I heeled the sides of Pudding to get her moving. Unless they're murderous cutthroats ready to slaughter the lot of us. Okay. I had my doubts about the wisdom of my… plan.

      I only glanced back once as we rode down the slope. I had to make sure Alara, Nithia, and Victoria were moving farther back. They did. When we were a third of the way down toward the strangers, I couldn't see the three beauties.

      I road in the middle. Tara had come around to my left. Monica stayed to my right.

      "I'm surprised at your bravery," Tara said across me to Monica. "I mean, I'm impressed."

      Yeah. Me too. I glanced at Monica. She wasn't a magically endowed barbarian warrior. She was just Monica. True, she was magically endowed, but not in a your-now-a-Galderian-super-badass way. Good genes. Probably drank lots of milk growing up, or something.

      "I'm here," she said. "I don't want to die. Besides, my dad taught me to take care of myself."

      Shows how much I know about sorority girls.

      I reached for my sword, but stopped short of unsheathing it from the scabbard. "Don't look too threatening." I made sure neither Tara nor Monica had pulled out an arrow yet. They hadn't. "We don't want to scare them into making a move."

      "Right." Tara looked me up and down. "You do realize you look like death by muscles, don't you?"

      "Hey!" I pretended to be offended, but I enjoyed the reminder that I was pretty badass. Hopefully, that would be enough to deter the strangers from trying anything, if they were that sort of people.

      "She's right, you know?" Monica road a little past us, but then I saw she'd done it only to navigate a big dip in the ground. She leveled off with us on the other side of it.

      The strangers kept riding toward us, their horses at a walk. I could see now they all were men. As our two groups rode closer, I spotted their weapons—swords for four of them, one an axe, the last nothing. The swords were sheathed, the axe slung to the side of his horse. The apparently unarmed man was in the middle, riding slightly in front of the others. The leader. I assumed he might have something I just couldn't see—dagger, something behind him. They were too far to tell for certain. None of them had a bow, from what I could see. A small relief.

      "Doesn't look good," Tara said, reaching for an arrow, using only her legs to steady herself on her horse as we all kept moving forward.

      I watched her notch it, but she pointed it downward, with her bow right beside her horse. She's trying to hide it from them. Smart girl.

      "Hold on," I said to my archer women. "Stay here. I'm going to ride a little closer, so I can speak to them. Shout to them from a safe distance."

      The three of us reined our horses to a stop.

      "You sure about that?" Monica said, also pulling and notching an arrow.

      I glanced to each of them, then back to the six armed riders, who continued their advance. "No."

      "And if they charge you?" Tara kept her bow hidden, but moved it up a few inches for a moment.

      "Then start firing from here, and try not to hit me."

      Monica and Tara looked at each other.

      Monica evidently noticed Tara was concealing her bow, even turning her horse slightly to do so. She did the same. "We can do that."

      "Good," I said. "And if they get past me, I want you both to ride back up the hill as fast as you can and tell the others to take off too. And don't stop. Okay?"

      Neither of them said anything.

      "Okay?"

      "We're not going to abandon you," Tara said.

      "I don't want anything happening to you, any of you." A glimpse of Tara wrapped in the spider's webbing flashed through my mind. My chest tightened and my stomach felt knotted.

      "Dennis," Monica said sharply.

      I looked at her. "Just go down there and see who these people are."

      She was right, I thought. I nodded, then faced the strangers again, nudging Pudding to walk.

      Monica whistled. I glanced back to her.

      "But don't get too close to them."

      Pudding and I rode down another hundred feet, maybe more. I stopped her there. I wanted to make sure the men were in range for Tara and Monica, should the two need to save my tail—or at least help me fight the guys.

      "You ready for this, Pudding?"

      Pudding didn't reply, which I took as an indication of her steadfast bravery and steely resolve. Though it's possible she was busy thinking about her escape route.

      "Alright, Den," I said. "You faced the hell beasts at the stone gates to Darguna, and slew the great Saber-Kong. You've got this."

      I waited while they came closer.

      The one in the middle pulled forward of the others. Forty feet away. I could see him sizing me up. He glanced to my sword, which I hadn't pulled from the sheath. I hoped I wouldn't have to bring it out. I hoped his fellow riders had the same notion about theirs.

      Fighting one or a few men I thought I could manage, based on my experience with the riders on the hell-hounds and the fights inside Ruja's stronghold in Pertlass. With Cormac's help. I wished he was with us on the journey to Yedia. I wished he hadn't been such a damn hero, saving my ass. And Tara. I glanced over my shoulder to Tara. I realized I would've done the same thing. If it was just me, that would be one thing, but there were five women behind me…and six strangers in front of me. I needed to find out if they were out for a leisurely ride or on the hunt.

      "Of all the fields we both could've ridden across, funny we chose the same one." I was trying to strike a balance between nonchalant and cautiously vague about who we were and what we were doing. I realized after I called out to the man my opening sounded like a bad pickup line. I mentally face-palmed.

      He continued riding toward me, but said nothing. The other five kept pace just behind him.

      Draw the sword? Don't draw the sword?

      I put my hand on the hilt. The man in front stopped and so did the others.

      Twenty feet of uncertainty between us.

      "What's your name?" he said. He spoke with a gruff tone, like he was used to giving orders.

      "I'm Den." Dennis might've cowed or ridden away at the sight of them, but Den knew he was a man to be reckoned with. "I hope you men aren't looking for trouble." I patted the hilt of my sword a couple of times. "We're passing through. I'm guessing you're doing the same?"

      He looked back to his men and nodded, then faced me again. "We don't see too many travelers in these parts," he said. "Where are you headed?"

      "North." Vague seemed like a safe bet, until I knew whether he and his friends were troublemakers or not.

      "Is that right?" He looked back to the other men. A couple of them snickered.

      "Something funny about that?" I didn't want to appear intimidated. I was beginning to get the sense that they were wolves looking for any sign of weakness.

      He rode closer. "Something tells me you're not going to make it very far." He sat atop his horse only a few feet in front of me. He turned his head slightly back. "Isn't that right, men?"

      Two of them chuckled. The man with the axe pulled it from the loop on the side of his horse. "I think you're right, Thane."

      Thane grinned and made the most of it to show off how much of an asshole was.

      To hell with subtle. I drew my sword. "Like I said, we don't want any trouble." I drew up Pudding's reins, moving her to a position better suited for me to use my sword, if it came to that. "But this blade and my hand have slain many a beast…and man, when it came to it." I nodded to my left. "I suggest we go our own ways."

      "I would have no problem that," he said, reaching around to his back with each hand. "But I have my orders."

      I shook my head, a last desperate attempt to sway him from his course. "What orders? Whose?" I wanted to glance back to make sure Tara and Monica were still there and ready to fire, but I resisted the urge. For the moment, all the men seemed focused on me. Last thing I needed was for one or more of them to charge up the hill to the women before I could put my blade through his flesh.

      He laughed, and a few of his men followed suit. "Whose?" He brought his hands back around with a dagger in each, spinning one atop his open palm before gripping it again.

      "Ruja Kurg?" I said.

      "So, you know Ruja," he said. "No. We don't work for him anymore."

      "Makes sense." I realized I'd slipped and revealed I knew about Ruja's death. Oh, well. He was a bastard. And he did try to kill me. Might as well own it.

      "What do you mean?" he asked.

      "Uh, just that you can't work for a dead guy." They knew, right?

      "Dead?" one of the men behind him said. He didn't look happy.

      "Forget it," Thane said. "He was nothing compared to the strange one."

      I didn't like this guy one bit, and I could see where this was going. Come on girls, shoot!

      "I see you're scared," he said. "Good. Then you'll be smart when I give you a choice."

      Screw you, buddy! I'm not scared. I almost blurted out the fact that I'd killed Ruja, but I wanted to let him finish—maybe just to delay the bloodshed for a few more moments. "What choice is that?"

      Thane glanced to his men, then looked me in the eye and tipped his head to the side, as if he was thinking over what would be a reasonable proposal. I didn't buy it for a second.

      "You and your two women," he said, looking up the slope at Tara and Monica briefly. "You three will leave your horses with us. And your weapons. Then you can walk."

      "That's not our orders." It was the same man behind that had spoken up before.

      "Quiet!" Thane said to his man. He looked up the slope again. "Maybe one of them could stay to keep us company." His men voiced their agreement with his last idea. He stared at me, probably to see how I'd react. Maybe he wondered if I would be stupid enough to fight all six of them?

      I held back as long as I could, but all I felt was a desire to kick the shit out of the guy. Protectiveness over my women, survival instinct…whatever it was, it had to be done, I thought. Hold on, Dennis. Maybe you can talk some sense into him.

      "Okay, men," Thane said.

      The four with swords drew them out.

      Well, I tried. Now, they're all going to die.

      "Tara! Monica! Now!" I didn't look back when I screamed for them to shoot. My arm ripped the blade of my sword across Thane's chest before I'd finished yelling for the women to attack.

      He reared back, but not far enough. I cut through his leather tunic and undershirt, opening his skin from his sternum down across half his belly. My blade came through at a diagonal, so I didn't hit his horse—more happenstance than my intention. My adrenaline pushed such considerations out of my head. Them or us, I thought.

      He sat atop a well-trained horse. When Thane's body fell off, the horse didn't flinch. With the horse directly in front of me and the dead man beside the animal, I prepared to meet the other men on the opposite side.

      An arrow hit the one first in line as he raised his sword overhead, clearly with a plan to bring it down onto my head. He looked surprised by the arrow sticking out of his chest. With four more men behind him, I wasted no time. I ran him through the gut with my sword, leaning forward onto Pudding's neck to be certain my blade left him no choice but death. I clenched Pudding's mane to keep from falling off her when the man folded to his side and began to slide off his horse, pulling my sword and me with it. I managed to keep my grip on Pudding and my weapon until the blade widened the wound as the man's weight came down on the steel edge. When the cut stretched and his juices flowed out, my sword slipped free of him. His body landed in an unnaturally bent mass.

      I glimpsed another arrow flying past me. I didn't see where it went—whether my archer hit her mark. Pudding's head blocked my view. She grunted when I yanked her mane down to get myself back upright. As soon as my head rose above Pudding's, a sword blade sliced the air an inch over my angled face. I felt the side of my attacker's horse slamming against my leg. A split second later the man who'd missed his swing at my head reached over and grabbed the Pudding's reins and jerked them. Pudding protested with a snort as she violently shook her head, rattling the man who apparently was too stupid to let go.

      Jostled wildly by Pudding, the man bounced and shifted on the back of his own mount. My first thought was to show him how to properly swing a sword into someone's head, but his body struck me like a backpack full of books falling out of a locker. Trust me. I know what that feels like. I wanted him off me, especially since I expected his buddies to take a swing at me at any second.

      Using the guard and pommel of my sword like brass knuckles, I clocked him in his chin. I heard a crack. Broken jaw. I couldn't be sure because of all the commotion from the horses and the other urging their horses with yells and grunts to move closer to me. Broken or not, my blow rattled his brain enough to knock him out. He dropped his sword, let go of Pudding's reins, and dismounted as ungracefully as possible. His head hit the dirt, followed by his shoulder. His horse turned abruptly and clambered to step clear of the man's loosely spilled arms. With his left foot caught in the leather stirrup, the horse tossed him around like a rag doll.

      I took hold of Pudding's reins and drew her back from the stumbling horse with the tethered body—unconscious, possibly dead at that point. The other men gave no room for the panicked horse and his strung-on dead weight to get out of the way. They'd come around the horse to get to me and now pinned it in, pressing their horses against it as they swung their weapons overhead. Pudding and I stood out of range of their attacks—sword and axe played in vain to spill blood.

      To be safe, I guided Pudding to back away more, wanting to turn her so I could be in a better position to face the next attacker. I should've looked behind us. Pudding back-stepped like I wanted, but we'd both forgotten about Thane on the ground. Pudding stumbled, frantically shifting her legs around to keep her balance. Jumping around to find a place to put down her hooves, my balls took a pounding. Despite my death grip on her reins and doing what I could with my legs to stay upright, I flew off her.

      I held onto my sword, but that came at the price of not doing everything I could to soften my landing. It hurt like a son of a bitch. I knew I needed to get up, but it took me a few seconds to get my breath again and to cope with the throbbing pain which plowed through me from my back hitting the ground flat.

      I made a mental note that there were three men left standing at a minimum. I hoped Tara and Monica had taken out at least one more with their arrows, but I couldn't be sure and I didn't have time to go check. The girls won't be safe if I don't get up fast.

      I shook off the pain as I stood. Okay, I still felt the pain, but shaking my head at it let me pretend I couldn't feel it as much.

      Leaping over the body of the first asshole I killed, I rushed back to Pudding's side with the intent of mounting her again. Instead, I had to swing my sword beside her head to stop the schmuck with the axe from splitting her skull, hurling my other hand onto the hilt to match the force of the man's attack. My sword blade and the heavier axe blade clanged and sent out sparks when they met. I willed more strength into my arms. Who the fuck tries to kill the horse? I glared at the bastard as we tested each other's strength. I admitted to myself going for the horse made sense. Pudding had proven herself a reliable war-steed. Keeping me from getting back atop her would let them hold their advantage in the fight.

      I glanced to Pudding. Her eyes were as big as moons. If she was Mister Ed, I knew she'd have screamed 'holy shit!' She noticed me looking at her and she seemed to calm. Her eye bulging stopped, and she moved back from our weapons.

      I whacked and slashed my sword with a fury, soon overwhelming the man wielding the axe, despite him fighting from a mounted position, and I on foot. I was pissed. No, beyond pissed. My blood boiled. These men had interrupted an uncharacteristically pleasant part of our journey, I thought, laid claim to either Tara or Monica, and tried to kill my horse…and me. My adrenaline surged and my magically infused barbarian instincts guided my every move—which is why I didn't die as my head swam with all these reasons I wanted to kill the bastards.

      I did my best to watch for a sneak attack coming from my side while axe-man and I went at it. When no one else attacked, I guessed Tara or Monica had taken out the remaining man or men. Axe-hole on the horse was the only one left. Our metal clashed again, then he turned his horse into me, butted me in the head with its jaw.

      The scene turned to a blur and I staggered to keep from falling over. Worried I'd get an axe to the skull and not even see it coming, I pushed my sword-swinging into overdrive, yelling as I thrashed and sliced at the air in front of me. I hoped for a lucky hit on the man, but I didn't know how far away I stood after the horse headbutted the shit out of me. Thankfully, the man's laughing clued me to his general direction—probably what kept me alive those several moments until my vision and balance returned.

      He let his guard down. He laughing and me swinging at the air for a few seconds, he'd pulled his axe back and rested it over his shoulder. Only supple leather armor hung over the thigh of his leg. I lunged forward and swung my sword, all in a single motion. My blade cut through the leather and sliced into his flesh, gouging him deeply. He screamed and wailed as he jerked back and shot his arms up wildly. His heavy axe—hoisted overhead by his powerful—crashed against his shoulder and upper chest. Blood squirted as he toppled backward off his horse, his bloody leg flinging a red spray into the air, only to rain down onto his steed a moment later.

      I felt a mist of it speckle my forehead. I wiped it clean while looking for any of the band who might still be standing. When I saw none upright—on their horses or on foot—I took a knee, supporting myself with my sword tip on the ground as if I held a cane.

      I glanced to Pudding. She noticed and walked over to me. She nudged me with her wet nose, knocking me over—though I knew she didn't mean to do so. I got up with the help of my sword cane and stood beside her. "Thanks for that." She nudged me again, but this time I kept my balance. "You're a good horse." She snorted.

      Monica screamed. I rushed to get a view up the hill. The last of the men hadn't fallen by the women's arrows, as I'd assumed. Sword in hand, he was running toward Tara and Monica. Tara shot an arrow at him, but the man deflected it with the buckler he held before him as he ran. I had no doubt if he reached the women, he'd take his sword to them—a vicious desperate last attack, I figured.

      My exhaustion suddenly became trivial, as adrenaline once again surged through me. Must stop him!

      I ran to catch him.

      Getting on Pudding might've made sense, but my only thought was to take off toward the man as fast as I could. He'd already gone halfway up the slope and the girls weren't running for cover. Tara notched and fired another arrow, which the man evaded. He didn't run in a straight line toward them. His erratic maneuvering made him a hard target. Monica looked to be fumbling her attempt to ready an arrow of her own.

      I had no idea I could run so fast. Despite the exertion from fighting several men, I moved like a cheetah. Okay, maybe not quite that fast, but at least a lion—a lion hopped up on something and with a bloodlust for its prey. The would-be lady killer didn't see me coming. I leaped to clear the last five feet and caught him with my sword arm around his neck and head, knocking him down and spinning him around, as I tumbled next to him. We both got up at the same time, but he looked worse for the tackle.

      We faced off without a word, each of us letting our swords do the talking. As we stood a few feet from one another, both of us no doubt about to make a move, an arrow flew between us—a little closer to me. I glanced up the hill and saw Monica gesture a panicked apology. I shook my head at her and left it at that, needing to focus on the sword coming at me.

      His swing lacked speed, and by the looks of it, power too. If he could've killed me—magically somehow—with the expression on his face, the look of utter malice, I'd have dropped dead on the spot. Thankfully, we kept to steel. I parried his first and second attack. My turn played out much more decisively. He had his sword up in the right place, at the right time, at the correct angle. His arm lacked the strength to deal with what I'd put into my blade—going after the women stirred my barbarian instincts to a whole new level. His arm and blade gave way as my sword hacked into the spot where his neck met his shoulder. A second later, a lifeless heap of flesh collapsed before me.

      Tara and Monica each yelled something in turn, but my breathing and the thumping swell of my blood still boiling drowned the details of their words. I stood in a wide stance, taking the moment to come back to my normal senses.

      A loud bray sounded behind, back down the slope. I looked back. One of the men I thought had died was crawling toward Pudding. With his sword in hand, the flat of its blade patting the dirt as he moved closer, he'd almost reached her.

      Bastard!

      There's no way I can make it down there in time, I thought. I glanced back to Tara and Monica and pointed to Pudding at the same time, hoping one of the women could hit the man with an arrow. Tara took a shot, but missed.

      The man stood and raised his sword to strike Pudding in the neck.

      I took a few quick steps to get better footing and a little closer, then I hurled my sword down at the man. It spun furiously, but somehow it flew true. I'd given it everything I had—my strength and focus. Pudding had to be saved.

      My sword hit him blade first, the kind of thing that only happens in movies. Alara's magic in me? Luck? I had no idea, but I'd saved Pudding. The sword knocked him back several feet and pinned him propped up at an angle like he was sitting in a recliner. Dead tired.

      I held my throwing arm out for a moment and stared at what I'd done. Then I dropped it and let out a sigh of relief. Pudding looked at me and reared back on her hind legs, flittering her front ones in the air as she neighed. She dropped back to all fours and stared at me for a few seconds before jutting her head upward as she snorted.

      "You're welcome, girl," I said quietly.

      "Den!"

      I turned around. Tara was running down the slope to me. Monica was coming down too, but at a walk. Tara evidently had dropped her bow. She had her arms wide. I waited for her embrace.
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      Ms. Thompson dropped the scrying ball over her shoulder, stepping forward to move clear of the scattering lavender debris as the ball smashed on the stone floor behind her. Pieces crunched under her thigh-high black boots with her last few steps to the oak reading stand against the wall.

      She nudged one of the forty floating candles closer to shine more light on the pages of the book on the stand. It sat opened two-thirds of the way through the magical text. Running her finger below the strange black characters, she whispered their meanings. She knew it held the key to getting what she needed from Den, but the old man hadn't taught her enough yet for her to make full sense of it.

      A knock sounded on the door. "My love?" the old man said, his voice muffled by the thick wood.

      She held up a finger without raising her eyes from the page, which she continued to read.

      The man knocked again, and she glanced at her finger and realized he wasn't in the room to see her signal to wait. She waved her hand and the door opened.

      The old man came into the room, looking first at the floor. He gathered the sides of his long gray robes in his hands and raised the bottom of it to keep it from touching the pieces of the second broken scrying ball. "I'm getting tired of keeping that Balinite man around. Why did you have to bring him here?"

      "Hmm?" She paid the old man no attention aside from quickly noting out of the corner of her eye what he was doing, despite her response.

      "I'd feed him to one of the pets, but I don't want more of his people coming around. I'll have to get rid of him one of these days. I should have chosen a different spot to conjure my tower…though the old foundations here did work out nicely."

      "You said you transported it from across the sea, using a traveling fire circle, or portal, I guess."

      "Yes. So?"

      "That's not actually conjuring, from what I've been reading."

      "Oh, fine. You know what I meant. You spend too much time in those books."

      "Uh, huh." She continued to examine the writing in the book.

      Turning his eyes to her, he opened his mouth to speak again, but she raised her index finger once more.

      She glanced over and saw him close his mouth, waiting for her to finish reading the last passage on the page.

      She raised her eyes from the page, but didn't face him.

      "You know that only works if you've…been with the person before."

      She put her palm over the text and smiled. "What did you want?

      The man glided his hand down his beard, smoothing a few errant parts, then he corrected his slouch. "I've come to see if you would like something to eat." He grinned. "I've conjured up quite a feast downstairs." He raised the heels of his boots slightly a few times in sync with his rising eyebrows. "What do you say?"

      She grabbed one of the candles from the air and walked over to him. His chin drew back a little and a faint crease appeared on his forehead. Holding the lit candle beside his face, she smiled. "My love." She glanced at the candle, then looked into his squinting eyes. "I would love something."

      He relaxed his brow. "Good. I'll-"

      "I would love for your men to have done their job," she said, raising her voice.

      "I'm sorry, my love. They were mercenaries." He looked away to the ground. "Just not very good ones, evidently."

      "Aah!" She turned away and set the candle back in the air.

      "You know I would do anything to make you happy, my love."

      She tapped the toe of her right boot against the stone floor for a moment.

      "My love?" he said.

      She stilled her foot and spun around to face him. "You would, wouldn't you?" She eased her hip out a little to one side and pushed her shoulders inward, squeezing her breasts and accentuating her cleavage—somehow making it seem unintentional.

      She watched his eyes drift to her breasts, then he darted them back up to her face. He nodded and his eyes drifted again.

      She closed the space between their two bodies and draped her arms around his neck. Leaning in, she moved her mouth to his ear until her lips touched his skin. "I need you," she said. She felt his body quiver and she saw the lower part of the front of his robe move toward her. She giggled, softly breathing out against his ear. "I need you…to teach me the rest of that book over there. If I can't get him by force, I'll lure him through enchantment. Will it do that?"

      "If you're not in his presence, then only if you have such a bond with the vessel."

      She smiled. "Good. Then you will help me."

      "It's difficult, at best. Many things could go wrong."

      "It will work. I need it to. The way we've been doing it before is not enough."

      "But you're drawing from them already. Look at what you've been able to accomplish with that and my instruction."

      She knew he was trying to dissuade her. He'd been less interested in sharing his knowledge with her recently, since she had distanced herself from him, instead spending most of her time holed up in the room practicing what he'd taught her or trying to learn more on her own.

      "If I give you what you want, will you give me what I want?"

      He gulped audibly, then nodded with his mouth hanging open.

      She drew back from him slowly, tracing her fingers across his cheeks then down his chest until her hands lifted away from him. She crossed her legs and pivoted like a slow-motion runway model, before slinking over to the heavy oak book stand against the wall. She stopped a couple feet short of reaching it, then she looked back at him. "Time to teach me, then." She leaned over toward the book stand, putting a hand on each side of it. Bent ninety degrees at her waist, she sunk her stomach and pushed her ass upward. "Well?" She smiled. "I'm ready for my lesson."
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      After the encounter with Ruja's men, or whoever they were working for, we traveled the rest of the day without incident and made camp once more. We enjoyed a larger fire and a hearty meal, sitting in a half circle around the comforting flames, using large stones, a log, or just the dirt as our seats. Tara and Monica each shot a rabbit once we had settled on a spot for our camp. We used the arrows to hold the meat above the flames, after we'd skinned the rabbits. Nithia made several patties formed from herbs and berries she'd gathered. I couldn't identify everything in them, but I trusted her foraging knowledge. Besides, they, and especially the rabbits, were a nice change from what we'd been eating.

      We ate and talked, mostly about the fight with the six men on horseback. Tara went on at length to NIthia, Alara, and Victoria about how heroic I was in battle. I didn't interrupt her. But when she'd stroked my ego sufficiently, I pointed out how much help she and Monica had been with their bows.

      "I'm sorry I couldn't help," Alara said. She looked ashamed.

      I rubbed her thigh. "Don't worry about it."

      The night air was warm. She and Nithia had removed their pants and shirts, in favor of the loin skirts and Savage Land bikini tops they were more accustomed to wearing—saving the finer panties and tops they'd shown me in Pertlass for special occasions, I assumed.

      She smiled half-heartedly. "It's just that I didn't have the energy to summon my magic."

      "We can't be the Energizer Bunny all the time," I said, eyeing her full breasts, which had been too long hidden from me—at least in public. Playboy Bunny, maybe…in your case.

      I realized she had no idea about the battery commercial I referenced, but she evidently got what I meant.

      She sighed. "You're right."

      I noticed her body relax as she gazed at me and smiled. In that moment, I marveled at her beauty, as if seeing her again for the first time.

      "So," Monica said, how exactly does that work?"

      Huh? For a moment, I thought she'd responded to my thoughts about Alara, then I came to my senses.

      "What do you mean?" Alara asked.

      Monica scooted a little closer. "The magic."

      Alara glanced around to everyone and saw each of them staring at her. She looked surprised.

      "What?" Tara said. "You have to admit, it's pretty interesting." She rubbed her palms together and grinned. "I'd love to blast somebody."

      Alara scowled at her.

      "Well," Tara turned her palms up and shrugged, then leaned back. "It would be handy. That's all.

      After several seconds of silence, Monica said, "She has a point." Everyone laughed, including Alara and me.

      "Okay," Alara said. She stood and stepped over to the large rock behind her, where she'd leaned her staff. I paid close attention as she bent over. She picked up the silver rod and brought it back. She sat and held it horizontally in front of her. "This belonged to my mother, Sefina, and before her the priestess Arastna. She glanced at me and then to Nithia. "And when I die, it will belong to the next Priestess of Carnera."

      I noticed Nithia looked troubled at Alara's words. "How many have there been?" I asked, but then I felt like an ass for glossing over Alara's mention of her eventual demise. I opened my mouth to say something else to put some distance on my mistake, but I came up short.

      She smiled at me. I got the sense she knew I felt bad for skipping the part where I was supposed to say, 'May that day never come' or something like that. Oh, that would've been good. I didn't get to say it in time, though.

      Alara gazed at the staff as she glided two fingers across the middle of the rod, passing over some markings I hadn't noticed before. "One hundred twenty-seven," she said.

      "Wow," Victoria said. "That's a lot."

      The markings were some sort of writing—runes or the language of the Order. I didn't know. Unlike the sign at Cormac's tavern, I couldn't read them. They made me think of Tolkien's Quenya. Yeah, nerd showing. I took a linguistics class which used the Lord of the Rings as the main text. We studied the embedded traces of supposed historical changes in the words, since Tolkien made the elven languages legit like that.

      I noticed the firelight reflecting off the inscribed area of her staff. The writing appeared to glow. Then I realized the glow wasn't the campfire's reflection.

      Oh, shit. I must've had the Lord of the Rings, and the Hobbit, on my mind still. I couldn't help but think of the Dark Ring. I remembered Thautus Kurg, who I had managed to put out of my head for most of our trip. I could feel my body tense as I pictured myself fighting him—the Dark Lord. Fuck.

      "You okay, Den?" Nithia touched my hand.

      "Huh? Oh, yeah. Sorry." I pointed to the glowing inscription on her staff. "Just reminded me of something."

      "Let me guess," Monica said. "That Hobbit movie." I caught her rolling her eyes. I don't think she bothered to hide it.

      I decided to ignore her.

      Alara turned the staff to hold it vertically, placing the base against the ground. "The staff of Carnera is a channel for the will of the gods."

      "Really?" Victoria said sarcastically.

      "Could you tell us about your gods?" Monica said. I got the sense she wanted to defuse the tension Victoria's comment injected.

      Alara bowed her head slightly to Monica. "Thank you for your interest, but I'm sorry. I can not. Knowledge of the gods is only permitted to those in the Order of Carnera."

      "Well, that's stupid," Victoria said.

      Alara stared at her, but somehow refrained from glaring.

      I was sure Victoria had pissed her off. She even made me a little annoyed. I glanced back and forth at the two of them, probably holding my breath.

      Honestly, it seemed strange to me too. I remembered when I played D&D back in the day, Tom, who played a cleric named Ulrich Luminos, used every chance he could to wax on about how his god, Lumonia—yeah, I thought it was a stupid name too—was a total badass and would back us up if we blindly charged into battle, or sometimes he'd say Lumonia forbid us to do whatever our party had to do to complete the goal of the module. Come to think of it, I hated Lumonia most of the time.

      Alara smiled at last. "I know this is all different from your world." She looked around to imply she was talking about all of Galderia. "But this…" She lifted the staff a few inches off the ground and the large white gem fixed at the top by bands of silver glowed. "This is not to be taken lightly."

      I felt the hair on my arms rise, like someone had rubbed a balloon against my arm and built up a static charge.

      "Alara." Tara's eyes widened and she slowly drew her hand up, pointing at Alara's face.

      I leaned forward a little to see what she was seeing. "Oh. Uh. Hey." Alara's eyes were white, glowing like the inscription on her staff. I patted her thigh. "Alara. Your eyes."

      She ignored me for a second, then tipped her head down a little, looking toward the ground. "I'm sorry." She put her staff down on the ground. "I don't know what…"

      She stood up and looked at Victoria.

      "It's okay," Victoria said to her. "That was rude of me."

      "I felt something…strange," Alara said.

      She stood there for a few seconds. It was awkward for all of us. At least, I know it was for me. I was pretty sure nobody else had seen her shoot light from her eyes like I had once when we were in bed at Cormac's inn, but them glowing was weird enough, I think.

      "I'm going to get some air," she said as she turned and walked off. I stood up to go with her, but she waved her arm at me. "No," she said. "I just need a minute."

      I watched her walked away. She stopped about forty feet from our campfire and looked up at the stars.

      "How was I supposed to know that would set her off?" Victoria said.

      I turned around to face her and the others. "I don't think it's just what you said."

      Tara nodded toward Alara. "You should go talk to her."

      I glanced at Alara. She had her hands on her hips, still facing away from us. "She said no."

      "Do you want me to go?" Tara asked.

      Nithia stood up. "No." She looked at me. "You should go talk to her."

      "Yeah?"

      She nodded. "Yes."

      I decided to take her advice. Relationships weren't my strong suit—meaning, figuring out what a woman wanted of me gave me a headache. I could already feel one coming on. "Okay."

      Nithia smiled. "She needs you. Clearly, there's something else going on."

      Right. Clearly. I have no idea what that is, but…

      "Sorry again," Victoria said as I stepped out of our campfire circle.

      I walked over and stood beside her. She glanced at me and then looked away and started walking. I stood, not knowing if she was brushing me off. After a few steps, she paused, still looking away. "Well," she said. "Come on."

      I hurried over to join her again, and the two of us walked a little farther.

      "Something's wrong, Den."

      I'm not much of a guesser.

      "Did you…" She stopped and faced me. "Did you feel anything when you looked at the inscription on my staff?"

      I took a second before answering, reflecting first on that moment. Had I felt anything?

      "Does astonishment count?" I asked.

      She chuckled, then touched my cheek. "No, Den. That's not what I meant."

      "Oh. Then no. I guess I didn't. What does the inscription say?"

      "That depends."

      "What do you mean?"

      "I mean it changes…if it's there at all."

      "Oh." I felt more lost in the conversation than before, and she looked as if she could tell.

      "Is that so hard to believe about a magical staff?"

      "Okay, good point."

      We started walking again. "This time," I said, "what did it say?"

      "It doesn't actually say anything." She held it up at an angle to show me the inscription again, which glowed still, but more faint than before. "When I read it—if you can call it that—it helps to clarify things."

      "What kind of things?"

      "Feelings."

      "So, it's like therapy?" Mental face-palm! "Sorry. I didn't mean-"

      "Feelings from the other realms."

      "Where the gods live?"

      "Yes. And others. It can't be fully understood without experiencing the sensations."

      I nodded, playing it safe.

      "But that's something for the women of the Order."

      I realized that now meant only her, since the others of her sisterhood were slain by Thautus Kurg, or at least his men. I felt sorry for her, how lonely she must feel at times with nobody capable of understanding her mystical experiences.

      No wonder she asked Nithia to join the Order. Maybe she will someday.

      I took her hand and we stopped walking. Turning to her, I asked, "What did you feel?"

      She held my gaze with her beautiful emerald eyes. I waited for her to answer. She slowly shook her head a little. "Something out of place. But I don't understand. I just feel it."

      I waited to see if she said more. I had no idea how to deal with what she told me. She might've realized there was little I could say to help her. But she evidently thought I might be able to help in some other way. She stepped directly in front of me, looking up into my eyes in a way I recognized. She had something else on her mind now.

      I moved my lips down to meet hers. She wrapped her arms around me and we left words by the wayside. After a few seconds, I felt her breasts pushing into my chest as her breathing became heavy. I reached around her and underneath her loin skirt, giving her ass a good squeeze. She seemed to shift into a higher gear, sliding her hands around on my back, then dropping a hand down to show me she could give as good as she got.

      "Get a room!" I recognized Monica's voice.

      I slid my mouth away from Alara's for a second to glance back toward the campfire. Everyone except Nithia was standing, staring at Alara and me.

      Alara either didn't hear Monica or chose to ignore her, instead frantically reaching up to my head and pushing my lips back to hers.

      "We should…move…a little farther," I said between each assault of her lips.

      I had to take a step backward to pull away from her kisses to get her to see the others watching us.

      "Oh," she said. "Maybe we should find a more private spot."

      "You think?" I grinned, then I took her hand and lead her away until the light from the campfire faded to be replaced by starlight.

      I felt her tug my hand as she stopped. I looked at her. She smiled and glanced to a spot on the ground thick with grass. She looked at me and raised her eyebrows twice.

      "That'll work," I said, pulling her down with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day might as well have been night, or at least late evening, for all the sky sat low with dark clouds. I knew the sea lay to the east, and might've carried a storm driving the weather, but the cold wind pushing against us as we rode came from the north. We rode near the middle of a wide plain, the woods far to the west, but occasionally seen from the tops of hills we covered. With the still vivid memory of the giant spiders and what they did to Tara—and what else they could've done if we hadn't fought them off—I decided the risk in taking the woods to get out of the cold wind was too much. The path was more valley than hills, and we'd found the land near the sea rocky late in the morning, driving our decision to move inward to the plains.

      So, we endured. Despite wrapping our faces with part of our cloaks or what other cloth we had to do the trick, the air dried and chilled our skin. My barbarian man-chest nipples were hard as rock. The clothes we'd bought weren't cut out for cold as much as I'd hoped. A North Face Arctic jacket would be sweet right about now.

      I got a little warmer when I imagined the women's nipples rock hard too. I played a slideshow of Alara's, Tara's, and Nithia's. Then I lingered on the blank slides for Monica and Victoria. I'd been in bed with naked Monica back in my apartment, but I was too much of an idiot to stay conscious long enough to get the details. I'd seen the basic contours on Victoria through the sheer outfit Ruja made her wear, but her mystery hadn't been solved either.

      We rode single file, with me in front to make it less bothersome—at least for everybody else. Pudding never once complained. Our bond seemed stronger since the fight with Ruja's traveling men. She rode steady and responded even faster to my guidance through the reins.

      Maybe I'd become a more skilled rider. My balls no longer hurt. It felt like Pudding had some high-dollar suspension installed. I hope it's one of those things, I thought. I hope my nuts haven't been smashed to numbness.

      "Everyone okay?" I kept my face forward while yelling back to the others. I didn't want my cloak to unwrap from my face. The wind shifted from strong but steady to freakish gusts at least once per minute. The last time I'd been looking back to Alara when it happened my cloak flew over the rest of my face and flapped behind me like a flag. I had to fight the wind to gather it and put it back in place, which caused some confusion for Pudding as I jostled about on her back.

      "No!" Alara sounded annoyed, which is how we all sounded for the last hour. "Where is all this wind coming from? We're days from the mountains, from what Jan told us!"

      "Don't know!" How was I supposed to know anything about Galderia's weather, I thought. "Could be a storm ahead!"

      "We should find cover soon!"

      She's right. I nodded in an exaggerated manner to be certain she saw me do it. I didn't bother to pass the message back to the others behind her. The howling wind made it difficult to hear Alara. I knew it'd be near impossible for Tara, Nithia, Victoria, and Monica to hear me.

      On the horizon, off to the right a little, a rocky hill jutted into the plains. I thought it would provide a good windbreak at least, and it looked like there might be a cave or at least some overhanging rock there. I pointed to it. "Let's head there! Take a break from the wind!"

      We rode for the hill of rocks, which sat atop a high point of the plain. The elevation brought something into view ahead. At least a mile away, maybe more, a structure of some sort rose up from the rest of the landscape. It was large, but I couldn't tell for certain just how big—the distance to it wasn't clear to me and a darkness washed over it from the clouds. A tower. I wanted to ask if Alara and the others saw it, but the wind blew harder still, roaring in my ears.

      The noise increased as we closed in on the makeshift roadside stop. When we moved directly behind the hill, the pitch of the wind changed. It blew less on us, flowing past at the edges of the pocket of calm we'd reached. I guided Pudding to take me close to the hill and I turned and signaled for the others to do the same.

      Alara brought her horse alongside Pudding. "You saw that?"

      "I did." I patted Pudding on her neck to thank her for leading us through the cold wind to our temporary respite. "So, you've never heard of this tower before?"

      She shook her head. "No. I haven't traveled this far north, though."

      Tara's horse nudged its head between Pudding and Alara's mount. "Who do you think lives there?"

      Nithia steered her horse next to mine.

      "I don't know," Victoria said, as she and Monica rode their horse in to join the gathering. "But it'd be nice to get inside to wait out this storm."

      Monica glanced back at Victoria. "Yes, I'm sure it would, but it's still quite a ride away." She turned to the rest of us. "Do you think we should settle in here for now?" She looked at the clouds directly above us.

      I did too, trying to determine if they'd be dumping rain on us anytime soon. They were gray, but not as dark as the ones over the tower. But the wind's blowing our direction. I tried to remember the week in my general science class which gave us the rundown on all the different types of clouds. Nimbus, cirrus, cumulous. But I couldn't pin a name on any of the ones in the sky. Maybe Galderian clouds are their own thing, I thought and gave up on the exercise.

      I felt Alara's horse bump Pudding. Alara put a hand out to brace herself against the sheer rock surface on the hill beside her, tipping her head down. Her breathing looked heavy.

      "Alara," I said. "What's wrong?"

      "I'm not sure." Her voice quivered. "It's something…"

      "Not what we talked about earlier?" I didn't want to bring up in front of the others what she'd told me about needing to be intimate with me to recharge her battery—talk about a bullshit-sounding story. We knew it was legit, but I figured everyone else would have a hard time with it. That little detail needed to stay private, but she looked troubled and weak. I hoped my cryptic question would work to both ends. The suddenness of her change alarmed me. The way she spoke bothered me even more. I hadn't heard her voice tremble like that before.

      She raised her head and looked at me. "No."

      "What is it?" Nithia asked.

      Alara shook her head, but remained silent for a few moments. She took her hand off the side of the hill and sat up straight again. "We can't go to the tower." I could tell whatever had welled up in her had passed. Her eyes were clear and her voice steady. It was obvious to me, she had decided the debate was over.

      "I'm not saying we should." I glanced around at the wind blowing dust, leaves, and other debris everywhere outside our sheltered space. "I'd rather not ride there in this. It seems to be getting worse." I looked at her again. "But why do you say we can't go there? What did you…feel?"

      I knew Alara could touch realms I couldn't. She'd communed with the gods—whoever they were—more than once since I'd met her. I trusted her sense of things, even though I didn't understand how it all worked for her.

      She stared at me for a second, then glanced around to the others before directing her attention to me again. "I felt a power like something I've only experienced once before. It felt quieter. Not weaker. But like it wasn't meant for me to sense."

      Shit. Hope it's a benevolent power. Or maybe she's getting the signals crossed somehow.

      "It was dark," she said.

      So much for the benevolent angle.

      "I think maybe the cold," Victoria said, "and the wind. You know. It's been a hard ride."

      Alara glared at her. "Uh, no. That's not it."

      "You have to trust her," Nithia said to Victoria, sounding rather insistent. Then she looked to Alara. "I do. I trust you, Alara."

      Alara smiled. "Thank you, Nithia."

      "But I feel like it might be a good idea," Victoria said. "I mean, it's the only building for what, miles?"

      "Are you not hearing her?" Nithia moved her hands out toward Victoria as she talked. She sounded agitated. I didn't blame her. Victoria's persistence on going to the tower—which Alara just said gave her the heebie-jeebies—seemed beyond confused.

      "Danger?" I asked.

      "No," Alara said. "Because we aren't going there. Right?"

      "Worse than what happened back there with those men? Really?" Victoria asked.

      Alara turned to her. "Much worse. But…" She looked at the ground as if in thought. "I'm not sure what, exactly. Or who."

      Monica shook her head. "I really have no idea what we're talking about, but I sure as hell don't want to get out in that storm again." She dismounted, holding the reins of her horse and giving him a quick rub above his nostrils. "Victoria, feel free to ride on to the tower. We're staying here."

      Damn, Monica. Blunt much?

      Victoria looked at each of us. She must've realized how she'd come across, finally. "I'm sorry, everyone. I just hate the idea of staying out here for who knows how long." She looked at Alara. "I didn't mean to offend you. Maybe when the storm passes…" She averted her eyes and said nothing more, then she got down from the horse.

      Tara dismounted too. "I could handle eating something." She began digging into the pack she had tied to her horse.

      "Okay." I patted Pudding on her neck. "It's settled. We'll park it here for a while, eat some food, rest…hope it doesn't rain."

      I looked at the clouds again. Still, no clue what kind they were. I felt a little annoyed at not knowing. I'd earned good grades every year from high school to college—up to my forced withdrawal by Alara's portal magic. Why should Galderia's clouds be freakin' special?

      We tied the horses to a few thick roots sticking out the side of the rocky hill, then we sat with our packs and dug out food and drink. For the better part of an hour, we ate, drank, and watched the wind blow leaves, twigs, and dust. I felt thankful we had shelter.

      We huddled a little farther down the wall than where we'd first been, when Nithia pointed out a large flat rock jutting out from the mound. It was at least twenty feet up, but after looking it over as carefully as I could, I deemed it safely embedded into the hill. It gave us protection from the rain, which started five minutes after we finished eating. We scrambled to put everything away before the rest of our food stores were soaked. All the women took the ground right against the mound, under the rock overhang. I settled for a spot half-covered, but Pudding managed to free herself from where I'd tied her up. She walked over to me and stood with her head and neck above me.

      Damn, you're a good horse.
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      Within a few hours, the rain stopped and the wind settled down. The clouds still blanketed the sky, but the darker ones had shifted to the east, toward the sea. The cold air was now only a chill, mildly uncomfortable, but much preferable to before.

      "We've rested long enough," I said as I got up. I walked over to Pudding with my pack of supplies and slung it over her back again, tying it in place.

      Alara stood and dusted off the seat of her pants. "You're right. We should get moving. We still have a long way to Yedia."

      "The storm's calmed," Victoria said. "We should be able to continue past the tower now."

      I nodded toward the sea. "The storm's moved east. It looks pretty bad toward the sea, but I don't think we should go any closer to the tower."

      "So, we keep going the way we were." Victoria walked to the horse she and Monica had been sharing. Monica followed her, coming to the front of their horse and petting it on the forehead.

      "No," Alara said. "We can't."

      I looked at her. She wasn't about to waver. Whatever she felt from the tower scared her. I was tired of bad surprises.

      "Tara? Nithia?" Nithia sat near me. I offered her my hand to help her up.

      She took it and rose, stepping closer to me and giving me a kiss on my cheek. "Thanks." She looked me in the eyes. "Wherever you decide to go, I'll go."

      I smiled at her and patted her ass. Tara walked past me, looking at the ground. "Hey," I said to her. "You alright?"

      She stopped and looked up at me. "I'm fine."

      "You sure?" I took a step closer to her and put my arm around her.

      She leaned her forehead onto my chest for a second, then she gently pushed herself back, pressing her fingers softly into my stomach like a cat clawing a blanket. "Yeah. It's just…"

      "It'll be okay," I said. I knew she was sharp enough to realize with the storm raging along the sea coast and the tower of who-the-hell-knows-what straight ahead, we were heading back into the forest. "We're far from where we ran into those creatures."

      Alara walked by. "Thanks for trusting me on this, Den."

      I nodded to her before turning my attention back to Tara. "We'll stick together this time. Right?"

      She averted her eyes for a moment, evidently a little embarrassed about how she'd charged into the forest before only to get herself caught in the spider's webs. "Yes."

      "Then don't worry. We'll look after each other."

      She smiled and nodded.

      We packed the rest of our things and gave the horses another sip from the bowls we'd set out to catch the rain, keeping the water from two of them to refill our leather water skins.

      I caught Victoria casting lingering glances toward the tower as we rode away from it, heading toward the forest.

      We'd taken shelter from the winds far to the right of our original path across the plains. So, it took nearly twenty minutes to get to the edge of the woods, though we cut across the plains at a diagonal to make a little headway north at the same time.

      Tara wasn't first into the forest this time. I took the lead, with Alara behind me. She took her staff from where she'd tied it to the side of her horse, and held it as she rode.

      The contrast of the light on the plains, despite the clouds, and the darkness of the woods surprised me. The canopy of leaves and branches only let slivers of light through and they diffused the farther down through the trees they came. Each step of our horses made a squishing sound and I saw water seep out around Pudding's front hooves as her weight compressed the mesh of fallen leaves and decayed twigs like a sponge. A fresh earthy smell filled the air.

      Pudding walked ahead as I guided her, pushing small branches aside with her head. I decided we should stay close to the edge of the woods. The light shone a little more there, and I didn't want us to lose our heading in the thick of the trees. As we rode, I kept the border to the plains in sight. The trees were less densely packed there too, which gave our horses an easier path.

      It seemed like an easy ride, aside from the occasional tree branch whacking me in the face. I watched Pudding as she handled the next such branch, trying to tell if she was letting it snap back on me on purpose. Her head jerked slightly, causing the branch to flick past her. That one I blocked with my arm. The question of Pudding's motive was still unanswered, but my suspicion grew. Maybe it was her way of telling me she'd rather be riding in the plains.

      We rode through the woods for half an hour. I kept my eye on the lighter area in the trees, reassuring me we were keeping in line with the edge of the plain, but aside from that small task, there was little to do but trod along—the trees too closely spaced to run the horses safely. I found myself guiding Pudding toward branches on purpose to see what she'd do.

      We came to heavily sloping terrain, running downward toward the interior of the woods. The horses did their best to keep going on the slope, but the loose debris on the forest floor made sure footing difficult. As much as I wanted to keep us close to the plains, we had no choice but to take a path farther inward, where the ground was flatter.

      As we descended, the light waned. Pudding slowed her pace. I watched her looked repeatedly to each side as she walked. Hope she isn't expecting anything.

      I kept my head forward, wanting to avoid any surprise branch or worse coming at me in the increasing darkness.

      "I have a bad feeling about this," Tara said.

      I chuckled, but did so quietly, to keep her or anyone else from hearing my response. Monica or Victoria would've caught the Solo reference, but the rest of them would've thought me an insensitive jerk.

      "Just watch out for R.O.U.S.s," Monica said with deadpan delivery.

      I laughed. I like her.

      "What the hell is a rous?" Tara sounded tense.

      "She's kidding," Victoria said. "It's from a movie."

      "Movie?" Tara's tone switched to confused, which made me feel better.

      I hated that we had to go through the woods. I guessed she'd be spooked by it. I knew I would've if I had been the one wrapped up in spider webs like a giant burrito. A chill went down my spine as I imagined the experience. I shook it off.

      "You alright?" Alara asked.

      "Yeah. I'm fine." I glanced around, hoping to change the focus back to our surroundings. "Sure is getting-"

      "Light?" Alara said.

      The area lit up like it was a cloudless night with a full moon, and the trees weren't blocking it. I glanced back to confirm the obvious. The gem atop Alara's staff radiated a soft white light. She smiled at me.

      "Thanks." I shielded my eyes from the light, wanting to keep them calibrated for the darkness, which still surrounded us, but outside the circle of clarity Alara provided.

      "That's one of the things I hope you'll teach me," Nithia said.

      "Yes," Alara said. "It comes in handy, and with little drain on me. Really the staff does most of the work."

      "Are the rest of you doing okay back there?" I turned to check on Tara, Monica, and Victoria.

      Tara shrugged. I winked at her.

      "I don't know," Monica said. "I guess. Though this isn't what I'd rather be doing."

      "I told you guys we should've checked the tower out," Victoria said. "Probably has beds and… I don't know, but-"

      "Will you drop the tower already?" Alara sounded pissed.

      I noticed something in the trees ahead, just outside the light from Alara's staff—something moving. "Hey!"

      Alara sighed. "It's fine. Don't worry about it."

      "No, I'm not talking about you two." I pulled Pudding's reins to halt her. "There's something ahead." I moved my hand to the hilt of my sword.

      "Look out!" I drew my sword as a giant spider leaped at me from the darkness. It slammed into me before I got the blade around to meet its attack. I heard Pudding neigh and the women scream as I flew off Pudding. The other horses sounded even more panicked. I landed on the ground, the impact softened by a layer of leaves and other forest deposits which built up over years. The giant spider stayed with me through the air and fell on top of me. Keeping it from biting my face off, I had only my sword between us. I held it across my body, one hand against the flat of the blade. The spider was heavy and scraped its legs against the ground to force itself closer to me.

      The last time I did a bench press was in my high school gym class. I couldn't get the bar off my chest after bringing it down for the first rep. It was humiliating with my classmates watching. I remembered the coach walking over to me, reaching for the bar to lift it off. But I couldn't let him. That would've been the ultimate humiliation. Somehow, out of a desire to avoid what I thought was the worst possible outcome in that situation, I drew on some untapped well of strength and inched the bar higher, slowly at first. When a few of the students cheered me on, I moved it more. Then everyone joined in routing for me. Probably half from fear of humiliation and half from my classmates believing in me, I did it. I proved to myself I was stronger than I had thought. Even the couch clapped when I got the bar back up to the rack.

      But now, with the giant spider snapping its disgusting bitey bits at my face, I didn't feel fear of humiliation—more like fear of getting eaten!

      Screw this! My barbarian build proved more than up to the task of pumping out the rep. In fact, I pushed against my sword hard enough to toss the giant creepy piece of shit right off me.

      I glanced back to the women to make sure they were okay. They weren't. Two more spiders had come out of the dark and were crawling toward the women and horses.

      Alara held her staff higher and the light from the gem got ten times brighter. The two spiders stopped moving for a moment, then they started toward them again, though at a slower pace. It seemed the light really bothered them, but not enough to keep them back.

      "Den!" Tara looked terrified. She leaned back so far on her horse, away from the approaching spider, I thought she might fall off. Her horse and the others were shifting their legs about, evidently eager to get away. I didn't blame them.

      Monica struggled to retrieve her bow, which was tied to the side of her horse, but she too seemed panicked. Behind her, Victoria was eerily calm.

      Nithia fell from her horse as it reared back. I wanted to run to her side, but I knew the spiders had to be taken out first. Her horse fled. Monica hopped off her horse to help her. Then the horse bolted with Victoria still on it, but sitting too far back to reach the reins.

      A blinding light came out of Alara's staff. I stuck my hand up to block my eyes. Good girl. I didn't see where the staff discharged, but I heard a shrill noise, which I took for one of the giant spider getting cooked.

      I heard the spider I'd thrown shuffle in the leaves. I returned my focus to it and pushed myself up and got to my feet, sword in hand. I wanted to kill it as soon as possible. I knew in less than a few seconds the other two creatures could kill one or more of the women. I charged the revolting thing, bent on whacking it with my sword. It came at me too.

      It moved fast, scampering around in an apparent attempt to get at me from the side. I swung my blade in a continuous curve, going for the creature at first in front of me, then bringing the movement around to my side. I shifted my feet to match the spider's maneuver, cutting off its flank attack—severing one of its legs in the process. The hairy stick spun off from the rest of the leg and bounced twice before settling ten feet away.

      I heard more screams. Damn it! Hurry up!

      The spider attacking me turned toward the screams. I knew I had to kill it before it too went for the women. I didn't want to swing and only wound it, fearing it would still run for them. So I decided to pin it down.

      I made sure my mouth was closed and I squinted—as if that made my next move any less uncomfortable. I jumped onto it as if belly-flopping into a pool, but I held my sword to my side but pointing forward, hoping to stick it into the creature as I landed on it. My blade went in as my stomach, chest…and face came down onto the spider's body. It was the most disgusting sensation I'd ever felt, until I shoved my sword farther into it. My blade must've punctured some interior sack. Slimy, sticky, gelatinous goo shot out of the spider, coating my sword arm. The smell instantly nauseated me. I kept my mouth shut, but had to swallow a little of my own juices which came up reflexively. The spider's body deflated under me like an end-of-party bounce house.

      I heard Tara scream again and looked over to see another giant spider leap out of the darkness. It knocked her off her horse. She flew five or six feet and rolled like a log when she landed. The spider stayed on the back of horse, moving its hairy legs around rapidly to keep from falling off. The horse obviously hated the idea of a giant spider on its back. The horse bucked, but the creature held on until the horse took off like he'd heard the starting pistol at the Kentucky Derby. It ducked a thick branch as it ran. The spider didn't. I heard the whack sound despite all the other commotion.

      I ran toward the first live spider I could. I came at it from behind, driving my sword down like it was Excalibur's stone. It collapsed without any fuss—except to squirt that smelly-ass goo shit all over me. I wished we were fighting something less disgusting.

      "No!" This time it was Alara screaming. I yanked my sword out of the spider corpse, and charged toward Alara.

      A spider came at her leg, but she pulled it up onto the back of the horse and jabbed the bottom of her staff into one of the creature's many eyes. It slipped from the horse, but then reached up with two more legs, getting them over the top and beside Alara. She jumped off and whipped her staff around to clock the spider in the head with the base of it, but it didn't seem to deter the creature. It had latched onto the horse.

      I reached her as she slammed the point of the staff into the ground, brightening the gem once more.

      "You alright?" I asked, but she didn't respond. Her eyes emitted white light, creating a glow over her face. The top of the staff flashed and I couldn't see anything but spots and white floating tracers for a few seconds. But I heard the creature screech the same way the other one struck by her lightning had.

      I rubbed my eyes to get my sight back as soon as possible. I knew another giant spider remained. I listened for a sign of where it might be, even before my vision returned. When I could see, I spotted it—three arrows sticking out of its head. I panned across the apparent line of fire and found Tara and Monica standing triumphantly with their bows.

      "No." Alara hurried to her horse's side. The animal's legs quivered, then they buckled and it collapsed onto its belly. Alara rubbed its neck and began to cry. "I'm sorry."

      Spider got it.

      I walked over to join her. The horse's eyes rolled back and its head swayed. It breathed heavy. Alara stroked its neck repeatedly until its head rested on the ground and its breathing stopped.

      I took a visual head count, looking also to see if everyone was alright. Tara and Monica looked no worse off, except maybe rattled. Nithia stood behind them. I nodded to her. She nodded back. "Where's Victoria?"

      "Our horse ran," Monica said. "With her on it." She pointed in the direction of the plains.

      "I'll go after her." I looked around for Pudding. "Oh, come on!"

      "She must've run too," Alara said. "All the horses are gone…except mine." She looked at the ground.

      "We have to save her," Monica said.

      I noticed how worried she looked. Then I saw Nithia behind her. She was practically in tears.

      "Look," I said. The horse ran her clear of the spiders. So, she's safe. We just need to catch up with her."

      On foot.

      Monica nodded. I turned to Alara. "Are you okay?" I asked both because she'd just lost her horse and because I knew using her magic drained her. Granted, we only acquired the horses a short time ago, but hers was the only one that died. And seeing it happen was difficult, even for me.

      "Yeah," she said. "I'll be alright."

      I looked around to all of the women. "I think we've had enough of the forest. Let's get the hell out of here and find Victoria." And that pesky horse of mine.
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      As we prepared to head out of the forest, we realized we'd lost almost all of our supplies. Our packs were tied to the horses. Some of us had a few things on our person, in pouches fixed to our belts or in pockets, but we'd lost most of our food and the few bowls Jan had given us for the journey. We had our weapons, at least. We pulled the stuff off Alara's horse, and a few things had fallen from the pack on Tara's horse, probably knocked loose by the giant spider.

      I waited until no one was looking before wiping my arms and back on the side of Alara's dead horse. The spider goo on me smelled awful. Sorry, man.

      We followed the way at least one of the horses had taken. Snapped branches and flattened debris on the ground made tracking the path easy. Knowing we could be on foot for hours, or days if we couldn't find the horses, made the walk hard.

      We eventually broke through the tree line onto the open plains. The clouds had thinned out, but only evening light remained. I felt the cold air immediately. The strong winds hadn't returned, but the temperature must have dropped fifteen degrees. If it was above freezing, it was only slightly so.

      We'd passed the tower, but just barely. I could see the entirety of it now, though not the details, just the outline. It stood high above the plain. Apart from the forest behind us and the tower, there was nothing around us but wild grasses. The ground didn't slope here as it had in the area we covered before heading into the forest. I'd hoped to be rid of the sight of the tower. The way Alara reacted when we first encountered it remained firm in my mind, as did what she mentioned before that. What or who had she sensed? I asked the question, but didn't want to find out.

      "I thought we'd gone farther," I said. As the crow flies, we might have been a few hundred yards past the tower, using the tree line as a reference. "As road trips go, this one is turning out to be a pain in the ass."

      Monica chuckled.

      "I don't see Victoria," Nithia said. "Or the horses."

      From where we stood across from the tower in the distance, the ground was flat. And looking back to where we'd waited out the storm behind the rocky hills, or at least as far as we could see in that direction—the rocky hills were beyond our line of sight—also flat. Only to the left was anything different—a hazy outline of mountains. They must have been fifty miles or more away.

      "Shit."

      "Yes," Alara said as she stepped beside me. "Shit."

      I grinned. I hadn't heard her talk like that. For some reason, hearing that small change in her, adopting something she'd gotten from me, made me happy. And given our situation, I latched on to the small bit of happy like it was bacon and a hot fudge sundae—not that I ate the two together.

      "Could she be out there somewhere in the grass?" Monica said.

      Alara put her hand above her eyes and scanned the landscape. "I sure hope so."

      Tara was standing about five feet in front of her, but to the side a little. Tara turned around and stared at her. I could see from Tara's expression she was surprised at Alara's words.

      "What?" Alara said to her. "She's annoying, but I don't want anything to happen to her." She must've noticed I was looking at her too. She turned to me. I smiled. I never thought she wished anything bad on Victoria, but it was nice to see her show concern in light of the back and forth the two had with each other before. She shrugged at me. I winked and put my arm around her. "Let's get out there and see if we can find her."

      The others walked ahead of us. They'd spread out to form an uneven line, distancing themselves twenty feet or so. Nithia called Victoria's name. A bit later, Tara did the same, followed by Monica.

      We walked for a few minutes, repeating our calls and scanning the grass for her or at least a sign of which way she might have gone.

      "There!" Monica pointed ahead of us. "I see her!"

      We all ran to Victoria. As we reached her, she pushed herself to her knees. Her left cheek was bruised and there was a cut on her forehead.

      "Are you okay?" Nithia said as she knelt beside her and looked closely at the wounds on Victoria's head.

      She nodded. "Yes. I think so. I'm glad to see all of you made it out of there. Those spiders were horrifying."

      "And disgusting." I glanced at my arms and wiped them clear of the little bit of spider goo still on them.

      "Nothing broken?" Nithia asked.

      Victoria moved her legs and turned her torso a bit. "No. I'm not sure how, but no. It happened so fast."

      I pushed my boot at the ground. I felt it give a little. The rains had softened it, which probably saved Victoria a good deal of pain.

      Tara stepped up. "Did you happen to see which way the horses went?"

      Victoria looked around, then she pointed in the direction of the tower.

      Alara rolled her eyes and sighed. "Of course they did."

      "Are you sure?" I asked, looking toward the tower, but not seeing any sign of the horses. I scanned the high grass across the field to see if any of it appeared bent or crushed. I found no such clue in the direction of the tower. I looked all around us. Nowhere did the grass show a sign of the horses trodding through it.

      Is she telling the truth? It didn't seem like the sort of thing she'd lie about, but she'd been insistent on all of us going to the tower for some time now. Strangely so, I thought.

      Monica helped Victoria to her feet. "There's no way we can finish this journey on foot. It's too far to Yedia still." She looked at Alara. "I'm not saying we go into the tower, at least not until we get a closer look. But we have no choice. We must go after the horses. They wouldn't have run forever. We'll probably find them gathered somewhere out there eating the grass."

      I could tell all of us were tired. I sure as hell was. Fighting giant spiders really takes it out of a guy.

      Alara's warning echoed in my mind, but I knew Monica was right. Walking to Yedia would add days, or more. That's if we made it at all, I thought. So much of the journey, I suspected, held other unpleasant surprises for us—danger, really. On foot, we'd be that much more vulnerable to anyone or anything set on doing us harm. My strength and steel might keep me safe…and Alara could look after herself if I kept her charged up. No complaint there. But Tara's impulsiveness warranted supervision, and Nithia was a lover, not a fighter. And there's Monica and Victoria. She's turning out to be a handful.

      I shook my head as I accepted the hard facts. "Monica's right. We're going that way." I pointed toward the tower. I turned to Alara. "Hopefully we find the horses before we get too far. Then we can set north again."

      Alara grabbed my wrist. I looked into her eyes and saw fear.

      "Don't worry," I told her. "We're not going into the tower, or even close to it if we can help it."

      I felt the strength of her grip on me. I don't think she meant to squeeze me as hard as she did.

      "Promise me," she said.

      I glanced out at the field, noting how much land sat between us and the tower. I hoped the horses weren't far. I turned back to her and touched her hand. "Just tell me if you sense anything else. I'll listen to you. That I can promise you."

      As we walked, I pictured Pudding back at the stable where I bought her. I imagined her sipping margaritas and talking with the other animals about the crazy-ass adventure I made her go on. Then they'd laugh.

      I hope you prove me wrong, Pudding.

      We used the rest of the daylight to get across the field, somebody occasionally walking farther out to the side to search more area. Apart from that, we decided not to split up. After the first twenty minutes, the walk became just a pro forma exercise. The land was too flat for the horses to be anywhere even remotely close. We would've seen them. I gave up on the hope of finding them.

      When the sun sunk halfway into the horizon, I stopped walking. Alara did too. Tara, Nithia, and Monica noticed us and came over.

      Victoria kept going.

      I shook my head when it looked like she was just heading straight for the tower. "Hey!"

      She stopped and looked back.

      "They're not out here!" I waved her back.

      She didn't answer, but stood there for several more seconds.

      "What's she doing?" Tara asked.

      "She still wants to go to that damn tower," Alara said.

      Monica turned to Alara. "You're sure we should avoid it? I don't mean any offense. I don't understand how exactly you know. That's all."

      "I can feel it even now," Alara said. "The tower wants us to come closer."

      "Wait. What?" Tara said. "The tower?"

      Not the first weird thing since I got here. "If Alara says the tower's a problem, then it's a problem." I nodded my head to the northwest, back toward the trees, but still a direction that would keep us on the plains. "We're going that way. It's going to be night soon." I glanced to the tower. "And the last thing we should do is camp out here in the middle of the field."

      "Fine," Monica said. "I'll go get her."

      I watched from afar as Victoria appeared to be arguing with Monica. She stomped her foot. Monica reacted with some arm movements—gesturing out her plea to Victoria, no doubt.  Victoria's arms crossed and the two stared at each other for a few moments, doing nothing else. Then they both walked back to the rest of us.
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      After another long walk, we found a suitable place to camp for the night, near the woods, but not too close. We were far from the tower, though I could see it still. We cleared the ground of loose rocks and any twig which looked big enough to jab us in the back if we rolled over onto it while sleeping. I didn't like the prospect of sleeping without our gear. We'd been using the blankets from the horses' backs and our packs to make the ground more comfortable. I wished we had sleeping bags…and a tent…maybe a portable grill…and a shower.

      We'd gathered a little wood, in case we needed to make a fire—something I argued against, given the tower looming in the distance and Alara's persistence in warning us it housed dark forces.

      "It's much warmer than before," I said, stating the obvious. "Perhaps we can do without the fire."

      Victoria placed her small bundle of sticks onto the pile the others had made, beside the large log I pulled from just inside the woods. "Really?" She looked at the others, evidently waiting to see if anyone else had anything to say. "Won't the fire keep creepy crawlies away?"

      She had a point, I thought. But did I want to risk lighting a potential beacon for the resident of the dark tower just to keep bugs from crawling on us as we slept?

      "Ooh, right," Monica said. "There might be snakes." She turned toward the forest, then back to us. "Or spiders."

      Shit. "Alright, but we're going to keep the fire small. Agreed?"

      Everyone nodded.

      "Oh, yes!" Tara stood and went to the pile of sticks, taking several and forming a pile around the large log I'd retrieved.
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      We got the fire going, but I made sure it was fed only a little wood at a time. I noted the slow movement of the few clouds overhead, none of them dark with a threat of storm. I allowed myself the hope we'd have a much-needed peaceful night.

      We broke out what little food we had left and shared, same with our water. In the morning, I thought, as we head north again, we'll scope out a stream and maybe go into the woods for a short time to gather or kill some food. Everyone else didn't give our dwindling resources much thought—at least nobody talked about. Maybe we'd had enough stress for the day. We were tired. We skipped the fireside storytelling and conversation, aside from a few short exchanges about what we'd been through on our journey so far.

      Alara kept an eye on the tower far across the plains, but still there in silhouette. I knew better than to bring it up. I didn't want to unsettle everyone again, or more. The way in the morning would be difficult on foot, I realized. We needed our rest.

      The heavy log in the middle or our fire burned slowly, underneath the smaller leaning branches, which we continued to replace as needed. The glow and heat from the log kept everyone cozy, especially since we all bedded down close to each other. Nithia used the one pack as a pillow, at the insistence of Tara. The rest of us used various body parts of the others, as we positioned ourselves in to accommodate everyone. I rested my head on the side of Alara's right breast, probably the best pillow available—though not conducive to sleep.

      I heard a few of us shuffling slightly, repositioning to get comfortable, I supposed. After a while, I heard only distant faint sounds from the woods—nothing alarming—and the beat of Alara's heart beneath my head. Her eyes fought sleep for a while and I could tell she wanted to keep the distant tower in sight, for which she'd positioned herself. Eventually, she drifted off.

      I tried to do the same, but I couldn't. What if there's nothing but wilderness for days? It'd be stupid to walk on without any idea what we'd encounter? If we'd find anything. I imagined the six of us standing in the field the next morning until a bus came, like the one in Austin I caught—or didn't—every weekday morning to get to class. If only.

      I'd worked myself up with anxiety about the coming day. As much as I enjoyed the edge of my mouth pressed against Alara's breast—okay, against her shirt, but still it gave me a nice feeling—I needed to get up and walk off my thoughts for a few minutes.

      I watched her eyes as I lifted myself off her. She turned onto her side and brought her hand up between her legs. Yeah, I'd go there too. I knew better than to wake her up, though.

      I stood and glanced at the others. All asleep. The fire had died down to embers. I walked to it and picked up one of the branches from the surplus pile. I looked to the distant tower. There appeared a soft light on it near the top, but when I rubbed my tired eyes and took another look I didn't see it. I turned back to our fire and used the stick to poke one of the collapsed halves of the log, stoking it back to an orange glow. A few sparks came out and I played the stick against the log to bring out more, watching the bits rise until their own glow faded and they disappeared into the dark of the night.

      "You couldn't sleep either?"

      Alara? No.

      I turned around and Victoria smiled at me. She stood so close I would've stepped back, but I knew the fire was directly behind me.

      "Hi," said. "I thought you were asleep."

      She shook her head slowly. "Nope." She glanced back to Alara, then looked at me again. "I had my eyes closed, but I couldn't sleep."

      I felt the heat of the burning log against my rear. I wanted to move away from it but Victoria gave me no room to do so, unless I wanted to bump into her.

      "Oh," I said, glancing beside her, trying to cue to her that I wanted to move past her.

      She didn't budge. Her eyes were glued to mine. "Want to know why I couldn't sleep?"

      Something tells me I might know.

      I shrugged.

      She placed her hand on my shirt, over my chest. "You, silly."

      I heard a crackle from the log behind me. A glint of light reflected off one of her eyes. I assumed my poking at the log had stirred up a few flames—evidently more than I intended.

      Normally, at least back on Earth, before I came to this world and landed my harem of three—and sometimes threesome—I would've jumped at the chance to bed down with someone as sexy as Victoria. She really did remind me of a Victoria's Secret model. I didn't know the name. I'd just seen her on posters they plaster on the glass at the front of their store, for all passers-by to see—public service. But the timing, the situation, the fact I had committed to three of the women asleep less than ten feet away…oh, and I couldn't overlook the repeated hints of crazy Victoria exhibited throughout the day…

      But she's a babe.

      I tried to keep my head clear, despite my hormones muddying my thoughts.

      "Well?" she said. "We're both awake, and…"

      "And I think we need our sleep. We have a long day tomorrow."

      She tipped her head to the side a little and looked away, as if she was considering my suggestion. "Yeah. We do have a long day." She stared at me again. "What's the chance we'll have some private time together again anytime soon?"

      Wait. We're not a thing, woman.

      "Sorry, Victoria." I moved my arm to her side, signaling I needed her to move out of the way.

      She grabbed my wrist and tugged my hand onto her breast. "You don't want to go."

      I pulled my hand off her—an act of tremendous willpower, but necessary. She's hot, I thought, but I'm not going to do my women that way. I'd set up some rules in my head which included being open with Alara, Nithia, and Tara about who tasted the barbarian's sword—ahead of time and only if they gave me the go ahead.

      She'd go back to Earth, though. They're on board with that. I chided myself for trying to justify giving in to her. I couldn't deny the allure she had.

      She got a wild look in her eyes. The flames behind me must have picked up, I thought as I became transfixed on the fiery reflection over her iris. I found it hard to turn away. She moved her hand down, pushing the neck of her shirt to expose as much of her breasts as the strained opening would allow. I shook my head, but felt I couldn't move my feet. I wasn't sure I wanted to leave her either. She kept going with her hand, bringing it lower until she reached below her pelvis. It was then that I noticed she'd already untied the split in the front of her pants at the waist—where a zipper would be on jeans.

      The heat from the fire behind me felt uncomfortable. I felt sweat building up beneath my clothes.

      "Take them off."

      "What?" I'd heard the words, but didn't see Victoria's mouth move, and the voice, though a woman's, didn't sound like her.

      She smiled at me and ignored my question. Flames danced in her eyes. They were bright. Need to get away from the fire. I wanted to move, so I wouldn't get burned, but I felt I needed to wait for Victoria to tell me where.

      She nodded to the ground beside us. I looked at the spot and decided it put us far enough from the campfire that I didn't need to worry about getting hurt, so I got down on the ground, my back to the dirt.

      Victoria pulled the front of her pants open more and slid them off, along with her panties. I couldn't move. She lifted her shirt over her head and tossed it into the fire. Heat built up inside me. I stared at her naked body.

      She positioned herself over me, standing with her ankles touching the outsides of my knees, which I then realized where bare. I had no pants on, but I didn't recall removing them. I didn't care. The view above me was glorious.

      I felt conflicted. I wanted to get up and put on my pants—to go back to Alara. But I also felt compelled to stay there on the ground, waiting for Victoria to climb on top of me. The more I wrestled with the decision, the more I felt the heat from the fire beside us. Victoria leaned over me, her breasts only slightly shifting their form as gravity worked against her toned body.

      "My eyes are up here," she said, drawing an imaginary line in the air to guide my attention from her chest up to her face. I complied. When our eyes met, I felt a sting in mine. Hers poured out a searing heat, the flames in them seemed hypnotic.

      I continued to watch the flames dance in her eyes as I felt her thighs settle across my hips. My head swam in confusion. I watched her hair bounce and toss repeatedly. I tried to move my arms, but they remained lifeless at my sides. Get off! I couldn't hear my voice.

      I pictured Alara walking on the beach with me. And then I saw Tara leaning her head against my shoulder when we were trapped in Ruja's stronghold after Cormac died. And memories of Nithia came into my mind. I saw her dressing my wounds, and making the medicine for Tara to rescue her from the spider's venom.

      I realized I could see each of them clearly, no longer seeing only the fire from Victoria's eyes. Sensation came back into my arms and I shifted my eyes downward to see Victoria hadn't actually come down upon my manhood yet.

      Apparently deeply involved in whatever bewitching magic she was using against me, she contorted and undulated her naked body just over mine. With her head tipped back slightly, her arms danced in the air like a Shiva.

      I'm not too late! Move, Dennis!

      Knowing I still had a chance to stop her, and that I hadn't wronged my women yet—even if Victoria had me down against my will—I found the strength to overcome her sorcery. I felt strong again and I moved to get out from under her. Sitting up, I tried to pull my legs toward me, but she squeezed her thighs together keeping me from getting out from under her. She stopped dancing like the oversexed oracle from the 300 movie and whipped her head down to glare at me.

      "You!" she said, only her voice sounded different. I chalked the difference up to the fact that she must be under someone else's control. No way a college babe from Austin can do sex magic shit like this, I thought—magic sex, sure, but this was an entirely different thing.

      I reached up to push her aside, but she grabbed my wrists before I got my hands on her.

      Damn, she's strong! I had a hundred pounds more muscle than she did, but she held my arms at bay. My wrists burned underneath her hands.

      "You can't say no to me!" She sounded really pissed off.

      "You're hot," I said. "That's for sure, but I'm just not that into you. So, if you don't mind." I pushed my arms harder to outdo her succubus super strength. As I inched my hands closer to her torso, she shook her head wildly and screamed. The heat from her mouth blew against my face, drying the moisture from my eyes and lips.

      "You need to be quiet and let me do what I need to do!"

      I know that voice. I'd heard that phrase before. It was in my English Lit class when one of my classmates wouldn't stop talking to the girl beside him. As surprising as it was to hear her, I knew when something weird happened in Galderia, I just had to roll with it.

      "Not going to happen, Professor!"

      "Den what's going on?"

      I glanced toward the other voice, but I already recognized it was Alara. She stood about six feet away, a look of shock on her face as she stared me and Victoria, both of us naked, her on top of me.

      "It's not what you think," I said, straining more to overcome the supernatural strength Victoria was getting from Ms. Thompson…somehow.

      Fire demon Victoria jerked her head to look at Alara. "He's mine!"

      Alara glanced at me and I shook my head to let her know that what she was seeing wasn't my idea.

      She turned her attention back to Victoria. "We'll see about that." Alara's eyes lit up with a bright white light.

      Oh, shit. It's on.

      Victoria—or I guess you could say, Ms. Thompson—screamed before Alara even did anything, letting go of my wrists at the same time. The skin on my legs burned where her thighs touched me.

      "Oh, fuck!" I said. The pain felt intense, like her temperature was shooting up a hundred degrees.

      The fire beside us roared and sparks shot out of it. Flames curved out unnaturally toward Victoria and me.

      "Alara," I said. "I could use a hand."

      Victoria's naked body burst into flames. A split second later, she disappeared along with the fire which enveloped her.

      "What's going on?" Tara sat up where she'd been sleeping.

      "Huh?" Nithia said, still half asleep. "It's too early."

      "Oh, my god!" Monica stood at Alara's side, looking at me. "Did you just fuck Victoria?"

      "What?" I said, sounding a little too defensive. "No!"
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      "I'm sorry it didn't work out, my love," the old man said. "But you're doing fine without him."

      Ms. Thompson huffed, then turned her eyes toward the soggy pile of ash on the oak book stand. In her right hand, down at her side, she held the glass pitcher the old man had brought to her a minute before to douse the flames that ended the book from which she'd been reading—Distant Love.

      "I told you something could go wrong," he said.

      She threw the glass pitcher at him, but he lifted his hand and the vessel veered away from him, hitting the stone wall behind him. The pitcher shattered into a thousand pieces.

      He shook his head. "I wish you'd stop breaking things."

      "It should've worked," she said, tearfully. "I did everything as you told me."

      "Passions are hard to control."

      The way he looked at her, made her think he was talking about her as much as Den or Victoria. She wanted another pitcher to throw at him.

      "Now," he said, "I've helped you with this distraction quite enough. I think you should let the matter rest. I have much to keep me busy. It's not easy pulling in creatures from other realms, you know."

      "I know it doesn't matter to you." She decided to shift tactics, to remind him why he'd been helping her in the first place. "You are already a great sorcerer."   She relaxed her body and walked toward him seductively. "I'm here for you to tell me what to do." She noticed his pupils dilate slightly.

      "And teach you, I shall," he said. "But I brought my tower here for a reason. I must focus to get the preparations done."

      "That's his plan." She leaned her head against his chest and looked up at him. "But he can't do the magic you can. Can he?" She caressed his stomach through his shirt.

      "No. He can't, but that's not the point."

      She looked at him coquettishly.

      "He's brought order to the land across the sea. You never saw what it was like before."

      "If you say so." She rubbed her hand up toward his chest, toward the medallion necklace he wore.

      He put his hand over hers. "Going against such a powerful man is a very dangerous thing to do."

      She smiled at him. "I just don't want to see you taking orders from someone else, when you should be the one giving them."

      "Things were a lot easier when it was just me living here. Now I have that Balinite down below to deal with and you questioning my life choices."

      "I think you'll find in time, especially when I'm more capable, that I will be a great help to you." She glanced at the fragments of the broken pitcher on the floor. "And I will try to stop breaking things."

      He chuckled then kissed her on her forehead. "Break all the pitchers you want. Just not on my head."

      "I have a temper. Sorry."

      "Mm hmm." He sighed. "Once I've gathered what we need, we will go north. If you allow me to go now and do the work I must without disturbing me, I will return to you when I am finished. But that means no interruptions. I can't have you standing at the door to my room while I'm opening a passage to another realm to negotiate for recruits. It just doesn't look good, you know. Besides…" His eyes drifted down to her breasts. "You're very distracting."

      "But you'll still show me more magic, won't you?"

      He sighed and stared at her.

      "Then after, you can have me again," she said. "And she will join us." She looked across the room to Victoria, who was curled up on top of a pile of large pillows against the wall. She was watching the conversation. She looked confused, but not scared. "Is that alright with you?" Ms. Thompson asked her.

      "You know I'll do whatever you want." She smiled coyly.

      Ms. Thompson looked at the old man. "Do we have a deal, my sorcerer?"

      He glanced at Victoria, then back to Ms. Thompson. "I'll show you things you can't yet imagine."

      She smiled and slid herself off of him. "Go do what you to do. We'll be waiting for you."
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      In the haste to get all our stuff and haul ass out away from the tower, I managed to put my shirt on backward. The fact that I kept questioning the entire time whether Alara actually thought I had played an equal part in the decision to get buck naked with Victoria while everyone slept had me flustered, to say the least. She said she believed me, but Monica persisted in her take on what happened, meeting each of my innocence protests with a comment like "You sure are a hot lover. I'll give you that much." Or "I've heard of carpet burn, but wow."

      She talked like she was convinced Victoria had gone back to Earth, whether I'd sent her there or something else had. I privately told Alara not to argue with her about it, saying Monica's reaction might be just what she was telling herself to cope with what happened. Thinking Victoria—a woman from Earth like herself—had only been transported back home was a lot easier to accept than the reality of her being engulfed in supernatural flames and vanishing into oblivion. Alara agreed to leave it alone.

      Despite how large the flames of our campfire had been when Victoria had me pinned down so she could do her fire sex dance on me, only half of the large smoldering log remained. The smaller branches earlier surrounding it had burned into ash. I kicked some dirt onto the log right before we walked away from our campsite.

      Nobody had a watch, but it had to be the middle of the night still. We used only light from the stars to find our way—hurrying as much as we could without stumbling…too often. I asked Alara not to light up the top of her staff, as a precaution until we were farther from the tower's view. Ms. Thompson had been transported to Galderia and evidently had gotten deep into some dark shit in the short time she'd been here. In all likelihood, that's where she was, probably with whoever helped her do what she did to Victoria.

      We made our way toward the forest. My plan was to get close to it, so we'd be harder to spot, but not to go into the woods. We were going to head north, following the tree line, until we couldn't see the tower. Besides, that was the way to Yedia. I wondered if we'd make it all the way on foot, with little food left, but I knew we had to get out of the reach of Ms. Thompson's magic, if that was possible.

      Once we'd cleared the plain most of the way to the forest, we slowed our pace. I looked back to the distant tower, feeling a little safer.

      Monica, Tara, and Nithia walked a little ahead of Alara and me. We walked single file, which pushed a path through the tall grass, making it progressively easier for each person down the line. It also kept our footprint smaller, in case anyone might be out looking for us.

      "What did she want from you?" Alara asked me as she moved beside me, still mostly keeping to our trail.

      I could see from her expression she'd dropped any notion that Victoria and I were simply stealing some fireside sexy time. I felt relieved to know she was on my side.

      "I don't know," I said. "I wish I did, but I need to tell you something."

      "Den, you don't have to apologize. I trust you."

      Wow. You find me naked with an equally naked woman on top of me, and you trust me? I'm one lucky son of a bitch.

      "I mean, you're a little foolish sometimes," she said.

      "Hey."

      "But you're not that foolish." She smiled.

      "No?"

      She shook her head.

      "Thanks, I think. But that's not what I wanted to say."

      She raised her eyebrows a little. "Oh. Okay. Go on."

      "When that was happening…"

      "You mean when you were about to have sex with Victoria?"

      "Hey!"

      She laughed. "Sorry."

      "When I was about to not have sex with Victoria," I said, looking sternly at Alara. "She said some things to me."

      "What did she say?"

      "You need to be quiet and let me do what I need to do."

      "I am."

      "No, not you," I said. "That's what she said to me."

      Alara shrugged and shook her head slightly.

      "I recognized those words, and the voice she used. It wasn't Victoria's voice. Someone I know used to say those exact words all the time."

      "Who?"

      "My English Lit professor, Ms. Thompson."

      Alara said nothing for a few seconds. I waited for her to respond.

      "So," she said, "that teacher you have the hots for was magically possessing Victoria, here on Galderia, so you two could have sex?"

      "Well, it sounds kind of weird when you put it that way."

      "No. Not really," she said.

      "Uh, thanks."

      "What I mean is she obviously came here the same she did." She nodded toward Monica.

      "Yeah. And apparently, she met up with somebody who knows his way around this magic stuff."

      "Or her way."

      "Yes."

      At the same time, we both looked back toward the tower, though we couldn't see it any more due to the darkness and the distance we'd put between us and it.

      "She's smart enough," I said. "And always seemed a little off-center and into her power, but I can see how she could convince…"

      "You were going to say she could get what she wanted because of her looks. Weren't you?"

      I shrugged and gave her a look to plead my innocence.

      "It's fine."

      "She's got nothing on you."

      "I said it's fine."

      "So, what are we going to do about her?"

      "I don't know. It sounds like she shouldn't be at the top of our rescue list."

      "Agreed. She certainly didn't sound like she was in any sort of trouble."

      "When she was trying to have sex with you from a distance, you mean?"

      "Yeah, uh." I decided to cut my losses in the conversation. "I'm going to head up there and see how Tara is doing. I want to see what's over the ridge too. Decide our path. Make a plan. You know."

      We had been walking up a gentle slope for the last hour, and it crested ahead. So, my excuse was legitimate, and well timed. I smiled at her and she nodded toward the top of the slope, signaling for me to go ahead.

      I must have been wrong about what time we left our campsite. The night sky began to give way to a hint of the morning light, though the Galderian sun hadn't yet risen above the horizon.

      I gave Nithia a pat on her ass as I went past her.

      "That's all?" she said.

      "Hey, Monica." I prudently skipped the ass pat on her.

      "Dennis," she said.

      I slowed down when I came up beside Tara.

      "Hi, Den. Are you as tired as I am?"

      "Yeah."

      "I wish we could've slept a little longer," she said.

      "Me too, but given the circumstances." I hadn't actually slept at all. I dreaded how tired I'd feel by the afternoon, though I'd pulled more than a few all-nighters studying for tests. So, I knew I could will my way through the rest of the day.

      "Yeah, I talked with Alara a little about that. Sad about Victoria." She glanced back at Monica. "How do you think Monica is handling it? I mean, it disturbed me too, but life on Galderia isn't without…"

      "I know what you mean. I know you've seen your share of terrible things. Earth isn't without them, but most of the time, people don't face things like that up close." I glanced back to look at Monica, but tried to make it seem casual. "She looks okay to me. I don't think they knew each other before. I guess that helps."

      "What about you?" Tara asked.

      "Did I know her? No, not really. I'd seen her around campus. We weren't friends."

      "You could have fooled me. Looked like you two were pretty friendly back there."

      "No. That's not-"

      "Don't worry. I'm kidding. Alara and I talked. I know you were only accidentally naked underneath Victoria."

      "You too, huh?"

      She laughed, then shrugged. "I can't blame you. She was hot." She smirked.

      "Oh, that's just wrong."

      I heard something coming from behind us. It was a distant voice. Tara and I turned around and saw Monica, Nithia, and Alara looking back the way we had come.

      "Wait!" A young man ran toward us. "Wait, please!" he said, waving his arm above him as he ran. He was alone. He looked about fifteen years of age. He wore a dark brown tunic over a muted green shirt with long loose sleeves. He had tan pants and boots, and a short sword sheathed on his belt.

      "He looks harmless," Tara said, but I could…" She reached back for her bow.

      I gave her a disapproving look. "No. You can't shoot him."

      She chuckled. "Your call."

      We walked back to join Alara, Nithia, and Monica.

      "What do you think he wants?" Monica asked.

      "Don't know," Nithia said. "But he seems to want our help, maybe."

      "Or to warn us of something," I said, preparing myself for yet more trouble. Lack of sleep made me a little moody.

      The young man stopped running when he got within fifty feet of us. He walked the rest of the way up the slope, but at a hurried pace.

      "I'm…" He paused to catch his breath. "I'm Gulny. I mean you no harm."

      Monica and Alara chuckled.

      He seemed gravely serious.

      I stepped between my women and approached him. He took a quick step back as I got near. I raised my hand. "We're not your enemy," I said. "You won't need to use your sword on us." I saw him glance at mine. "And I will keep mine sheathed too."

      He appeared to relax a little. He nodded to me. "Glad to hear it. I've come for your help."

      "Our help? With what?" I quickly scanned the land behind him and the edge of the forest which was only a hundred yards or so to our right. He came across as honest, but I didn't want to fall victim to an ambush—especially not on zero sleep.

      "My father," he said. His eyes darted around to each of us. I could tell he was trying to read our sympathy for him.

      "Is he hurt?" Nithia asked, coming to my side.

      Gulny shook his head. "I don't know. Maybe. I hope not." He glanced back toward the tower, which was again faintly visible. The morning light shone on the top of the building, and it reflected back like a beacon. "But he will be if I don't rescue him soon."

      "Crap." I shook my head, looking at the ground.

      "No?" Gulny sounded upset and a little angry. "You have to help me."

      "He's right," Nithia said. "We can't ignore his plea."

      "Hate to agree on this," Alara said, but she's right.

      I sighed. "I'm not saying no. I'm just being pissed off for a second." I looked up and addressed my women. "We did just spend the last hour or so getting as far away from that place as possible. And for good reason. Remember?"

      "Please," Gulny said. "You must help me."

      Alara walked over to me. I could tell by the look on her face, she knew we were going to do it. She was right. We had to help. Gulny was just a kid, I thought. And being alone in this world wasn't something I'd put on a kid, if I could help it.

      "At least you'll get to see your girlfriend," Alara said to me before grinning.

      "She's not my girlfriend," I said. "And if there's any way we can do this without her unleashing her crazy fire sex magic on us, that's what we're going to do. In and out." I realized my verbal misstep and hoped Alara didn't catch it.

      I hadn't noticed Tara had stepped behind Alara and was listening to what I thought was between the two of us. "Uh, huh," Tara said, joining in on giving me a hard time. "In and out. She won't even notice."

      "Will you?" Gulny said, looking at us, evidently to see if he could tell what we might be deciding.

      I took a step away from Alara and Tara. "What's your father's name?"

      "Galim," he said.

      "And he's captive in the tower?" I glanced toward it.

      "Yes," he said. "Held by the evil sorcerer."

      "Of course, he is," I said. "Any chance of getting in without getting spotted?" I needed to know what the kid knew about the tower. "What was your father doing there?"

      "He was part of a group of the bravest Balinite men sent to retrieve a stone, which the sorcerer stole from our people."

      "A stone? Seriously." Then I thought of the rock Indiana Jones had to get back for the villagers in the Temple of Doom. "Magic rock. Am I right?"

      "The Stone of Balin is the heart of our people. It was sent to us by the sky hundreds of years ago."

      "And it makes the plants grow or the water taste better? Something like that?"

      "You know of the Stone of Balin?"

      "Yeah, I think I do," I said. "What happened to the other men." If we were going to play hero, I wanted as many other swords fighting with me as possible. Even then, I thought, steel against magic isn't a fair match up. I glanced back at Alara. But they probably won't expect her in the mix.

      Gulny looked back toward the plains. "I buried them. That's what my father would have done."

      "So," Alara said, "they were attacked outside the tower?"

      He nodded. "Yes." He pointed back to a distant spot across the field, near the edge of the forest. "We camped too close to the woods, resting before went tried to enter the tower. But the sorcerer called his creatures out of the woods. They caught us by surprise. Killed most of us before we could draw our swords on them. I only escaped because my father fought back the one that came at me. I hid and watched the monsters tear my father's friends apart." He looked down at the ground and seemed to be fighting back a tear. Then he turned to the distant tower. "For some reason, they spared my father, and one of them bound him with webs and dragged him to the tower. I wanted to stop it, but the others would have killed me."

      "Shit," Monica said, under her breath, but not discreet enough.

      I knew Gulny's story would upset Tara the most. I turned to her. "Are you okay?"

      She looked pale but determined not to let what happened to her shake her now. "I'm okay." She nodded toward Gulny. We have to help him save his father. We will, won't we?"

      Why did it have to be the giant spiders?

      "Yes," I said to her. "We'll try." I looked up to him. "We'll do what we can to help."

      He appeared overcome with emotion. "Thank you! Thank you."

      "I don't want to go."

      I turned around. Monica stared at me and shrugged. "I'm sorry, Den, but I don't want to go. After what happened to Victoria," she glanced at Alara, "and what she felt about that tower…I just can't." She glanced at each of us. "I shouldn't even be here." Her eyes settled on mine. "I just want to go home."

      I don't know how everyone else was taking in what she said, but I didn't blame her. It had surprised me when she first decided to postpone going back to Earth. I got used to her being around after that, and thought less about her eventual return trip each day.

      "I understand," I said. "I think we all understand. This isn't your world."

      "Or yours," she said.

      "You don't have to go with us to the tower." I looked at Nithia. "She'll stay with you until we return."

      Monica's lip began to quiver. "What if you don't?"

      "I will."

      "What if you don't, and I can never go home?"

      I hadn't thought of that, but she had a valid point. Every time I risked my life, I was gambling hers too. I'd let her know I had the power to send her home, but left it up to her to decide when she wanted to use that ticket. And now she was asking me to fulfill my promise to her.

      Worst timing ever.

      Or maybe it was the right timing, I thought. She knew it might be now or never. Great. I looked at everyone else watching the two of us.

      "You're going to have to wait for a short while before we can head to the tower," Alara said to Gulny.

      "Oh, wow," Tara said. "Seriously?"

      "He has to," Nithia said.

      Gulny walked closer to us. "I don't understand. What's going on?"

      "It's okay," Alara said. "He'll make it quick." She looked at me. "Right?"

      "For fuck's sake," I said. "This is crazy."

      Alara walked over to Monica and took her by the hand. She brought her over to me. She took my hand and placed it over Monica's. "It's okay, you two."

      She left Monica and me staring at each other awkwardly, and she went to Gulny, placing her arm around his shoulder, turning him away from us. "Why don't you tell me more about your father…and maybe anything else you know about the tower, and the person living there." She looked back over his shoulder. "Nithia, Tara, you two should come listen to Gulny. She guided him down the slope away from Monica and me.

      I glanced at Tara and Nithia. I felt dumbfounded at what was happening. Tara winked at me before jogging to join Alara and the young man.

      Nithia walked over to us. She gazed into each of our eyes in turn. "You two take all the time you need." She turned to me again. "Den, you treat her right, okay?"

      What the fuck. This is not happening.

      I must have looked like a deer hit with headlights.

      "Den?" Nithia said. "Are you alright?"

      Monica wrapped her arm around my waist. "It's okay, Nithia. He'll be fine. I've done this before."

      I still couldn't manage a response, but I saw Nithia smile, then she walked away. I turned my eyes to Monica. She sniffed and wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. "I've thought about this for a long time," she said. "But I put it off, because…"

      I regained my composure and listened to hear her finish.

      "Because I don't want to lose you," she said.

      I almost lost it right there, but I rolled my lips inward and kept them pressed tight. When I heard her say those words, I realized I felt the same way. I'd kept my distance from her out of respect for her wishes, but I never actually played out the idea that she would really leave Galderia someday. Even when she brought it up before, I didn't think about what it would be like when she finally left.

      "I don't want to lose you either, but you're right to want to go home," I said. "Your family, your friends, Sydney, I'm sure they all miss you."

      "What about your family?"

      I shook my head and it was clear she knew I meant they'd passed away.

      "Brothers? Sisters?" she said.

      "I'm an only child." I headed off her next question. "And I was too busy with work and school to keep any close friends."

      "That's sad."

      "Maybe, but I didn't notice at the time." I glanced back to where Alara and the others had gone down the slope out of sight. "But here it's different." I looked down at myself. "I'm different."

      "Well," she said. "I'm happy for you, that you have so much here. But I was kinda into you before you changed." She looked at my chest for a split second. "Not that it isn't nice."

      "Thanks. I'm pretty sure you know I was into you too, back in Austin."

      She laughed. "You were into my body."

      I laughed with her. "I almost was, there in my apartment." I looked up and around. "Until all this happened."

      She looked around too. "Yeah. Fucking weird, huh?"

      "Yeah." I nodded.

      She touched the side of my face and leaned in a little closer. "I wish you could go home with me."

      "I don't think that's possible. If it is, I don't know how."

      "Will you promise me one thing?"

      "What's that?"

      "If you ever find a way to return, you'll at least think about it?"

      Wow. She really is into me. No denying I'm drawn to her too.

      "I promise."

      "Good," she said. "Now, you've got a job to do."

      I looked back toward where Alara and the others had been. "Yeah. Not looking forward to it."

      She gently slapped my cheek. "I meant right here, you stud."

      I felt my face warm. "Oh, right. That I'm up for."

      "Oh?" She reached down and placed her hand around my manhood.

      I stared at her breasts, well, at her shirt where her breasts were.

      "What are you doing?" she asked.

      "It's just that I've never seen them before, but you have no idea how many times in class I've thought them."

      And Sydney's. I knew not to say that, though.

      "Now's your chance," she said. "Oh, and I'll let you in on a little secret."

      "What's that?"

      "I knew."

      "You knew?"

      "Yeah. Why do you think Sydney and I wore those boobsy outfits?"

      "New favorite word," I said.

      She looked puzzled.

      "Boobsy," I said. "Thanks for that."

      "You know what's better than that?"

      I was wide-eyed, waiting for her to tell me.

      "These," she said, pulling off her shirt.

      She was right. I could tell, even with her bra still on.

      As I stared at the glory that was one of the finalists in the Best Boobs contest I'd held back in our college class—in my head—she went a step further, bribing the judge. She didn't bother to reach around to undo the clasp of her bra, which was one of those soft girlie-looking ones that only covered the bottom half of her breasts. Instead, she put her fingers on the bottom edge of the runneth-over cups and pulled them up and away from her boobs for the win.

      I stared at her magnificent breasts, the power of speech only coming back to me after a few seconds. "So much better than boobsy."

      "I'm glad you like them," she said. "Now…" She looked past my head, apparently making sure the others had gone far enough away from us. "Why don't we finish what we started back in your apartment?"

      I took off my shirt and then paused to watch her remove her pants and underwear. I appreciated her sense of style below, classy, understated, just enough to paint the way.

      "Your turn," she said.

      I looked down and realized I hadn't finished undressing. I'd been mesmerized at seeing what I'd only imagined for so long.

      She waited patiently while I took off my boots and pants and undershorts. Then she looked behind her at the ground. "Well, it's not the best spot. Is it?"

      I had no idea. The quality of the ground hadn't crossed my mind. All I could think about was her naked body and how much I wanted her on me, or me on her. I wasn't going to be picky.

      "You know what?" she said.

      I shook my head, waiting for our naked embrace, but I forced myself to wait for her words to come out, in case she had some directions for me, or something.

      "You're a big strong guy now." She looked at my arms. "I bet you wouldn't have any trouble holding me. Would you?"

      I glanced at my arms. Before I could think, say, or do anything else, she jumped on me, landing on me just above my waist and wrapping her legs around me. I instinctively grabbed her thighs, and she put her arms around my neck.

      "There," she said. "I'm not too heavy. Am I?"

      I shook my head. It wasn't difficult at all to hold her thanks to my new herculean body.

      "Good." She glanced down between us. "I can feel you're ready down there."

      I was. Very ready.

      She rocked her ass back and forth and squirmed a little to get herself into position. I felt us line up nicely and she must have too, because she eased herself down onto me.

      I felt a giant grin stretch across my face, but I couldn't have stopped it if I'd tried.

      She kissed me and licked me with the tip of her tongue as she pulled her lips back. "Give it to me, Den."

      When I heard her use my new name, it made me feel good somehow…or maybe I was confusing that with the fact that her naked body was pressed against mine and she was undulating from her waist down, rolling and rocking her hips and pressing her ass into my hands which I'd shifted up from her thighs.

      I widened my stance to keep steady myself, as she worked herself over me on onto me. We carried on like that until both our bodies were dripping with sweat. I was leaning back at least a couple feet and she pressed her hands down onto my abs to help bounce herself up and down until both of us finally cried out in ecstasy. I caught a glimpse of her eyes as we looked at one another. Then she vanished.
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      None of us said anything for the first minute as we began the trek back across the plains toward the distant tower. I felt stronger than I had in several days, and I knew that was from Monica releasing the magical energy from her body, returning it to me just as she returned to Earth. I didn't mention how good I felt physically. I didn't think to do so would be appropriate, given we'd just lost her—though she was safe in Austin now—and given the fact we were on our way to attempt a rescue which I knew might be too little too late for the young Balinite's father.

      Besides, when Monica opened up to me just before we did the deed, it made me acknowledge the depth of my feelings for her. She'd grown on me, since the days I'd merely ogled her breasts in class. Seeing her up close over the last many miles, doing her part to help me and the rest of us, made me look deeper than her beautiful exterior. So, as we walked through the tall grass toward the tower of doom Alara warned us to avoid, I felt a little sad she wasn't with us.

      "Where's your friend," Gulny said.

      I glared at him.

      "She's not coming," Alara said.

      "Oh." He raised his hand in front of him as if he was about to ask another question.

      "No." Alara put her hand on his and pushed it down. "You don't need to ask anything else."

      We walked through the grass for quite a while without anyone talking. I suspected everyone's thoughts were on the unknown danger the tower held waiting for us. The sun's light gave me comfort, as I clung to the idea that the giant spiders preferred to stay in the darkness of the thick forest. Still, I wondered if they'd make an exception for us. I kept a close watch all around us as we went, even checking behind us occasionally.

      "So," I asked Gulny. "Is there a way in aside from knocking on the front door?"

      "Show him the parchment," Alara said.

      He pulled out a rolled up piece of paper, or parchment, I guess it was, from a hard leather tube tied by a leather strap to his belt, opposite his short sword. We stopped and he unrolled it and held it open with both hands for me to see.

      "What exactly am I looking at?" I said. There was a rough sketch of the tower taking up the center third of the parchment. Around it were several symbols, such as those found on the key of an old map, but I didn't know what any of them meant. Each of them had a line drawn from it back to some point on the tower.

      "I can read them," Tara said. She pointed to one of the symbols. "This is a water feed. There must be a spring underneath or nearby."

      "That's right," Gulny said.

      She pointed to another symbol. "And this is one of the foundation stones." She looked up at me. "Supports they placed under the tower. It's a builder's drawing."

      "And it shows us a way inside." Gulny pointed to what looked like a small opening at the base, opposite the door. "I think it's a ventilation shaft."

      What is this, Die Hard? I shook my head. And we know that didn't go so well.

      Nithia peered over Tara's shoulder. "Oh, I see." She looked up at the tower, then back at the parchment. "Wait. Are you sure that's for this tower?"

      "What do you mean?"I asked, comparing the distant tower with the drawing. "Oh, right. The top. And the windows."

      "My father got this drawing from a reliable source in Hyrin," Gulny said. "And that tower is exactly where they said it would be."

      "No, they're right," Alara said. "Look." She placed a finger on the drawing and pointed with her other hand to the tower across the field. "It's not the same tower."

      "Maybe they rebuilt," Nithia said. "Or added on over the years."

      "So, we have a drawing your dad got from a guy, who knew a guy, who worked for some lady, whose friend said this tower might be something like the one in your picture. Great."

      When I stopped staring at the drawing and talking, everyone was silent, so I looked up at them.

      "Sorry," I said, seeing everyone staring at me. "I got a little carried away. It was a movie…I mean a story I heard once. It was funny."

      They kept staring at me.

      "Okay, then," I said, looking toward the tower. "Let's give it a try. Who knows, maybe we'll get lucky."

      Gulny put away the drawing and we carried on toward the tower, eventually getting close enough to make me concerned about someone spotting us from one of the tower's windows.

      We decided to take a path which took us out wide, away from the front of the tower, which had two of the three visible windows. The bottom third of the tower still sat in relative darkness. The sun hadn't entirely risen above the trees at the far end of the plains behind us.

      "We need to move fast," I said, crouching like everyone else, using the high grass as partial cover. "When daylight fills this area, we'll be too easy to spot."

      Alara and Tara nodded, and I gestured for everyone to follow me, hoping they could keep up. As best we could while staying low, we ran the arc I'd decided was necessary to keep anyone looking out one of the tower's windows from seeing us. Stealth felt more difficult, or at least troublesome, than swinging my sword at someone, but I had the others to think about, and unknown sorcery loomed over us.

      We saw a silhouette appear in the window near the top of the tower. We ducked down as low as possible, staying still and silent. I watched the figure through the tall thick chest-high grass. I couldn't see if it was Ms. Thompson.

      She must've landed near here to end up in there. I thought about how I was the lucky one, being transported directly—or almost directly—into Alara's and Nithia's arms. And their charms. I recalled that Monica and Sydney were dropped into the hands of Saber-Kong and Victoria into the clutches of Ruja Kurg. Was it just fate, or luck which dealt my hand so good and theirs so bad, I wondered.

      "Okay, I whispered," they're gone. "Let's move, but stay low."

      We made our way around to the side of the tower, finding a shallow at the base, where the dirt had been cleared out between two large otherwise buried stone blocks—footings for the tower itself. Heavy wood beams stood vertically between the two large foundation stones. The bottoms of the wooden posts were buried in the dirt of the shallow and their tops terminated into horizontal beams. I saw faint light shining through the cracks of those beams.

      "It's the floor," I said, keeping my voice low. I looked back to the others. Gulny was grinning. "Okay," I said. "You were right. Good job."

      "So, what do we do?" Nithia asked.

      I knew I could bust through the wood flooring. It looked old and worn out, but we were in stealth mode for a good reason. So, I didn't want to be rash.

      "Tara," I said, "I'll lift you up. See if you can see through one of the cracks. See if anyone is in that room."

      She nodded and squeezed past the others. She leaned over to my ear before I hoisted her up. "Make sure you get a good grip on my ass. I wouldn't want you to drop me." She drew her head back from my ear and raised her eyebrows at me.

      "Keep it up and I'll drop you right here," I said.

      Alara cleared her throat.

      I turned around to her. "Sorry." I glanced to Gulny. He either hadn't heard Tara or had enough sense to keep it to himself.

      "Hurry up," Nithia said, looking out toward the field and around the stone support which hid us all.

      I clasped my hands and held them in front of me to form a step for Tara. She put her foot on my hands, then climbed up onto my shoulders. It took her a second to move herself around so her crotch wasn't in my face. It took me a few more seconds to remember what I was supposed to be doing after that. When I broke free from the spell of her scent, I took hold of her knees to support her and stepped onto the highest spot on the ground beneath the horizontal wood boards.

      I couldn't tilt my head to see what she was doing, but after a few seconds of feeling her weight shift a little on my shoulders I asked, "See anyone?"

      She didn't answer, but I felt her squirm, then her thighs tightened against my neck and the sides of my head as she raised herself up a little, placing her hand on top of my head for support. A moment later, I felt her legs loosen from my neck and her ass come down on me behind my head. She tapped me on my forehead. "Okay. Bring me down."

      I went down to my knees and bent forward, so she could slide off me. I was slow to get up, rubbing my neck as I did.

      She looked at me. "You okay?"

      "I've had better," I said.

      "Hmph." She gave me a pouting face, but I knew she was pretending.

      "Anyone up there?" Alara asked.

      Tara shook her head. "It looks like a cellar, but it's mostly empty. I think. It's really dark."

      Nithia leaned back from the edge of the massive stone foundation block. "Are you sure there's no one?"

      Tara shrugged. "I didn't hear anyone. And, I could make out most of what was in the room, just not the details."

      "It's our best shot," I said. "Unless someone wants to go ring the doorbell."

      "They have a bell?" Nithia said.

      I shook my head. "I meant knock."

      I decided to risk knocking loose one of the posts, so we could use it to climb up high enough to get reach the flooring.

      "Stand back everyone." I waved my hand to indicate they should move out from under the tower, just in case taking out one of the posts ended up being a worse idea than I planned.

      They moved back, and, after a moment to gird myself, I charged the post, slamming into it with my shoulder.

      It broke clean through where I hit it and cracked both at the connection to the underside of the flooring above us and near the ground, pushing both the long top piece and the shorter bottom section forward. The break made a loud noise, but I counted on the thick stone and the dirt below—all of which formed a sort of cave-like enclosure—to absorb the sound, keeping anyone in the tower above from hearing our break-in attempt. The top piece clung to the horizontal beams, which were also busted now—like I'd hoped would happen. I'd stopped myself with my arms before plowing into the massive foundation stone. My shoulder hurt. I moved it and determined it was at most bruised.

      Nithia leaned in. "Are you okay?"

      "Yeah." I rubbed my shoulder and tipped my head from side to side, to get the tension out of my neck. "Hang on a second."

      I grabbed the upper section of the post, which dangled at an angle. I could see the top had almost completely separated from the horizontal beams above it—and one of them was cracked too. Making sure I had enough room behind me to move backward, I yanked on the hanging post, breaking it loose. I stepped back as it fell down and forward. It settled against the giant foundation stone in front of me. I dropped the end I had, letting it fall to the dirt. The cracked joist beam supporting the flooring gave way at the same time, crashing down beside the leaning post I'd freed. Several broken pieces of the flooring planks fell too. The whole space filled with dust, as everything hit the ground and splinters of wood scattered.

      When the dust cleared, Tara came back in first. "That was impressive." She patted my chest, then looked up at the hole in the floor. "Now we have a door."

      I peered through the opening, checking to see if anyone was up there. I didn't see anyone, but I couldn't see the entire room.

      They'd have done something by now. It's empty. Hopefully, no one heard.

      Over the next five minutes, I hoisted everyone up the angled post so they could reach the opening and pull themselves up and into the room. I went last, running halfway up the slanted post, then jumping to grab the wood edge to the hole.

      The whole ordeal involved way too much clanging noises and groans, but we had our weapons, as well as a little bit of gear on us. So, the sounds were almost unavoidable.

      After lifting myself clear of the whole and rolling onto the solid floor, I got up and and stood quietly for a few moments. Everyone else did the same.

      "I don't hear anyone," I said, moving my hand away from the hilt of my sheathed sword.

      Alara stood closest to the one door in the room. She held her staff, and the jewel on top glowed, letting us see well. I'd passed her staff up after giving her a boost up the post. "So, now what?" she said.

      Tara was right. We were in a cellar. A few grain sacks leaned against the wall opposite the door. There was a large table in the center of the room, but no chairs or stools. Shelves filled with glass bottles and root vegetables took up most of the rest of the room.

      She grabbed a carrot and chomped the end from it.

      We all looked at her.

      "What?" she said, carrot bits in her mouth distorting the word.

      "Just try not to do that when we're sneaking around," I said. "Okay?"

      She took another bite. "Oh, I wouldn't do that."

      I stared at her for a second, wondering if she really wouldn't.

      Gulny grabbed a couple of carrots and stuck them in his pants pocket. "For later," he said, looking as if he needed to defend his actions.

      Nithia shrugged and took a root vegetable of some sort. It was reddish brown and bulbous. She sniffed it, then put it into a small leather pouch tied to her belt.

      I moved to the door, taking a spot next to Alara. "Everyone done with the vending machine?"

      I got blank stares.

      I looked at Gulny. "That drawing of yours doesn't give a layout of the rooms, does it?"

      He shook his head.

      "Alright," I said. "We go in quietly and together. Nithia, Gulny, you two stay in the back. Tara, if you have room to work your bow, keep an arrow ready. Alara and I will take the lead." I turned to Gulny again. "With any luck, we'll find your father before anyone knows we're here."

      Alara sighed. "You really think we'll be that lucky?"

      I wanted to say yes, but I just shrugged and reached for the door. "Ready?"

      Alara and Tara nodded. Tara shrugged and took one last bite of her carrot before tucking the remainder under her belt. She drew an arrow and notched it. Gulny pulled out his short sword, but I could tell by the look on his face, he was probably hoping desperately that he wouldn't have to use it.

      With my sword ready, I opened the door. The next room posed no trouble for us, and neither did the one after that. The last one appeared to be the foyer—if that's what it's called in a tower.  There was a door on either side and a spiral staircase ahead of us. A window high above the door let in starlight—just enough to see without Alara's staff, I thought. The door on our right had flat black metal supports running over the wood. It had an eye-hole too, or at least a block of wood cut and hinged so it could be lifted to look outside.

      The bruise on my shoulder ached again, at the realization we could have walked in the front door. It's got to be locked. I felt a little less stupid after that thought.

      "Which way?" Alara said.

      I looked at the stairs. "Most of the tower is above us. There's a good chance he's up there somewhere." And Ms. Thompson, and whoever's helping her.

      "Could be a dungeon," Tara said, eyeing the door to our left. "Or at least a few more rooms. We might want to check those out first, so nobody gets behind us."

      "Good point," Nithia said.

      "Right." I walked back to Tara. "You stay on this side of the room and keep your bow trained on the stairs. If anyone comes down who looks like they might turn us into toads or otherwise ruin our day, shoot them." She nodded. "And yell for us as loud as you can. One of us will keep you in sight too." I looked at Gulny. "You stay in the doorway, in case she needs help before we can get back here."

      He looked nervous.

      "Don't worry, kid," I said. "Odds are nobody will come down the stairs until we get back."

      He nodded, but still looked nervous.

      "What should I do?" Nithia asked.

      Would she be safer here or with me clearing the other rooms, I wondered.

      Alara put her hand on Nithia's shoulder. "Why don't you come with us?"

      Nithia nodded.

      Alara turned to Tara. "You good with this?"

      Tara drew the arrow back with the string of her bow, aiming it at the stairs. She eased the arrow back to rest. "Yes. I'll be fine."

      With everyone assigned a place, Alara, Nithia, and I set out to investigate the other rooms. I drew upon every ninja and Batman movie I'd seen to go into super stealth mode, though I think most of my skill was in my imagination. As we moved into the third room, I glanced back to Alara, to make sure she and Nithia were still close behind.

      Alara smirked. "What exactly is it you think you're doing?"

      "Hiding in shadows," I said, using old RPG language.

      "Uh huh." She stuck her arm out, her hand upturned. "Don't let me stop you."

      Feeling a little self-conscious after Alara called out my ninja skills, I stopped crouching and went into the last room without walking on my tiptoes. A minute later, having encountered no one, we returned to Tara and Gulny.

      I offered for anyone who wanted to wait downstairs to do so, but everyone declined—the consensus being safety in numbers. I pointed out there was a good chance we'd run into trouble upstairs, but nobody changed their mind.

      After putting my foot on the first step, I turned my head back to Alara. "Your energy good?"

      She took a deep breath and let it out. "Yes." She glanced up the stairs. "It is going to be like that. Isn't it?"

      "We weren't invited," I said. "You're still feeling that bad mojo. Aren't you?"

      "It's been all I could do to keep it to myself since we got close to the tower."

      I nodded. "We'll get out as fast as we can…as soon as we find his father." I gave her a once over with my eyes and smiled. "Trust me. I don't want us to hang around with a pissed off magic user."

      "You talking about your girlfriend up there?"

      I knew she was kidding. "Yeah. Or whoever the hell has been teaching her party tricks."

      I glanced back to the others to make sure they were ready. Everyone gave me a nod, including Gulny, who was in front of Nithia.

      After coming around the fourth spiral of the staircase, I wondered if there were any rooms in the middle of tower, or if we were just heading straight to the top. I hoped for a floor before then, knowing if only the top rooms were left, we would certainly run into Ms. Thompson and the Voldemort she was shacking up with.

      After several more steps, we came to an opening in the stone wall which surrounded the stairs. I figured we were at the halfway point to the top. We stepped into the hall. Torches lined the walls, but their flames had a green haze. I moved a little closer to the one on the wall next to me.

      "It's not warm," I said after holding my hand closer to confirm my suspicion. I turned around to Alara. "Can you do that?"

      She held her staff close to my face. "I can show you what I can do with this if you like."

      I glanced at the magical flame. "It's not that impressive anyway."

      "Hey, you two." Tara stood in front of a closed door halfway down the hall. "I hear something." She leaned her ear against the door. A moment later, she nodded, then stepped back. "Gulny, I think your father's in there."

      He rushed over to the door. "Are you sure?"

      The rest of us hurried down the hall to join them.

      "Hold on," I said. "And try to keep it down. How do you know it's him and not…somebody we don't want to talk to."

      "I'm not sure," Tara said. "But he sounded friendly."

      Alara gave her an are-you-serious look.

      "Why would you say he sounds friendly?" Nithia asked.

      Tara put her ear to the door again. "He's singing."

      "Really?" Gulny pushed past me and put his ear to the door, his head beside Tara's. "Yes! It's him!"

      He reached for the handle, but I put my foot in front of the door. "Hold on." I looked at Tara and nodded my head to behind her, to get her to move back.

      After she'd stepped back, I readied my sword and removed my foot from in front of the door. "Okay. But stay out of the way, until we know for sure it's him."

      He nodded, then swung the door open.

      A man sat with his back against the far wall. He had a heavy metal clasp on one of his ankles and a thick chain connected it to a large ring on the wall beside his head. He stopped singing when he saw us at the door. "My son!" He reached toward Gulny with both arms.

      "Father!" Gulny ran to him.

      The room was small with nothing but the Balinite, an empty bowl near his feet, and a bad-smelling hole in the floor in the corner.

      I followed the young Balinite inside. As he embraced his father, I used my sword on the metal ring fixed to the wall, smashing the ring with the pommel. After striking it a few times, the stone around it was cracked and chipped. I gave the loop a hard kick to knock it from the wall.

      "We found him," I said, "but if we don't get moving, all of us might not get out of here."

      The older Balinite nodded to me. "Thank you. You're right."

      "Can you walk, father?" Gulny helped him stand.

      "They've made me weak," his father said. "But with your help, yes."

      Alara stuck her head inside the room. "I think she heard someone in the stairwell."

      "What?" I asked.

      "Nithia." She looked down the hall. "She's halfway down the hall. She went up the stairs a moment ago to be a lookout."

      Shit.
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      I feared someone might get to Nithia before we caught up with her. I grabbed Gulny's father by his upper arm and practically dragged him to the door, with his son scrambling to stay with him.

      "Come on," I said. "We need to get down those stairs fast!"

      I ran down the hall toward the Nithia, only glancing back once to make sure everyone else was coming. "Hurry up!"

      Nithia looked panicked. She gestured repeatedly for us to come to her. Clearly, she meant for us to do it faster.

      "From upstairs?" I asked as I got closer to her.

      "Yes, but they're coming down."

      I realized if she heard whoever was coming down, they probably heard us too. "Go!" I passed her and took a position on the stairs, with my sword ready to swing at anyone who descended on us. I knew I might be doing little more than jumping in front of a magical freight train, but I had to make sure the others got to safety. My sense of concern for them somehow overwhelmed my fear for myself. I felt a surge of energy. My sword felt weightless in my hands. As the others rushed past me and made their way down the stairs, I listened to each footfall above me lightly striking its step. Then, my confidence—or brazen foolishness—drained out of me.

      "You feel that?" Alara stood beside me, holding her staff with the jewel top pointed up the stairwell. The glowing white jewel quivered, and I ran my gaze down the staff to see the movement came from her hands.

      I did feel it, a strange contact, as if someone reached out and scratched my soul. In the split second after she asked me, my arms again felt the weight of my sword, and my legs seemed less sturdy. My adrenaline rush shifted into a feeling of overload, and my stomach churned with nausea.

      I kept my balance, but I had to double my effort to keep my sword blade up.

      "What the hell is that?" I said.

      Alara staggered, nearly tumbling down the stairs, but she braced herself with the wall beside her. I saw fear in her eyes when she looked up at me. "Den, we need to get out of here."

      I completely agreed with her, but as hard as I tried, I couldn't move a muscle.

      She went down a few steps. "Den! Come on!"

      What the fuck is happening?

      I tried to speak, but nothing happened.

      "He's mine!"

      Holy shit! That's Ms. Thompson!

      Her leg came down into my view—a thigh-high black boot and the curve of her ass in purple pants.

      Alara grabbed my wrist and pulled, but I felt my muscles hold stiff and all she could do was cause my arm to extend a little.

      "Den!" She sounded desperate and I was horrified that I couldn't do anything to help her, or myself.

      "You can't have him," Ms. Thompson said, taking another step closer to us. "I need him." A whirl of black smoke circled her right hand, which held something. A chain dangled out of the bottom of her fist. Wisps of the smoke stretched out from her hand toward me. The smell nauseated me.

      "Oh! You bitch!" Alara's eyes lit up with white light so bright it hurt my eyes, which I could barely move. She pointed the jeweled end of her staff at Ms. Thompson, but my evil magic-wielding English Lit teacher waved her empty hand toward Alara's staff and, though she didn't touch it, the staff flew back.

      The blast of white energy burst from the jewel but struck the stone surround to the stairs. Chunks of stone blew out from the wall and I felt smaller pieces pelt me. Ms. Thompson dropped the object she had, which must have been the source of the black smoke. It dissipated as what I saw to be a medallion fell down the small circular cavity in the middle of the spiraled staircase. I felt control over my muscles return.

      I glanced at Alara. She had an arm up, shielding her face from the wall fragments. Her staff was still in her other hand.

      Ms. Thompson reached into a pouch on her belt and pulled out her hand, flinging sparkling dust out past me. Alara began to choke. She dropped her staff and reached to her throat with both hands.

      I swung my sword to cleave Ms. Thompson through her taut stomach, but my blade came to a dead stop an inch from striking her. She looked shocked at nearly getting sliced open, and the magical dust fell onto the steps.

      Alara coughed as I tried to push my sword against Ms. Thompson, but this time it was the sword that was frozen, despite my arms putting out tremendous force.

      "Is this the one you've been going on about?" The man was in the stairwell, above Ms. Thompson. He looked like he was in his sixties, maybe older. He wore a hooded cloak.

      Fuck. It's Emperor Palpatine.

      His hand was pointing at my sword. He flicked his fingers out and I felt a strong push on the blade, but I squeezed the grip tighter and kept the sword from moving away from her. Then she stepped back up the stairs, just behind the old man. I could see a twitch under his left eye. The tendon in his neck raised and a vein bulged on his forehead. A moment later he dropped his hand and the force against my sword went away.

      I raised my sword overhead to swing at him, but Alara had picked up her staff and she put her arm against my stomach as she moved beside me, heading down the stairs.

      "Come on, Den!" She pushed me into a slight turn as she hurried down the stairs.

      What? I was-

      My swing had been fouled and the old man must have used the moment to try his force move again. It flew from my hand and down the same way the medallion had gone. I heard it clang against the stone somewhere down below. I made a snap decision that facing both of them without Alara and without a sword would be stupid. I hurried after her. We rounded the curves of one floor before I glanced back to see if our geriatric wizard and my spell-casting sexpot professor were on our tails. She was, but evidently he wasn't the running sort.

      We rounded the curve past another floor but kept our pace. Alara was taking two, sometimes three steps at a time, with the occasional help of her staff. I bounded down just as fast, trying to stay a little to her side, to avoiding bumping her.

      "What's going on up there?" Tara shouted, her voice echoing up the stairwell.

      "Just go!" Alara said.

      We made it all the way to the bottom floor. Nobody had listened to Alara telling them to get out.

      "What's going on?" Nithia asked.

      I looked back, expecting Ms. Thompson in her tight purple pants to round the last curve. I scanned the floor and spotted my sword. "We don't want to be here! All of you, get out!" I ran over to my sword and picked it up, rushing back to the bottom of the stairs. I wanted to make sure everyone had time to get out. I heard them going to the front door, but I didn't look back for fear Ms. Thompson would hit me with a fireball or magic missile while I wasn't looking.

      But she didn't come down. I waited a few seconds. I could hear talking up the stairwell, but I couldn't make out what they were saying.

      "It won't budge!" Tara said.

      I turned and saw her and the boy trying to get the door open. Nithia was helping Gulny's father, letting him lean on her a little.

      "Get back," Alara said, pointing her staff at the door.

      I thought about stopping her, thinking she needed to save her energy to use against Ms. Thompson and her wizard sugar daddy, but everyone scrambled out of the way and she blasted the door to pieces. The sound of the exploding door boomed and echoed through the room.

      Alara collapsed and her staff rattled when it hit the floor beside her. I ran to her side. Nithia did too. We helped her up.

      "I'm sorry, Den," she said. "I thought I had more in me." She looked at the stairwell. "It's them."

      I jerked my head to see the stairs, expecting Ms. Thompson and Evil Grandpa Merlin to be standing there. But they still hadn't come down.

      I looked over to the others who were between us and the now open front doorway. "Gulny, help get her out of here." I tipped my head to signal for him to come over.

      "Right." He ran over and took one of Alara's arms over his shoulder and neck.

      "Nithia?" I said.

      "Yeah." She put her arm around Alara's waste and came up under her arm like the boy had done. "I've got her." The three of them made their way to hole that was the front door.

      Tara ran over and picked up Alara's staff. She looked to Nithia, who was still helping Alara out the door. "Nithia, can you use this?"

      Nithia shook her head. "Just bring it. Come on you two."

      Tara started for the door but glanced back at me. I had taken a few steps, but was keeping an eye on the stairs.

      "Den!" She waved me to follow her.

      "Right behind you," I said, moving her direction a little more, but not looking away from the stairs.

      I could still hear the two of them talking, just a little way up and around the curve.

      "Den! Get your ass over here!" Tara stood in the doorway. Everyone else was outside, presumably getting away from the tower as fast as they could.

      I heard footsteps coming down the stairs. "Den? Is that you?"

      I knew I should run to the door and get out with Tara, but the voice coming down the stairs threw me into a temporary stupor.

      Is that…

      "Victoria?" Tara said. "What the hell?"

      Victoria had come around the curved into view. She continued down the stairs. She was alone. Her clothes were different than when I last saw her—before she got naked and tried to seduce me, I mean. She had on a blue dress, darker from the waist down to her knees, lighter blue on top. Not only was she alive, I thought, but she wasn't on fire—nor seemingly burned at all. She seemed calm, which freaked me out almost as much as how not dead she was.

      "Den," Tara said, still standing in the doorway. "What's going on?"

      "I have no idea." I held my sword up, pointing the tip toward Victoria as she walked closer. "What happened? How are you here?"

      "It's okay," she said, extending her arm toward me as she kept walking closer. "It was a misunderstanding." She glanced back to the stairs, then faced me again. "I sorted everything out with them." She smiled. "You don't have to worry. You're not in danger anymore. She just needs something from you, from inside you. From all of us. This isn't our world, but she'd figured out how to help us. She just needs the power so she can save us. I gave it to her, and look at me. I'm fine."

      "Den." Tara sounded nervous. "This isn't natural."

      Victoria waved dismissively at Tara but kept her eyes on me. I wanted to lower my sword. She's just a young woman, I thought. I don't need my sword.

      "What are you doing?" Tara said, but I knew she'd understand soon as I did. She's just afraid of Victoria, but she doesn't need to be.

      The tip of my sword touched the floor and I felt the grip sliding down my open hand. Victoria walked closer, raising her other arm too. I could see she wanted to embrace me. She needed me.

      "Stop! No!" Victoria said, looking beside me.

      "Hey!"

      Something hit the top of my head. It hurt. "Crap! What'd you do that for?" I looked at Tara who was standing next to me with Alara's staff near my head.

      She gestured for me to look forward and I did. Victoria no longer looked calm. In fact, she appeared enraged. And I saw fire in her eyes. Literally. She had fire in her eyes.

      "Holy shit." I stepped back to get away from her arms just as she grabbed for me. I almost swung my sword at her as a gut reaction, but I held back. She was still Victoria, I thought, but I wasn't entirely sure.

      Tara pulled at me by my wrist. "Come on!"

      I let her take me closer to the exit, but then I stopped.

      Victoria had dropped her arms and was standing in the middle of the room looking at me. The rage had left her face, replaced by a look of contempt. It seemed so odd to me that she just stood there.

      "Don't let her do that to you again," Tara said. "I'm not above giving you another whack on the head if I have to."

      "What if she comes with us?" I said. "Maybe if she gets away from here, whatever spell she's under will lose its grip on her."

      Tara grunted with frustration.

      Victoria laughed. "I'm not under a spell, you idiot."

      "She's telling the truth." Ms. Thompson came down around the curved of the wall.

      Victoria smiled, then looked back to her. "Except maybe the spell you've always had over me."

      "You always were a good student," Ms. Thompson said, running her gaze up and down Victoria's body. "Such attention to detail."

      Victoria nodded toward her. "I had a good teacher."

      Ohhh.

      I shook the images of the revelation out of my mind and scrambled for the front door, making sure Tara got to it first. I didn't want my English Lit teacher to force me to stay for detention, plus I knew the creepy old guy might come down eventually, and I didn't need that either.

      "No!" Ms. Thompson said. "Pelamiere!" I heard her scream echo behind me as Tara and I ran out the door into the night. "The creatures! Send them after him!"

      Shit. What's she talking about?

      We were forty yards through the waist-high grasses when I heard her again, shouting from the tower doorway. I didn't look back, as she screamed.

      I could see the others' silhouettes. They had made their way across the field a good distance. They were headed for the woods. Risky, I thought, but we needed to get out of sight as fast as possible. I didn't know if Ms. Thompson and the old man would leave the tower to come after us or not, but I didn't want to take any chances. And whatever creatures she was calling for—asking for the old man to send them, I figured—were probably some shit we needed to avoid at all costs.

      Tara's young toned body moved fast. Old me couldn't have kept up with her, but as Den, I matched her pace. Neither of us said anything. Clearly, she had the same idea as me—run your ass off. I hoped we'd never see the tower again. I felt sorry for Victoria. Whatever she had going with Ms. Thompson back in college pushed her to make the wrong choice, I thought. Turned to the dark side.

      "We're catching up," I said, still running beside Tara. Alara and the others were fifty yards ahead of us. Nithia looked back. I waved her on. "Keep going!"

      "Den," Tara said, looking off to the side. "Something's over there."

      I scanned the field, slowing slightly so Tara didn't block my view to her side.

      "I don't see anything. Oh, w-"

      The giant spider leaped into me. My sword flew out of my hand, and I landed on my back ten feet from where Tara stood. The impact knocked the wind out of me.

      She screamed.

      I jutted my arms in front of my face to push the creature back. I felt it scrape and scratch my arms as I kept its mouth from biting my head or injecting me with venom—whatever it wanted to do.

      Tara screamed again. I knew I couldn't count on her to help me. Not against the spiders.

      I tried to push it off me, but it shifted its legs to keep centered on top of me. It smelled like syrup, but the odor was so strong I spit to keep from tasting it too. I felt my own blood running from the cuts on my arms, some of it dripping onto my forehead. We struggled to overcome one another for several seconds, while a few sticks or rocks ground into my back. I heard the sound of air rushing in and out of the creature, but like it was pushing through an opening that was too narrow or blowing through a perforated wet membrane of some sort. No matter how hard I pushed or what way I shifted my body, I couldn't get out from under the creature. Its legs gave just enough to absorb my strength, and I couldn't move fast enough to get off to one side of it. I was keeping it from getting a fatal attack against me, but I knew I couldn't hold it off forever.

      "Tara!" I could see her, but I hoped she could push down her fear enough to do something, anything.

      I wrestled the giant spider longer, now panting to keep pace with its frenetic attack, but I was losing hope of coming out of the fight alive.

      A thunderous sound came in toward the right side of me and the creature, growing louder for a few seconds. I felt a jolt of force as something struck the giant spider, sending it flying off me. I had tuffs of the spider's hair in my fists. A loud whinny rang my ears. I blinked to clear the blur my own dripping blood had put in my eyes. When my vision cleared, I saw my horse, Pudding, standing over me. She snorted, spraying me in the process.

      "Damn, you, Pudding," I said. "You are a good horse." I looked to my left and saw the giant spider scrambling to get off its back. I sat up. Tara stood in front of me, still holding Alara's staff. She was shaking, but apparently physically unharmed. I got up and took her by her hand, bringing her over to Pudding as fast as I could. I lifted her onto Pudding, then glanced around until I spotted my sword. I fetched it and mounted my loyal horse as the giant spider ran toward us.

      "Come on, girl!" I heeled Pudding on her sides and she jumped into a gallop, then to a run. I didn't have to bother steering her wide to avoid the giant spider. She had enough sense to do it without my input. The creature sprung toward us, but Pudding was too fast for her. It chased us for several seconds, but as we pulled farther away it gave up. I urged Pudding to keep her speed and guided her toward Alara and the others, who wisely had veered north at the wood's edge, and were nearly over the ridge at the far side of the field. I looked back at the tower, thinking of Victoria and Ms. Thompson, but it was too far away to make out anything but the outline and the light coming from one of the windows near the top.
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      I brought Pudding to a stop as we caught up with the others, dismounting to see how everyone was holding up.

      "What happened?" Gulny said, standing beside Alara who still looked exhausted.

      "Your horse," Nithia said. "She came back."

      "We barely made it." I glanced to Tara who was still on the horse. She was looking back across the field. "Pudding saved us."

      They looked confused.

      "In the field," I said. "One of those giant spiders. They're pets of the guy in the tower."

      "Who keeps something like that as a pet?" Nithia walked over to Pudding and pet her above her nose.

      "We should keep going, Den." Tiffin kept looking back at the field, though it was too dark to see into it in any detail.

      "She's right," Galim said. "We need to get as far away from here as possible, and do it now."

      "No argument with you there," I said. "I want you and Alara up on that horse." I glanced to Tara. She was already dismounting. "The rest of us will have to tough it up and keep going on foot." I looked back toward the tower. "I don't know if that creature or either of them is coming after us, but I'd rather not slow down until we're farther away."

      Everyone agreed, and once Alara and Galim were on Pudding's back we kept going. I'd fastened Alara's staff to the side of the horse, to make sure she had it close by.

      "Father," Gulny said. "We could take them home."

      "Yes," Galim said. "We'll be safe there, and they can rest."

      Nithia walked alongside the elder Balinite. "Thank you. That's kind of you and your son."

      "Aren't you going to tell them?" Tara said, looking up at me. She had stayed by my side since getting off the horse.

      "You mean, Victoria?" I nodded to her.

      Alara turned around to hear what I had to say. "Victoria?"

      "She's alive," Tara said.

      I stopped and looked at everyone, who appeared eager to hear more details. "It seems the fire which consumed her, only transported her."

      "To the tower?" Alara asked.

      I nodded.

      "We have to go back!" Nithia's expression showed great concern.

      "Not a chance," I said.

      She took a few bold steps toward me. "You can't just leave her there!"

      "Hey." I approached her and put my hands on her shoulders. "She wanted to stay."

      Nithia shook my hands from her. "That's crazy! You can't just leave her there!"

      Tara hurried over to help calm Nithia down. "He's right. I saw her myself. She's with Ms. Thompson. They're both…" She looked up at me for help with what to say.

      "They've both succumbed to the dark side," I said.

      "The dark side of what?"

      "Just the dark side." I glanced at everyone else, but they had nothing to say. I realized I was the only one who got the reference.

      "They're working with the sorcerer who owns the tower," Tara said. "Willingly."

      Nithia settled down but looked disappointed and sad. She lowered her gaze to the ground and shook her head.

      I moved closer to her again and put my arms around her. "You have the biggest heart of any of us, but Victoria doesn't want our help."

      She took a few deep breaths, then stepped back to look up at me. "It's just sad, that's all."

      "It is," I said.

      "We're not going to get to safety standing here," Galim said from atop Pudding.

      "He's right." I looked back to Pudding and made a clicking sound with my mouth. "Come on, girl." She began walking, as we all did.

      I kept thinking about what Victoria had said when she came down the stairs. 'She just needs the power so she can save us.' Save us? She couldn't mean take us all back to Earth, could she? I knew my understanding of how all of the summoning business worked was too limited. I needed to talk to Alara.

      I moved over to walk beside Pudding. Tara, Nithia, and the young Balinite walked a little ahead of us. Alara sat behind Galim, who was leaning forward onto Pudding's neck and holding her mane.

      She looked down at me. "What is it?" Evidently, my concerns were on my face.

      "Something Victoria said."

      "What did she say?"

      "She said my old English Lit teacher, Ms. Thompson-"

      "The crazy sorcery bitch." Alara grinned.

      "Right. Her. Victoria said she wanted the power in us, so she could save us."

      "In all of us?"

      "No. I don't think so. I think Victoria meant in her and me…and everyone else here from Earth."

      "Save us from what?"

      I shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe she thinks she can send us all back home."

      Alara shook her head. "I doubt that."

      "That she can or that that's her intention?"

      "Both."

      "Yeah. Doesn't make sense. I mean, she's clearly gone power mad."

      "There's no magic on your world. Right?"

      "Not unless you count card tricks and camera tricks."

      "Hmm. So, she wants you…"

      "Can't blame her. Can you?" I grinned.

      "Yeah, sure. You," she said. "And all the others caught up in the summoning…like she was."

      "And that old guy she teamed up with is bad news."

      "He scares me, Den."

      "He's been teaching her. That's for sure." I glanced to Galim. He was listening but mostly kept his eyes ahead. I didn't have any reason to hide what we were saying from him. Besides, I couldn't wait to discuss all this with Alara in private. "

      "How did they even know about her?"

      "The sort of dark magic I felt- It's possible."

      I suddenly realized if they'd gotten to Victoria, they might find the other women from Earth. And that's what she wants…to get the power that spilled into them during the summoning!

      Alara evidently saw my deepening worry and had the same thought. "She'll go after the others."

      It had been my plan to find and rescue all the other women from Austin as soon as I could, but knowing Ms. Thompson would be after them made doing so even more urgent.

      "We have to get to Yedia," I said. "To find the woman taken there."

      Alara nodded. "Before she gets to her."

      Galim looked back at Alara and me. "You should go through Hyrin. It's the best way to get to Yedia. There's a trade route. When we get back to my people," he looked around. "And everyone's rested enough, I'll send my son with you to show you the way through the mountains to Hyrin."

      "Thank you, Galim," I said, then I looked to Alara and she nodded.

      We must have walked for a couple of hours before Galim pointed to a narrow pass between to hills ahead. "Through there. We're almost home."

      The two hills were at the base of a more mountainous area, heavily forested. The air had grown cooler, but the sky was free of clouds. All of us appeared weary and ready to rest, and eat.

      Gulny took the lead as we moved through the pass and into the foothills. He told us he needed to be out front to make sure his people knew we weren't a threat to them.

      I didn't know what to expect, but I hoped for a small village or at least a substantial camp of some sort. We needed more supplies if we were going to make it to Hyrin. I hoped they had enough to spare for us, though I planned to pay them properly from the remaining coins in my pouch.

      After walking for about twenty minutes up a mild slope which was heavily treed, Gulny looked back. "We're here, father!"

      Here?

      The only sign of habitation I could see was the clearing where we stood. The ground appeared heavily walked upon, and a few trees had been felled. I noticed the straight hewn edges on the stumps. Aside from the two with us, I saw no other Balinites, nor any huts or campfires, or anything else which indicated people lived here.

      Gulny took a few steps toward the trees on one side of us. "They're friends!"

      From behind trees and bushes, and out of shallows in the ground and around a couple of boulders, scores of men and women revealed their presence. They all wore greens and browns, blended well to their surroundings. A few children appeared too, though they stayed back behind the others. I hadn't taken particular notice of Gulny's and his father's brown curly hair, but seeing all of the other Balinites had the same general look, including a ruddy complexion, I realized they must have long lived apart from other peoples I'd seen in Galderia.

      I waved to them, and immediately several of them ran over to meet us. They were friendly and eager to introduce themselves. Once they'd gotten our names and I learned a few of theirs—more people introduced themselves to me than my memory for names could handle—they led us back through the trees the trees where they'd been hiding. A minute later, we arrived at their village, which was well-hidden behind a thick cover of trees overgrown with vines. Anyone looking from the outside—from the direction we approached—would have no idea the other side was home to numerous small huts and gardens, and myriad other small constructions.

      We were surrounded as we came into the center of the village. They gave us food to eat and handed each of us a water skin to quench our thirst. I took a bite of some meat on a stick a boy handed me. After Alara and Galim dismounted, Pudding was shown a trough and a concave rock basin filled with water, which bubbled up into it from a hole in the middle of the stone.

      After the excitement of our arrival faded, we were shown to a couple of huts and told we could use them to rest. I tied Pudding to a tree just outside one. I looked inside and saw only two small cots, which worked against my plan to have Alara, Nithia, and Tara spend the evening with me. I wanted to make sure we could keep an eye on each other, even though the Balinites hadn't been anything but friendly. But Nithia said she and Tara would take the hut next door, leaving Alara and me together. Though we all needed rest, I tried to determine at a glance if the two cots would sit flush beside each other, to make a proper bed. I felt disappointed when I realized they probably wouldn't accommodate both of us together.

      We ate a full meal a while later, as we sat with a smaller group of the Balinites—their leaders. Galim was one of them, and his son joined us too. They prepared a table for us below candle-lit lanterns, which hung from the branches of the trees around us. We learned they'd been a nomadic people, but settled into the semi-nomadic life they now lived, when Ruja Kurg and men before him but like him, sent from across the sea, made roaming the land more dangerous. After they'd finished telling us some of what their people had been through and we'd expressed our genuine sympathies to them, Nithia and Tara excused themselves to retire to their hut. I wondered if it was the tales of suffering which had gotten to them, or more the fatigue from our journey.

      After they left us, I shared the news of Ruja's death with the Balinites. They were surprised but relieved at the news. They thanked us for ridding the world of him but said more would come to take his place until such time as the darkness across the sea was conquered. I knew they had to be talking about Thautus Kurg. I glanced to Alara and slightly shook my head, signaling to her I didn't want to share my destiny with the Balinites.

      "You know of the Dark One?" one of the elders asked me.

      He must have noticed my insufficiently discreet signal to Alara, I thought.

      I made a snap decision to go ahead and hear if he had anything useful to tell me about Kurg. Plus, I didn't want to lie to the guy, especially after they rolled out the red carpet for us. "Haven't met the guy, but…"

      "But you know he is the scourge of Galderia?" the man said.

      "That's what I've heard." I glanced to Alara. She raised widened her eyes and tilted her head a little, as if to say you brought it up.

      The man looked down. "If only someone could stop him."

      The Balinite woman next to him put her hand over his.

      I looked to Alara again. I could hear the pain in the man's voice. It sounded like he knew firsthand what Kurg could do, maybe through some of his minions, like Ruja. I was struck by the way the woman looked at the man, with such sorrow and sympathy. I couldn't bring myself to ask for the details, though.

      "I'm going to take him down," I said.

      All the Balinites looked at me in astonishment.

      I didn't fully believe what I'd just said, but it felt right. "It's my destiny…to kill…or die trying."

      The Balinite woman who'd comforted the elder turned to Alara. "Is this true?"

      Alara nodded. "It is. He is the Guardian of Carnera."

      A few of them whispered to one another, then one spoke up. "The prophecy?"

      Alara reached behind her and retrieved her staff, which she'd leaned against a tree. She stood and held it before them. "I am the Priestess of the Order. Den has answered our call. That is why he is here on Galderia."

      So much for casual dinner conversation.

      One of the Balinites stood and walked over to me. "Stand up," he said. I obliged him, and he studied my face, moving his head from one side to the other. Then he stepped back. "Maybe," he said.

      I chuckled, but quickly stopped myself. "Well, I hope I have a better chance than that."

      "This is not a joking matter," the elder Balinite said, putting his arm up to wave back the woman beside him, who was reaching for him.

      "You're right," I said. "It's not. It's deadly serious." I glanced to Alara, then looked at the man again. "I didn't choose this destiny, but it is mine. Slowly, I've come to accept it, though I'd give it to another more worthy man if I could."

      The elder Balinite nodded. "Good. Yes. You understand. But you must prepare yourself." He glanced to my side. "I see you have a sword, and you are clearly strong." He looked to Alara. "And you have friends who will stand by your side."

      I looked at her too. "I'm very lucky."

      "But you must be more than lucky," he said, "or strong. You will need great skill." He looked at my sheathed sword. "You know how to use that?"

      I touched the pommel. "I've done alright so far."

      "Hmm." He stared at me for a moment. "You must find a great warrior. Someone you cannot easily defeat. And you must train together."

      Not the worst advice, I thought, though I wasn't a complete noob to fighting anymore.

      Several of the other Balinites nodded and voiced their agreement.

      Galim lifted his glass toward me, claiming the table's attention. "In Yedia. They have great warriors there. Fierce."

      The woman beside him shook her head. "They don't take to strangers there. That's a dangerous place to go." She turned to Galim. "Don't you think?"

      "But that's exactly where they are headed," he said.

      "Oh." She looked up at me. "I didn't know. But I guess you already knew then."

      No.

      "We have business there," I said, not wanting to get into our scavenger hunt rescues.

      The standing Balinites sat down again, and so did Alara and I.

      The elder looked to me once more, holding his glass up. "Hone your skills while your there. They are among the greatest warriors in Galderia."

      I nodded to him. "Thank you for your advice. I will."

      "So," Alara said. "Tell us more about your people."

      Thank you. I was glad she changed the subject.

      The mood lightened as they took turns offering up portions of their history and customs, and where they'd lived before settling where we now were.

      After hearing more about their people, I asked them what they knew about the tower. Galim said it had only recently appeared.

      "So, it was just built?" I said.

      "No," he said. "I mean it appeared. I've traveled near there many times over the past several moons. It wasn't there. No one built it. It just appeared."

      Alara turned to me. "He just brought it there. Like that."

      If he can do that, I thought, he can move it again. And they found Victoria. They'll find the woman in Yedia.

      "We need to get to Yedia," I said to her.

      "My son will take you to Hyrin," Galim said. "You can leave at dawn." He looked up. The night sky was filled with stars. There was still no sign of the coming daylight. "Not long now. You should rest. We can give you enough food and water for the trip."

      Horses?

      "It's a day and a half on foot," he said, answering my question.

      I extended my hand to him. He looked at it, apparently confused.

      "My people clasp hands to show respect." He took my hand and I gave his a little shake. "And friendship," I said.

      "I owe you at least that," he said. "Our people are your people, should you ever need us again."

      We finished our drinks over another minute of casual conversation and then retired to our huts, whereupon Alara promptly fell asleep on one of the cots before I had a chance to move it over next to the other. I took another glance outside to see that Pudding was still secured to the tree, then I got onto my cot and went to sleep.
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      Morning came way too early for me. By the time I awoke, Alara, Nithia, and Tara were outside with supplies from the Balinites loaded on Pudding's back. As I stood in the doorway rubbing the sleepy from my eyes, Tara checked the straps tying everything in place on my horse. Nithia and Alara were talking with one of the Balinite women but finished their conversation when they saw me. They hugged one another before meeting me halfway over to them.

      "Glad you decided to get out of bed," Tara said.

      "Forgot to set my alarm." I rubbed my palm down across my face to bring myself to life a little more.

      Alara and Tara glanced to each other and shared a smirk. They'd gotten used to me saying what they thought were weird things.

      Behind them, Gulny stood close to Pudding. The young Balinite looked eager to be our guide. He'd thanked us several times on the journey from the tower, and I think he relished the opportunity to repay us in some small way.

      With most of the Balinites gathered to see us off, we followed Gulny out of their hidden village, going deeper into the forest. Once we'd left the other Balinites behind, he assured us there was little chance of danger on the way to Hyrin.

      "How do you know?" Tara asked. I knew going deeper into the woods must have brought to mind the first time we encountered the giant spiders.

      Gulny glanced to each of us as if he was about to let us in on some mischievous secret. "I've been there many times."

      I didn't understand why he seemed to think this was a tantalizing detail. His father sent him with us to show us the way, I thought. Clearly, he knew his son had been to Hyrin.

      "That's good," Tara said, looking off to one side, into the thick forest. "I wouldn't want to get lost out here."

      Nithia was walking between me and Gulny. "What do you do in Hyrin?"

      He grinned, then ran his gaze up and down Nithia.

      "Oh," she said.

      I laughed. No wonder he wants to take us.

      His libidinous pursuits served us well. The walk was tiresome, but the next day, before the sun had reached its zenith, we arrived in Hyrin.

      We'd climbed in altitude considerably since leaving the Balinite village. Hyrin was situated at the base of a mountain. The forest had thinned as we neared the town, and the oaks and maples—those sort of trees—had all but disappeared. Pines and spruce surrounded the town, but in small clusters. Most of the landscape was an even mix of grasses, rock, and dirt.

      "Oh, thank you!" Alara said, her arms wrapped in front of her against her body. "It's gotten colder. Tell me we're heading indoors soon."

      I felt chilly, but my clothes and heavy cloak made it tolerable. The girls had on theirs too, but we'd been walking a long time. I knew running low on energy could make it harder to stay warm. I worried Alara might be getting unusually drained, like before.

      Surely Ms. Thompson couldn't be responsible for that, especially so far away.

      I dismissed the notion, remembering Alara had told me before we ever got near the tower that it had to do with our connection from the summoning.

      I looked at her. She walked with her shoulders curled inward and her head down a little. I could see from her steps, she was running on fumes.

      She needs me.

      "I'll take you to the town hall," Gulny said. "Best place to meet a merchant for the trip to Yedia."

      "Yes," I said. "That's sounds good." I hoped there'd be some food and drink there too, maybe something to warm all of us up, especially Alara.

      The clearing we'd come to as we left the woods stretched out before us, eventually turning into the town's central intersection. The ground had been worn into clearly defined paths of an intersection. Single story wooden buildings lined the roads—the paths were wide enough to be considered such.

      A few people ambled about outside, but paid us no attention. Smoke rising from small clay chimneys on most of the buildings eased my concern for Alara. We'd be inside the town hall soon, no doubt enjoying the warmth of its fire.

      In the distance, beyond the main part of town, modest thatched-roof houses dotted the ascending slope of the mountain. I could see livestock of some kind near the homes. Goats, I thought, though they were too distant to be sure.

      "It's this way." Gulny took us down a path which much further comforted me, as I smelled the aroma of meat over a flame and a honey-scented sweetness riding the breeze. He waved at a man sitting on a stump outside one of the buildings, but all Gulny got in return was a tilted glance. The man sniffed whatever was in the steaming mug he held, then took a slow sip and watched us as we passed.

      Shortly after, as we continued up the road, I heard faint music. I thought of Jan's tavern and Cormac's inn and wondered what such a place in Hyrin would be like.

      "You hear that?" Nithia said. She smiled, and I noticed her walk becoming more energetic.

      "That's the place," Gulny said.

      Half a minute later, I tied Pudding to a post under a covered area beside the town hall. She immediately began eating from a pile of hay beside her.

      "She'll be fine there," Gulny said.

      I gave Pudding a pat on her neck, then stepped out from the horse parking area and joined the others, who were waiting for me in front of the entrance.

      "This is it," Gulny said, gesturing to the door.

      "You're not going in with us?" Alara asked.

      "No." He grinned and tipped his head toward the buildings farther down the road. "There's a place down there I prefer."

      "Right," I said. "Well, thanks again for getting us here."

      He cleared the grin from his face and extended his hand to me, evidently remembering what he'd seen me do with his father. "Thanks for helping me save my father." He glanced to Alara, Nithia, and Tara too. "All of you."

      I shook his hand. "You're welcome, Gulny."

      He nodded to me and smiled at Alara while taking a few long steps backward then turning and jogging down the road toward his evening of debauchery.

      "Hey, kid," I said, though he surely was really a young man, just still with a boyish face and a gangly body.

      He stopped and looked back.

      I glanced to my women, then turned back to him. "You treat them right. Okay?"

      He nodded and started back peddling again. "I always do!" Then he swung around and made his way down the road.

      When I faced Alara, Nithia, and Tara again Alara and Nithia were rolling their eyes at me, but I could tell by their smirks it was in good fun.

      I tipped an imaginary hat and slightly bowed toward the door. "Ladies." Then a slid sideways, pretending to be Fred Astaire and grabbed the door handle. "After you." I opened the door and they walked by—one more eye roll, a wink, and Tara paused as she passed, planting a kiss on my cheek before going inside.

      I followed her, slapping her ass as I shut the door behind me. The smack sounded louder than I expected. She jolted forward slightly, bumping into Nithia. I hoped I hadn't put too much into it.

      "Hey," Nithia said after Tara collided with her.

      Tara looked back over her shoulder at me. "You want to do that again?"

      Yes, please.

      "Just say when," I said.

      She glanced around the room as we all moved in, away from the door. A moment later she leaned back and said, "Maybe a little music and a drink first, then I'm yours."

      Ten tables were spread out across the room, half of them in the lower area, two steps down from the perimeter area. The bar, as usual, was at the far side of the room. The place was packed and lively. The musicians I'd heard from outside were set up on a small stage on the right side of the room. A scruffy older man played a pan pipe. A heavyset much younger man was blowing across the tops of several bottles, taking sips from one of them when the tune didn't call for his contribution. And an Ella Fitzgerald look-alike belted out some sort of Galderian jazz. She seemed to be riffing, mixing words in with an intoxicating dance of nonsense sounds. I loved it, but it was loud.

      A young boy walked up to us. "Need a table?"

      "Yes, please," Nithia said.

      "I've got just the one for you," he said. "It's one of our best." He walked us toward the stage, waving his arm over his head for us to follow him. "You can hear the music better over here."

      "You can hear it pretty good anywhere in the room," I said under my breath.

      Alara elbowed me in my ribs. "Be nice."

      I made a quick study of several of the faces as the boy took us across the room. Past experience taught me to be on the lookout for who might be trouble. Everyone appeared to be having a good time, and though the room had a lot of energy, nothing I saw or heard raised the hairs on my neck. I didn't entirely let my guard down, but the more I looked around the more I began to relax.

      We took our seats. The boy was right. You could hear the music much better where he'd put us. I could feel and smell the heavyset man's breath each time he blew across the top of one of his bottles to make a tone. Alara, Nithia, and Tara weren't quite as lucky as me—my chair actually touched the side of the stage.

      The one good thing about where we sat was that I could lay Alara's staff down on the floor behind my chair, up against the side of the stage. I knew it would be safe there and out of everyone's way, which is what I told her when I asked her to hand it to me. I did the same with Tara's bow. She kept her quiver slung across her back, but pushed it to one side before leaning back against her chair.

      Hyrin, probably like most of Galderia, I thought, appeared to be an open-carry town. My sword was only one of many in the room, a reality which might have been unnerving, but I realized everyone being armed meant most people had the sense to behave.

      We had our first round of drinks, as well as some bread and smoked meat, heavily salted. We talked little due to the music, but I scanned the room with an for who might be a merchant—who could be heading to Yedia. I spotted a man and excused myself from the table to go talk to him. He greeted me and told me his name was Merritt, but after sitting with him for a moment he told me he was the town's nob thatcher.

      "I'm sorry. What?" I said.

      He tugged the coarse hair on his head and it moved out of place a little. "I make hair from critters I catch in my traps."

      "Oh, I see. Nice." I slowly scooted the chair back from the table, so I could get up.

      He put his hand on my wrist and leaned in, peering up at my hair, looking from one side of my head to the other. "Natural?"

      I stood and smiled. "Yes."

      "Looks good."

      "Thanks," I said. "It was nice meeting you, but I'm actually looking for a merchant who might be going to Yedia."

      He leaned back and grinned, tipping his chair a little and showing the gap where his two front upper teeth should have been. "You're in luck."

      No. I don't think so, buddy.

      He chuckled, which made me feel a little guilty for evidently showing my distaste for him. "No," he said. "Not me. I've never been that far north. Too cold." His eyes look up and to the side like he was picturing something in his head. "Wouldn't want to be near those creatures either."

      "Creatures?"

      "Nevermind them." He turned to his right and looked back, then swung back around and looked behind him on his left. "There he is." He nodded toward a couple at a table on the elevated section, opposite the side of the room with the stage. "That's the man you want to talk to." He faced me again. "His name's Sal."

      "Sal?" I wanted to make sure I heard him right. My contact must've been in the mafia or something, I thought.

      "That's right. The woman next to him is his wife, Bibiana."

      "Of course it is."

      "They’re good people," Merritt said.

      "Thanks." I patted the table top a couple times. "You've been a big help."

      "Anytime," he said as I stepped away from the table to head toward Sal and Bibiana. "Come see me when you start to lose that head of hair," he said. "Okay?"

      I raised my hand to acknowledge him but didn't look back.

      Sal raised his mug to me when I approached. "Hello, friend," he said. Bibiana smiled at me. "I haven't seen you in Hyrin before."

      "You're a big one, aren't you," Bibiana said. "My name's Bibiana, and this is Sal."

      "Hello. I'm Den." I glanced back to Merritt, who was looking over at us and waving. "He said I should talk to you two."

      Bibiana leaned to the side to see around me. "Oh, it's Merritt." She waved. "Hi, Merritt!"

      I noticed Sal staring at my hair. "That's not one of his, is it?"

      "What? No. It's mine. I mean, it's my hair."

      "Oh, okay." Sal sounded like he was being polite, which made me wonder for a second how he could possibly think the hair on my head came from some animal trapped from the forest. I probably do need a shower, come to think of it.

      "Have a seat," Bibiana said.

      I pulled out the chair beside me and sat down. "Merritt told me you two are merchants."

      "That's right," Sal said. "What are you looking for? If I don't have it, I can get it."

      Bibiana leaned over the table a little. "We bring things into town from all over."

      Sal glanced at her, then back to me. "She's right. In fact, tomorrow we're heading up north."

      "To Yedia?" I asked.

      "Yes. What are you looking to acquire?"

      "My friends and I…" I looked back across the room toward Alara, Nithia, and Tara who were still seated and enjoying the music, presumably. "Those three by the musicians. We need to go to Yedia."

      Sal and Bibiana looked at each other, then he turned to me. "I see." His tone seemed slightly less friendly.

      "We're just looking for someone to show us the way," I said. "That's all."

      "Mm hmm." Sal stared at me, then peered past my head to look across the room toward the stage. "And all three of those women are going with you?"

      "That's right."

      He looked at Bibiana again. She now had a very judgmental expression.

      "Which one of them is your wife?" he asked.

      My wife? Hadn't thought of it that way. I realized from the way they were looking at each other and how their tone with me had changed that they might be put off if I told them all three were my women. It was an arrangement not generally accepted on Earth, but I hadn't questioned whether it was normal or peculiar in Galderia.

      "Alara," I said, hoping to pass their litmus test. "She's the brunette."

      "Oh. Alright." Sal sounded friendly again.

      "And the other two?" Bibiana asked.

      "Her sisters." The three did refer to each other that way, I thought. So, it was basically true.

      Bibiana smiled. "Oh, that's nice." She looked at my bicep, which even un-flexed strained the sleeve of my shirt. "They're lucky to have a big strong man like you to look after them." She put her hand on Sal's arm and looked at him as she said, "Women need protection nowadays, to keep them pure until they find a husband."

      Sal put his hand atop hers and looked into her eyes. "You're right, dear."

      "So…" I hoped that meant they would let us travel with them to Yedia, though I didn't look forward to trying to keep up the ruse I'd fallen into.

      "Oh, look." Bibiana's face lit up and she waved at someone behind me. "Here come your wife and her sisters."

      Oh, shit.

      I stood up abruptly and turned around just as Tara came up to me, bow strapped to her back. She leaned forward to kiss me, but I thrust my arms out, landing my hands on her shoulders. "Hey, Alara's sister. Glad you three came over." With my eyes bulging, I was trying to tell her, Alara, and Nithia to go along with what I was saying, but I feared one of them was a second away from blurting out something to blow our cover.

      Tara pushed her head forward and shifted her shoulders, trying to get loose from my hands so she could get her lips on me. I made micro movements, shaking my head as I contorted my mouth and flared my eyes at her.

      My blood pressure rose dangerously high as Alara, staff in hand, stepped around me to the table. "Hi. I'm Alara."

      Sal stood up. "Yes. Den's wife. Nice to meet you."

      I spun around and saw Alara looking confused.

      "Yes," I said, putting my arm around her waist. "She's my woman." I glanced at her with my eyes wide open, hoping she'd go along.

      She looked at me and her eyes narrowed.

      With the side of my head facing Sal, I a darted my pupils to the side and back toward her. I felt my face getting warm.

      She exhaled, then looked past me to Sal. "Yes. Den and I have been together ever since I gave in to him begging over and over to be with me." She glanced back at me and smirked.

      I chuckled, but only to play along with her.

      "Wait a minute." Tara pulled me around by my shoulder. "What are you-"

      "Yes." I pushed her closer to Alara, doing so with just enough force to take her off guard, so she couldn't finish talking. "This is one of Alara's two sisters," I said, patting her hip with my hand. "And this is her other sister, Nithia." I nodded to Nithia and felt relieved by the look on her face. She clearly had caught on that this was a situation and I was in a bit of a panic.

      "Hello." Nithia flipped her hand upward to flash her palm to Sal and Bibiana.

      "Sal and Bibiana are married," I said. "They're merchants and I was just talking to them about maybe going with them tomorrow to Yedia."

      "That's right," Bibiana said.

      "And she was saying how good it was that you two travel with Alara and me to…" I felt like my next words might be lighting a fuse to a bomb, but I had to get them out to clue the three of them in on the story. "Make sure you two aren't taken advantage of by anyone."

      Please don't slap me, Tara.

      "She did?" Tara's eyes darted around.

      Alara reached back and placed her hand on Tara's shoulder. "Wouldn't want a man to ruin you before you found the right one."

      Tara huffed, but Alara squeezed her shoulder. "Hey." She pushed Alara's hand away.

      Sal chuckled. "Yes. They're sisters alright. Okay. You four may travel with us to Yedia, but I warn you, it's a long way. Do you have horses?"

      "One," I said, relieved the decision had been made.

      He looked to his wife. "We can make room in the wagon. Can't we?"

      She nodded. "The two of them can squeeze in." She was looking at Tara and Nithia.

      "Alara," Sal said. "You'll ride with your husband. Yes?"

      She looked at me. "Someone has to keep him in line." She smiled and put her arm around me.

      I glanced back to Tara. She was scowling but kept silent.

      "Good," Sal said. "It's settled. We'll meet down here in the morning, at first light. Are you staying next door?"

      "Uh." I realized we hadn't yet found a room for the night.

      Sal looked at the four of us for a second then turned to his wife. "What do you think?" She nodded to him and he waved his hand. "Why not. We have two spare rooms. Our kids are grown."

      Bibiana leaned forward. "Moved all the way down to Woltdel." She shook her head as a thinly masked look of disappointment appeared on her face.

      Sal patted the back of her hand. "It'll be nice to have company. Won't it?"

      She averted her eyes for a moment, possibly holding back a tear, but she nodded, then said, "Yes."

      We all sat down with them and for the next hour the two of them told us about their children, how they'd gotten into the merchant business, and Bibiana's collection of wigs Merritt had made for her—eleven different ones. She promised to show us when we got back to their house.

      "Oh," she said. "And this one, of course." She chuckled at her absent-mindedness as she pointed to her head.

      I pressed my lips firmly together as I recalled how Merritt had said he made the wigs from the hair of critters he trapped.

      "That looks really nice," Alara said without sarcasm or a tinge of laughter, showing more strength than I could have managed.

      "Den," Tara said, setting me to worry again she might tip off Sal and Bibiana. "If I have another nightmare, you'll come in the room for a little while to make me feel…protected, won't you?"

      "I…"

      "I understand, dear," Bibiana said. "My boy used to have them too. Sal or I had sit in the room with him until he fell asleep again."

      Sal turned to Bibiana. "She's a little old for-"

      She bumped him with her arm. "It's okay, Tara. Sometime's we still need someone to check up on us."

      Tara nodded as I glared at her with my hand up to shield my eyes from Sal and Bibiana's view.

      "Sometimes we do," Tara said. "Need that." She flashed her eyes at me.

      I looked at Alara, but she only offered me a shrug.

      "I'm looking forward to seeing your wig collection," Nithia said.

      "Well." Sal tipped his mug and peered into it. "If we're done here, why don't we head back there now. Sooner we all get to bed the better."

      Tara stretched her arms and yawned, though I strongly suspected she was faking it. "I completely agree."
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      "You still awake?" I couldn't see Alara's eyes, the way her head was resting on my chest.

      "Yes."

      "I'll never get tired of doing that with you," I said, as I stroked her dark hair.

      "I hope you don't, husband." I knew she was referring to the assumption Sal and Bibiana had about us, but I didn't mind her using the term, whatever the reason.

      "Are we going to end up like Sal and Bibiana?"

      She slid head back across my chest, so she could look up at me. She looked serious. "I'm not going to start wearing critter wigs."

      I laughed, then she did too.

      "I'd still feel the same about you," I said, drawing a smiled from her. "Though we might have to do it in a darker room from then on."

      She punched me playfully in my stomach.

      "Ouch. I was kidding." I stared at her to get her to wonder what I was going to say next. "We can leave the lights on, for all I care."

      She seemed satisfied with that, but I couldn't help but tease her again. "There's always a pillowcase over the head."

      "Ooh!" She pulled herself up from me, trying to keep from laughing. Then she gave me several under-powered rapid punches in my stomach, just hard enough to annoy me.

      I burst out laughing and she continued until I finally had to grab her wrists to stop her. Then she slid back up onto my chest and kissed me. We kept going at that for a minute or so.

      Someone knocked at our door.

      Alara moved to my side and I sat up to answer. "Who is it?"

      "It's me, Tara." She whispered, but the house was quiet, so I could hear her through the door.

      I glanced to Alara and she rolled her eyes. I got out of bed and walked to the door. Cracking it open, I said, "What is it?"

      Tara leaned her head to get a peek at me. I had nothing on. She flashed her eyebrows up for a split second and grinned.

      "What do you want, Tara? It's late and we've got an early start tomorrow."

      "I…uh…had a nightmare." She grinned again. "I need you to come to my room to help me get to sleep again."

      "You weren't even asleep before. Were you?"

      She averted her eyes from mine and shrugged.

      "Seriously?" I said. "And what about Nithia? She asleep?"

      "Uh…no. She's waiting for you to come back with me." Her eyes looked up and around, avoiding eye contact with me again. "She had a nightmare too."

      I shook my head. "Any chance you go back to your room by yourself if I tell you no?"

      She stared right at me. "Not a chance." A devious smile curled her lips.

      I glanced back to Alara to see if she could offer me any help—maybe tell Tara to go back to sleep or something.

      Alara leaned her head to look past me to Tara. "You two can take him. I'm good. Going to get some nice rest now."

      Betrayed.

      I looked at Tara. Despite Alara throwing me to the vipers, I had to admit Tara had her sexy cranked up to nine. She only wore a pair of dark green panties and the same colored top—a silky half-shirt nighty sort of thing, her long wavy red hair dangling down across the outer curves of her breasts, which were exposed on the sides.

      "Let me grab my shorts," I said.

      "Okay, but you're only going to take them off again."

      I walked over and found my undershorts on the floor and put them on, then went to the door where Tara was still waiting for me.

      "You three have fun," Alara said. "But try to keep it down. I want to get some sleep."

      Shit. I'm going to be tired in the morning.
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      I felt Alara push against my shoulder from behind, making my cheek smush against my pillow.

      "Mm? What? Still tired," I said.

      "Yeah. I'm sure you are after having all three of us last night. Door." She pushed me again, waking me up more.

      "We did that already."

      Someone knocked at the door, and I realized I'd heard a knock a few seconds earlier too.

      "You're going to make me get it, aren't you?"

      Alara didn't answer me. I rolled my head over to glance at her. She appeared to be sleeping, but since she'd been pushing me, I knew she was faking it.

      "Fine." I slid off the side of the bed, turning to plant my feet on the floor as I pushed myself up. Walking to the door, I realized I had nothing on. I reached back to the foot of the bed and stole the top cover to wrap around my waist and cover everything below there.

      Alara moaned in protest, but made the best of the remaining cover, drawing it against her more and rolling her body from one side to the other to tuck the blanket underneath her each way.

      "Who is it?" I leaned toward the door to listen for the response.

      "Nithia."

      Holding my blanket in place with one hand, I opened the door with my other. "I don't know how long it's been, but I think sleep for the rest of the night might be a better idea. Not that the last few hours weren't great."

      She shook her and pushed her hand against my stomach, backing me up as she came into the room.

      I stepped aside to let her past, then I shut the door.

      "We did sleep," she said. "It's morning. Well, almost. It's early, but the sun will be up soon."

      "Oh. Couldn't we have waited until then?"

      "Sorry. I wanted to talk to Alara."

      Alara pulled her blanket down, uncovering her face. "What is it?"

      Nithia went to the bed and sat down where I'd been sleeping. "I want to join the Order."

      "What?" Alara said. "Really?" She sat up and looked at me, then back to Nithia. "Are you sure? Why now?"

      Nithia nodded her head. "I know my place is here, with both of you." She glanced at me for a moment, then turned back to Alara. "I can do more."

      I walked over to the foot of the bed and sat down, pulling my blanket around as I did to keep the bottom of me covered. "You do a lot already. You've helped everyone so much. You should know that."

      "Not as much as I could," she said. "I'm not really a fighter, like either of you or Tara."

      "But you don't have to be," Alara said. "You're valuable for who you are. You are caring. You have knowledge of herbs, of healing, and skills of the woods."

      She shook her head. "I want to do more. To be more."

      Alara looked at me and I shrugged. "You've been wanting this," I said to Alara. "Haven't you?"

      "It's true," she said. "I have wanted to restore the sisterhood. It needs to be done…at some point."

      Nithia scooted closer to Alara. "Teach me. Let me help you. I already know some of the ways of Carnera. I could learn more and help you find others. Isn't that what you want?"

      "You know," I said, "it's not my decision, but I don't see why not."

      "Actually," Alara said. "It is your decision."

      "Huh?" Nithia drew her head back a little.

      "What she said. Huh?"

      Alara took a deep breath, then exhaled. "I am the Priestess of Carnera. So, of course, I must accept your pledge, but Den, as the Guardian of Carnera, must grant you permission."

      Nithia looked at me. "Why does he get to decide?"

      I turned my hands up to signal to her these weren't my rules. "I already told you, I'm fine with it."

      "Wait." Alara spoke with a serious tone. "Both of you need to understand something."

      "What?" Nithia sounded impatient.

      Alara touched her hand. "The reason Den must give his permission too is because you will be first in line."

      "First in line for what?" Nithia asked.

      "First in line to become priestess should anything ever happen to me."

      "Nothing's going to happen to you." Nithia clearly didn't want to entertain such a thought, and neither did I.

      "I'm not saying it will," Alara said. "But the future will happen and we won't know it until then."

      "I still don't understand why that makes it my decision," I said. "I mean, I get that as Guardian I'm connected to the Order, to you, but…"

      "Den," Alara stared intensely into my eyes and I felt uneasy about what she might say next. "I've never told you this because I didn't want you to worry."

      "Okay, I'm worried now. You didn't tell me what?"

      She lowered her gaze for a moment. "My mother accepted the same bond, but she died before the last Guardian."

      "I don't understand," I said.

      "Me neither." Nithia leaned her head down to look Alara in her eyes.

      Alara sat up straight again and looked to Nithia, then to me. "If she hadn't died before the Guardian…his death would've meant hers too."

      Oh, shit.

      "You mean…" I didn't want to say it, hoping I'd misunderstood somehow, but I knew I hadn't.

      "Our lives are bonded, Den," she said. "My life is yours…since the time I summoned you. I live so long as you do. This is the way it has always been for the Priestess of Carnera."

      "That's not right!" I felt my chest tighten and my breathing quickened a little.

      "I'm sorry, Den," Alara said. "I should have told you, but I knew if I had, it would distract you when you needed to stay focused…when you needed to fight."

      "Yeah, it would have! What if something had happened to me?"

      Alara shrugged half-heartedly. "It's the way it's always been. I accepted it when I joined the Order. My mother told me all of this beforehand."

      Nithia leaned forward and hugged Alara, almost tipping both of them back into the headboard.

      "That's just not right," I said, struggling to deal with the responsibility Alara just laid on me. "How could you have let me risk your life…all those times? Ruja's men. The spiders. Saber-Kong!"

      Nithia released Alara and sat back.

      "It's alright, Den," Alara said with a soothing tone. "I accepted this fate long ago, just as my mother had. I am at peace with it."

      "Well, I'm not!" I stood up and began pacing. "I mean, all those time's I jumped in thinking I was protecting you, all of you." I glanced at Nithia. "What if something had happened to me."

      "But you survived," Alara said. "You're the Guardian. You are strong, stronger than you know."

      "But what if it did?"

      "I took an oath when I joined the Order, knowing one day I could be called upon to become the Priestess. It is the life I chose. It is the life I want. You are part of that, and I that has been the best part of it all. I can't regret that. I don't."

      I turned my back to Alara, not to hurt her, but because I was hurting. I didn't know what to do or say. I knew I couldn't undo what was, but I wondered how I could go on, how I could face Thautus Kurg someday if losing meant Alara's life too.

      As I stared at the door, I heard sobbing. I turned around to comfort Alara, but she was holding Nithia. Alara wasn't the one crying.

      I went over to her and joined Alara in putting arms around her. "It's going to be alright." I kissed her on the side of her head as I looked into Alara's eyes. The three of sat together for a few moments until Nithia calmed.

      She reached up and wiped her eyes and Alara and I gave her a little room to do so.

      "No, it's not," she said, looking at me and still sounding tearful.

      "I'll be careful," I said.

      Nithia huffed. "I'm not talking about you."

      "What?" Alara said.

      Nithia spilled a few more tears. "I'm sorry. Of course, I care about you, about both of you, but that's not why I'm crying."

      I took a breath and dove into to the deep end, hoping for the best. "Why are you crying, then?"

      She sniffled, then wiped her eyes. Her lips quivered as she glanced to Alara then back to me. "Because you aren't going to agree to let me join the Order."

      Damn.

      "Is it really something you want to do?" I said, hoping to talk her down from the idea.

      She gave me a stone-cold glare.

      "I see," I said.

      Alara rolled her lips inward a little as she pressed them together and looked at the covers over her legs.

      "What is it?" I asked her.

      "She wouldn't really be in danger," Alara said. "Not any more than we already find ourselves in from time to time, at least." She raised her eyebrows and waited for me to say something.

      "The bond?" I said.

      Alara put her hand on Nithia's. "She wouldn't share that risk. Only the priestess does." She smiled at Nithia, who did the same at her. "And we would gather more women for the Order over time. If anything ever happened to me-"

      "Nothing's going to happen to you," I said.

      "But if something did, Nithia wouldn't have to be the one to take over."

      Nithia evidently noticed how Alara was trying to convince me. "One of the others could. It wouldn't have to be me. I just want to be in the Order, not in charge of it."

      I sighed, realizing they were teaming up on me.

      "She's right," Alara said. "And I can teach her some of our ways. She'll be better able to help me keep you safe."

      "Which means you'd be safer then," I said.

      "Exactly." Alara took hold of my hand and brought it over toward Nithia, placing it on top of Nithia's hand. "Will you allow her?"

      I turned to Nithia. She melted me with her doe eyes. "Please, Den," she said. "I've given this a lot of thought. It's what I want. Deeper purpose." She looked at Alara. "And we're really already sisters. It's where I belong."

      I shook my head. "I can't believe I'm saying this, but I can't take your decision from you. If it's truly what you want…" I turned to Alara and she nodded back at me. "Then I must allow it," I said.

      "Oh, thank you, Den!" Nithia lunged onto me and pushed me back onto the bed with her arms around me. I cherished her embrace, but my stomach felt uneasy and knotted—from my decision and especially from thinking about what Alara told me of our bond, and her life being in my hands.

      Someone knocked on the door, then it opened.

      "Hey," Tara said, stepping inside. "Why didn't you tell me we had time for one more romp before we leave for Yedia?"

      The door opened wider. "Oh, good morning. Are you all ready? Oh!"

      Nithia was still on top of me as I tilted my head back and saw Bibiana. She looked confused.

      "Yeah," I said. "We'll be right down."

      "Oh, okay," she said, backing out through the doorway while still eyeing Nithia and me. "See you all in a few minutes."

      She closed the door and a second later I heard her call for her husband.

      Nithia slid halfway off me but stayed beside me with her hand on my chest. I glanced at her, Tara, and Alara. "I think she's got something to talk about with Sal now, huh?" The three of them laughed, but my thoughts drifted back to what Alara said about our bond. I promised myself I'd stay alive by sheer will if it ever came to it. I stayed on the bed, on my back, thinking, while the three of them started getting dressed. Something's coming. Who? What? I don't know. But, I need to be ready, when the time comes. I can't afford to fail. Not now.
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      Alara walked up to me as I was outside getting Pudding ready for the ride to Yedia. "It's done," she said.

      "Done?"

      "Nithia is a Sister of the Order of Carnera."

      "Just like that? You did the ceremony in the room? Just now?"

      She nodded. "It doesn't take long."

      "Oh. Wow. I guess it's done, then."

      "Hello, my Guardian." Nithia slapped me on my butt as she snuck up behind me.

      I turned around and looked at her, expecting to see something different about her. She was smiling, which was nice—especially after she'd cried back in the room. I hated seeing her so upset. Other than her mood, she looked the same to me—beautiful, caring, still a little hard to figure out.

      The door opened on one side of what Sal and Bibiana called their wagon—it was more like a stagecoach. Tara stuck her head out. "Come on sis."

      Nithia grinned to me and I smiled back then nodded toward her carriage. She flipped her palm up to wave to Alara before hurrying over to get inside with Tara and Bibiana. Sal sat on the outside, just like on an Old-West stagecoach. He had two horses in front to pull them. Bundles of goods were strapped to the top of the carriage, and more on the back.

      Hope we don't get ambushed by gunslinging outlaws on the trail.

      Sal looked back at us, leaning out to peer around the side of his 'wagon'. "You two ready to see Yedia?"

      Alara handed me her staff while she mounted Pudding.

      "Lead the way," I said to Sal, then I tucked Alara's staff through loops I'd made on the side of Pudding's gear and got up behind Alara, wrapping a bit of my cloak around her. She had hers on too, but it was chilly and I knew she'd appreciate the extra layer. Sal told us earlier how cold Yedia can be. He said by the afternoon we'd be at a considerably higher elevation and we'd be grateful to already have our warm clothes on. So, that's how we set out.

      It was the most pleasant leg of our entire journey to Yedia. Feeling Alara's warmth against me as we rode kept the cold at bay. Sal wasn't kidding when he said the climate got more extreme closer to Yedia. It was down-right nipply. And that's not just a figure of speech. I checked Alara several times along the way, which she appreciated at first. But after I started making a regular habit of it, she told me to keep my hands to myself—at least until we camped for the night.

      While Tara and Nithia enjoyed the protection of the enclosed carriage with Bibiana, I felt sorry for them when I heard later that night of Bibiana's incessant chatter on the most peculiar of topics. She even insisted Tara try on one of her critter-hair wigs at one point. She'd brought three spares with her—said she liked to change them out for different occasions.

      After camping for the night, I was happy to learn from Sal we'd arrive that second evening. Sal drove his horses hard, though he fed them well and brushed them down at every rest we took throughout each day. Pudding had no trouble keeping. She stood several hands higher than the other two horses and wasn't about to let them show her up.

      The last two hours we rode across tundra, leaving most of the trees well behind us. But a scattered few coniferous trees defied the landscape, towering over it. They must have been there long ago, I thought. Maybe the area looked different back then.

      I first saw the sea off to our right. It was distant but swallowed the horizon. As we continued northward, more of the water came into view. I was amazed at the vastness of the blue-green expanse and captivated by flashes of lightning splitting the dark clouds miles out over the water. Veering to the west for another half hour, skirting the coastline, we finally came to Yedia.

      Darguna, Pertlass, and Hyrin looked like fairground play villages for kids compared to Yedia. A quarter mile in front of us, a massive stone wall ran from the edge of the sea several thousand feet inland, curving away from us out of sight—presumably going around the city. Starting at the shore, towers rose thirty feet or more above the wall every few hundred feet. Directly ahead of us, two strips of small wooden buildings bordered a dirt road leading a few hundred feet to a massive gate in the wall.

      "I've never seen such a place," Alara said.

      "It's huge. I hope we'll be able to find her."

      "And see what they know about dragons."

      We rode behind Sal's stagecoach between the small wooden buildings, most of which appeared to be shops. There were boarded up merchant stalls and some of them had covered side patios with a few empty tables.

      "There's nobody in them," Alara said.

      She was right. They looked abandoned, either shut down for the season or no longer used, left to decay in the salty wind coming in from the sea.

      We followed Sal until we came to the gate, heavy metal bars forming a grid twenty feet high, but still only half the height of the wall itself. An equally-sized paid of wooden doors stood behind the bars. I heard flags being whipped by the wind. Looking up, I saw there was one on either side of the gate, at the top of the wall. They were bordered in red, yellow in the center, with something red in the middle of the yellow. I stared at one of the flags, waiting for the wind to stretch it out so I could see it more clearly. It curled over onto itself then snapped out straight for a moment. A dragon. Jan was right.

      Sal's coach stopped and I watched him climb down and walk up to the gate. He reached through the bars on one side and knocked against the wooden door.

      "Guess they don't have a doorbell," I said.

      Alara tilted her head back a little. "The wind would make it sound all the time."

      "No, I meant…Yeah. Okay. You're right."

      A small square inset into the door opened and Sal said something to whoever was on the other side. Then he returned to his driver's seat. A few moments later the two large doors slowly opened and the gate began to lift.

      Sal directed his horses to head through and Alara and I followed. As we rode through a guard holding a bladed polearm scowled at Alara and me.

      I smiled at him. "We're with Sal."

      He held the look on his face and said nothing.

      "There's a guy who loves his job," I said, after we'd left him behind us a good ten feet.

      I could hear the bustling activity of the town ahead. The wall seemed to keep most of the wind outside, and now through the gate, the noises were no longer drowned under the cold winds from the sea.

      Sal's coach veered to the right, following the road and then I saw my first real glimpse of Yedia. Hundreds of people were walking around, going into shops or houses—I couldn't tell which—carrying baskets of fruit and vegetables, talking to one another, and generally going about whatever business they had. I couldn't see the end of it all. The road we were on split, and then farther down it split again, more single-story houses and shops and probably every other sort of place lined the sides of every avenue.

      I nodded to a woman who walked nearby with her child beside her, each of them carrying a sack of something. She glanced at me, then took her child by his wrist and walked away from us. I waved to a few other people, but nobody responded.

      Sal took us down a few streets then pulled in next to an empty market stall. He hopped down and waved to us. "This is our place!"

      We rode Pudding up beside the stall and dismounted, fixing her lead to one of the posts. Tara and Nithia got out of the carriage, followed by Bibiana.

      "How was the ride?" I asked Tara when she came over.

      She gave me an evil look and walked past me. Nithia came behind her and gave me a shrug. "We heard a lot of interesting stuff on the way."

      Tara turned around, still scowling.

      "And Tara got to try on one of Bibiana's wigs," Nithia said, clearly getting a kick out of Tara's torment. "Didn't you, Tara?"

      Bibiana walked by. "She looked wonderful."

      Sal and Bibiana started unloading goods from their wagon, and we chipped in to make it go faster, and to show our gratitude for them taking us to Yedia.

      "We'll be here for several days," Sal said. "You're welcome to come by anytime, but do you know where you're going?"

      "We're looking for someone," I said. "A woman who recently came here."

      "A Yedian?" Sal asked.

      "No. She's…not from around here, like me."

      "Ah, well. You might want to try the Great Hall, in the city center. They hold big parties every few nights. Most out-of-towners find there way there. It's quite a spectacle." He looked off to the side for a moment. "Yes. Should be one tonight, actually." He pointed down the road. "That way. Then take a left. You'll run into it eventually. Hard to miss."

      "Thanks."

      "Oh, one thing," he said. "Yedians have their own ways. Try not to draw too much attention. They let outsiders in because of the trade." He glanced to some of the goods we'd unloaded. "But many of them would rather we go away." He shrugged. "Don't really get it, but there it is."

      I told him thanks again, then helped get the rest of the goods off the carriage and into his market stall. When we were done, Alara, Nithia, Tara, and I said our goodbyes and walked toward the city center.

      We found our way there twenty minutes later, getting two greetings and at least ten cold shoulders from townspeople on the way. I hoped the mood inside the Great Hall was better. I thought it might be since Sal said it was the happening place.

      "Get a few rounds in them, and a lot of people lighten up," I said, looking at the entrance to a medieval-looking version of a Comic-Con venue.

      We watched about the twentieth Yedian stroll by wearing an outlandish outfit which I knew wasn't what they wore to the office every day, or to whatever job—gathering stone for wall repairs, growing vegetables in the tundra, teaching children to scowl.

      "Or they start punching people," Tara said.

      I glanced at her to make sure she didn't still blame me for the long ride listening to Bibiana talk about her wigs. She was eyeing the passers-by.

      "Good, point," I said. "Well, let's join the party."

      Two minutes inside and I questioned why there wasn't a cover charge at the door. The place was music, dancing, drinks, smiles, and wild-ass costumes, including many which generously put the ass component on display. The only things missing were the DJ and glow sticks.

      If a college babe from Austin was in Yedia, I thought, she'd be in here somewhere. But with a sea of people, I knew it was going to take a while to find her. We decided to split up. Alara said she might be able to sense something from the woman because of the summoning connection. Nithia said she go with her. Tara claimed she would do her best to scout the place for the woman, but I could tell she was entranced by the flash and fun of the party. I suggested we meet in the center of the auditorium-sized room by a massive u-shaped banquet table I could see in the distance. We agreed to roam for twenty minutes, then find each other there.

      We fanned out, and I headed into the sea of people. The farther into the room I went the more I experienced the friendlier side of Yedians. With little room to stand, let alone walk and look around for someone whose face I didn't even know, bodies brushed against me from every direction. The men acted like I was an old friend and the women acted like they wanted to take me home. More than one person shoved a drink at me, but I tried to stay focused.

      We'd come all this way to save a woman I'd never met, but after my run-in with Ms. Thompson and her dark lord headmaster, I knew I had to find every last person from Earth before she could vamp them to feed her power-hungry fantasy. I scanned the crowd and excused my way between people who were dancing, talking, or gazing around the room bleary-eyed. Standing an inch or two above most everyone helped my search, but I began to get frustrated after several minutes and only getting halfway to the center of the room. The next drink offered into my hand, I accepted and slammed down half of it as I began to think my plan woefully inadequate.

      I kept up the search, but less optimistically. Five minutes later, I broke through the crowd into a small island oasis, free from the shoving and bumping. I was next to the large u-shaped table I'd seen. Only a few of the forty or so seats were taken. A spread of food larger than a Vegas buffet ran the entirety of the table. Around the area, serving as a wall for the oasis, a heavily padded couch extended in a huge semicircle. I'd stumbled in through the only opening from the main floor.

      As I stepped up to the table and grabbed the back of one of the empty chairs, a woman cleared her throat to get my attention. I turned around to the couch and saw her shaking her head. Smoking hot. Brown hair cut to her shoulder, big breasts on a petite frame. I noticed her shoulders curled inward a little. Makes sense. She had a diagonally-cut skirt that covered one of her legs down to just above her knee and did a much less thorough job on her other. She knew enough to keep her knees together, which made her all the more attractive to me.

      "I wouldn't if I were you," she said.

      "No?"

      "Nope."

      Nope? I wondered if any other Galderian talked that way, or if it was just part of the magical language skill bestowed on me through the summoning which made me hear her talk like that.

      She tilted her head and stared at me. "You okay? You seem lost."

      "I just needed a break from the crowd."

      "Tell me about it."

      Okay. That's not Galderian.

      "I'm Den…Dennis." I wanted to ask if she was from Earth, but I decided to give her a minute. If she was, I'd find out. If she wasn't, I wouldn't come off so weird.

      "Allison." She waved. "You're not from around here, are you?"

      "How can you tell?"

      "For starters, you almost sat at the champions' table. Big no-no. Everyone in Yedia knows that."

      I looked at the table, then down at the three men sitting near the u-shaped bend. Each of them wore similar clothes—red and yellow, military looking. I remembered the flags on the wall by the gate.

      I turned back to Allison. "Thanks." She had a long coat, maybe a cloak beside her. I looked at the spot on the other side of her. "That seat taken?"

      She suddenly looked nervous. "Uh. No…but I'm waiting for…"

      "Boyfriend? Husband?"

      "My…" She glanced around, then looked at me again. "I guess you can sit for a minute. Sorry. I didn't mean to be rude."

      "Thanks." I sat down next to her and exhaled audibly. The couch felt great.

      "Long day?"

      "Long couple of weeks." I turned to her to her gauge her reaction. "What about you? How's your life been going for the last week, or two?"

      She drew her head back a little when I emphasized the word ‘two’. "Okay. I'm going to say something that might sound a little crazy. If it does, please just ignore it. Okay?"

      "Try me," I said. "Crazy I can understand."

      She held her hand up with her pinky and index finger extended, and her two middle fingers curled down with her thumb over them. "Hook 'em horns?"

      "Holy shit. Yeah." I mirrored the gesture used by students and fans of UT Austin, my college and evidently Allison's too. "Right back at you."

      "Oh, my god!" Her large boobs dipped as she breathed out in relief. "I thought I was the only one."

      I shook my head. "No. You're not alone. I came here to find you."

      "Oh, Dean!" She threw herself onto me and held on tight.

      "It's Den," I said as best I could, while she squeezed the air out of me. I suffered through it, though. The feel of her giant breasts against my chest made it worthwhile. She began kissing me all over the side of my face.

      "What's going on?" a man said from behind me. He sounded extremely pissed.

      Allison jumped back from me.

      Three men stood behind my rival suitor. They looked pissed too. At least they back up their man, I thought. Not good news for me, though.

      I glanced at her and could see she was scared. "Boyfriend?"

      "Hello, Mettin," she said. Her hand shook as she held it out toward me. "This is Dean."

      "Den," I said, feeling heated at seeing her fear of the man.

      "Right. Den. He's from my hometown."

      Mettin looked at me. "Is that right?"

      I could tell it was a rhetorical question, but I didn't want to sit quietly through the interrogation and leave the outcome up to him. "Yeah. We go way back. Matter of fact, we were just talking about taking a trip back. It's been too long."

      Mettin stared at me for a moment, but to his credit, he restrained his obvious desire to punch me in my face. I felt the same way about him, but I wasn't sure if I was going to hold back.

      Eight more of his buddies walked up behind the other three. All their clothes matched the three sitting at the table. They got up too and walked over. Allison and I were surrounded.

      "You leave me no choice," he said. I wasn't sure if he was talking to me, or her. If he meant me, I was fucked. His old-school Cobra Kai buddies would see to that, I thought. Maybe he'll dump her on the spot? That'd be a lucky break.

      He glanced back to his dojo friends and nodded. I reached for my sword, but too many of them jumped on me before I could get it out of the sheath. I struggled, but starting from the couch made it impossible to fight them off. I broke a finger or two and gave two of them a nice facelift with the front of my skull, but the managed to subdue me with three of them on each side holding my arms and a couple on each leg.

      "Enough!" Mettin said. I looked over and saw he had Allison by her arm and a blade in his hand. "Don't make me reclaim her honor with her blood. It's the last thing I want to do."

      "Then don't!" I said, pulling against the men restraining me.

      "So, you accept?" he said.

      "What the fuck are you talking about?"

      "We will fight in the arena. Honor will be restored." He looked at her. "And she will go with her rightful champion."

      "I'm going to kill you, you son of a bitch!"

      "Good," he said. "You accept."

      I tried to break free again, but there were too many of his friends holding me. "What is it, guns at high noon, then?"

      "Guns?" He turned to some of his men and the shrugged. "Take him to the arena. I'll be along in a minute. I'm going to get a drink and have a talk with her first."

      I watched Allison cringe as he stepped closer to her. His men dragged me away despite my efforts to get free. They pulled me through the crowd, most of whom stepped back to clear a path. I couldn't see Allison anymore and I looked around frantically for Alara, Nithia, or Tara, but most of the room had been oblivious to my encounter with Mettin and his men. A few seconds later, his buddies dragged me through a door and tossed me over a balcony. I fell fifteen feet onto my back.

      I coughed to recover, when I could breathe again, I sat up and looked around. I was on a wooden floor of a circular pit, a hundred feet across. There were no doors or ways out of any kind. The wall around the perimeter was shear. I stood up and a few seconds later throngs of people started coming into the upper level where I'd been thrown from. They spread out around the railing and stared down at me. They were noisy and seemingly excited.
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      I stepped back toward the center of the arena so I could see more of the people still filling in along the balcony to watch. I looked for any of my women. I wondered if they knew what had happened—where I was. I knew if Alara spotted me the two of us might be able to fight our way out somehow, maybe with Tara and her bow. I couldn't see them. People were screaming and cheering, apparently eager for the evening's entertainment to start.

      Then I saw a rope ladder unfurl from the balcony. The crowd roared as Mettin climbed down. When he reached the bottom of the arena someone pulled the ladder up and he walked toward me, pulling his sword from its sheath. He slashed diagonally at the air in front of him as he approached.

      He stopped several feet in front of me. "Draw your sword," he said, holding his vertically in front of him.

      "I don't want to fight you," I said, but I was lying. I wanted to kick the shit out of the guy, but my life at risk meant Alara's life was at risk. Even if I could take him, the stakes were too high.

      "You don't have a choice," he said. "Unless you plan to stand there while I run my sword through your gut."

      "Shit. No. Not part of my plan."

      I didn't figure him for a man to change his mind, especially with hundreds of people looking down waiting for us to go at each other.

      I pulled my sword from its sheath. "I still say this is a big misunderstanding." I glanced around one last time to see if I could see Alara or Nithia or Tara, but there were too many people and too much commotion for me to take the time to sort through everyone. Screw it. If he's going to force it, then I'm going to make him pay.

      "No, sir. This is about honor. Yours and mine." He glanced to the people watching from the balcony around the arena. "They will see we both stand to defend our reputations. That is why we are here."

      "Actually," I said. "I'm here because your buddies dragged away." I glanced to the balcony. "And tossed me over that railing. But potato potahto. Right?"

      He did answer, except to step up and start swinging. He was fast, but I duck or parried his first few attempts, then I gave it back to him. Our swords clanged over and over as each of us fought to draw first blood. Then I cut his off hand but only slightly. He'd sloppily left it floating between us as our blades met and mine slid off his. He shook his cut hand, but paused for less than a second before coming at me again with swings and thrusts. Again, I drew on some previously buried memories of swashbuckling films—moving with the spirits of Errol Flynn and Douglas Fairbanks.

      But then he outdid my Inigo Montoya with his Man-in-Black agrippa technique, closing the distance between us and striking me in my jaw with the pommel of his sword. I lost focus for a second and he swung down toward my body. At the last instant, I contorted to get my sword across me to stop his blade, but the force of his swing caused my hand to slip from the grip of my sword. He followed up with a step forward and another swing at me, but I jumped back to get clear of it.

      Then he stopped, seeing I'd lost my weapon.

      I eyed my sword on the ground behind him.

      "I'm not going to win that way," he said, stepping back a few feet while keeping his eyes on me. He bent down and reached over with his free hand to pick up my sword. "Here," he said, standing up and tossing my sword to me.

      I caught it and wiped the sweat from my brow with my forearm. "It really is about honor with you, isn't it?"

      He nodded toward my sword. "You ready?"

      "If we're still doing this, then, yes. I guess I am."

      He charged me, swinging his sword overhead. I parried it, sidestepping his advance. With our blades to my right, I clocked him with a left hook. Sweat and blood spewed from his mouth and he staggered, dragging the tip of his sword across the floor.

      He pulled a dagger from the back of his belt and came at me crouched over with both weapons.

      He brought his sword in first and I knocked it aside. He let go of it and followed through with his charge catching my sword arm with his free hand and thrusting his dagger toward my stomach with his other. I grabbed his wrist, as the tip of his blade pierced my hip. I held his hand back so he couldn't get the point in more than a quarter of an inch—but it still stung like a bitch.

      Each of us holding the other man's wrist, we scrambling to overcome one another. After a few seconds, he plunged his body into mine, knocking us both to the ground. When I fell back and my sword arm hit the wood beneath us, my sword slipped from my hand and slid several feet away.

      Both of us focused on controlling his dagger, we tumbled and rolled, straining to ply the blade to our advantage.

      Seconds past, then I wrested the dagger from his hands and threw my elbow across his face, stunning him just enough for me to get the blade against his throat. I let it knick the skin as I fell across his chest, putting his my down onto one of his grasping arms. He threw his hand against my neck and pushed his thumb in hard against my throat. I coughed then jerked my head to slip from his clenching fingers. Staying just shy of the artery,  pressed the blade a hair more, making it clear to him he must yield or die.

      "I'd rather not take your life," I said. "But you must yield!"

      He flexed hopelessly against my weight. He punched me in my ribs, but I held the blade steady.

      "Yield, damnit!"

      He dropped his free arm to the floor and ceased his struggle. "I yield. Now, kill me."

      I grinned from relief. "Not today." I removed the blade from his neck and tossed it aside. I got off of him and knelt beside him, catching my breath. "You're one tough son of a bitch. You know that?"

      He turned his head to look at me. "Why didn't you kill me?"

      I shook my head. "I never wanted to fight you in the first place. You may be a bit of an asshole, but as long as we're cool now, I'd rather save my killing for someone else."

      "I don't deserve it," he said. "But I'm glad to be living." He rested his head on the floor and looked up at the ceiling. The crowd cheered, apparently satisfied at the spectacle. "In front of my people, you've defended your honor." He took a couple of breaths. "And by waging my life to protect my name, I've done the same." He looked over to me again. "Our dispute is resolved. I relinquish Allison to you."

      Huh? "She's her own woman. She's not mine. And she's not yours." I stood up and walked over to him, reaching down to offer him a hand to get up. "If we can agree on that, then let's get the hell out of here."

      He took my hand and I helped him to his feet. The crowd erupted in even louder cheers. He turned around and waved to them, then held his hand out to point to me.

      I bowed my head slightly.

      He chuckled at me. Then he walked over and picked up both our swords and brought mine to me. "You will come to my home for dinner," he said, as he handed it to me.

      "Really? After we just tried to kill each other?"

      He glanced back to where I'd pinned him with his dagger to his throat, then looked at me. "It couldn't get much worse, could it?"

      I chuckled. "I suppose not."

      "And Allison will be your companion at dinner," he said. "Not mine. She is no longer with me, but you both are welcome at my home."

      "I'm here with some friends," I said.

      "Yedians?"

      "No. Out-of-towners, like me. More or less."

      "Then they will come too. I will tell you about the history of our people."

      "Thanks, Mettin." I looked up at the crowd. Some of them were still watching us, most had returned to whatever they were doing before our headliner event. "Now I just have to find them…Allison."

      "Allison will be up there, waiting for you. My friends and I will help you find the others."

      "Yeah, they seemed pretty eager to help before." I gave Mettin a look a disapproving look, but he only laughed in response.
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      Mettin gave us a tour of his place, a two-story stone beachfront spread. Like all the other champions of the city, he lived on the northernmost part of town, on the only side of the city which didn't have a wall. He showed us the view from the balcony at the back of his house—the Yedian sea, he called it. Then he told us it was the northernmost part of the Sea of Ronak. The waters looked much rougher than what I remembered from the port of Pertlass. I asked him what was across the sea from us. He gave me a deadly serious look and said, "Dragons. And we leave that part of the world to them."

      I asked him if he could tell me more about them, but he said refused and said we should go inside for dinner. He had house staff who had prepared our meal, which I learned was one of the perks he and his fellow champions had earned for their years of service defending the Yedian coast—against what he wouldn't say. I couldn't help but wonder if it was from the dragons.

      The food tasted amazing—fish, something like lobster, vegetables swimming in a cream sauce. But the best part was looking around the table seeing all of my women safe and happy. Allison even looked fairly comfortable once she accepted Mettin meant what he said, that she was free from him and could come and go with me, or if I chose, on her own. I let her know right away that I didn't do slaves, and she was her own woman. But she stayed close to me, which didn't surprise me. After all, I was the only person from back home she'd seen she arriving in Galderia.

      Mettin kept to his word and told us much of the history of Yedia, including how they came to cross the Sea of Ronak and settle the city we were in. They'd once lived where the dragons now reigned. I tried to get more out of him about the creatures, but he wouldn't say more, not even when I told him of the small one captive in Pertlass, though I could tell hearing that news troubled him deeply.

      "We keep to ourselves up here," he said. "Pertlass will have to deal with the creature, but it is not our concern."

      I asked him for any tips I could pass on to the people of Pertlass, but he replied he had none.

      So much for help on that front.

      He was much more open when I asked him about his skills and training as a warrior. He told me his father made the decision to join the Yedian military for him when he was very young and he's loved it ever since. He shared some of the training he went through, and when he was finished I told him I'd be honored if we could train together some before my women and I left the city. He enthusiastically agreed.

      All of us talked away the better part of the evening, and then Tara said she was tired. Nithia agreed. Mettin offered for us to stay the night in his home, pointing out he had many available rooms. I thanked him and it was settled.

      Nithia and Tara retired to one of the rooms.  Alara, Allison, and I were given the other one in the same hall. Mettin bid us goodnight and went to the other side of the house.

      The three of us stood in the room staring at the one large bed in the middle of it.

      "Den," Allison said, "can I stay with you until we find a way home?"

      Alara looked at me. I could tell she was waiting to see what I'd say.

      "You mean, back to Austin?" I said.

      "Yes." She nodded. "There has to be a way home." She looked at Alara. "If you don't mind. I just don't want to be on my own. Not here. Not in this world. I know there's a way home. We just have to keep looking until we find it."

      I pressed my lips tight and looked at Alara.

      "I'm not making a play for him," Allison said to Alara. "I mean, yeah, he's a stud muscle. Definitely, but that's not why I'm asking to stick with you two, and your friends.

      She turned to Allison. "You really just want to go home?"

      "More than anything," Allison said. "I don't mean to offend you. I know he's with you. I'm not trying to take him away from you." She looked at me. "You're probably happy here. I mean, with her, I'm sure you are. But for me…"

      Alara nodded. "I know what you mean. It's okay."

      I felt like I was walking on eggshells. Alara and I both knew I could send her back to Earth, but I had enough sense and respect for Alara not to volunteer my services.

      "Thank you," Allison said. "I'd do anything to get home."

      "Den," Alara said. "I know you wouldn't bring this up yourself, but I'm going to. There's no sense in making her suffer when you could help her."

      "What do you mean?" Allison said, darting her eyes back and forth to Alara and me.

      Alara stepped over and closed the bedroom door. "I'm going to tell you something which you're going to find hard to believe, but it's true. But I want you to know first, what you decide is entirely up to you. No one here is going to make you do anything you don't want to do."

      "Maybe you should sit down," I said to Allison.

      She sat on the end of the bed and I stayed several feet away, leaning against the dresser to give her space as Alara told her the basics of how she came to be in Galderia—about the summoning and my destiny, and how she wasn't meant to be brought here. Allison listened intently. Then Alara gave her the punchline.

      "Are you saying that," she looked at me. More accurately, she looked at my groin. "That is how I can get home?"

      The thought occurred to me to say 'that's where the magic is', or something like that, but I mentally smacked myself and kept silent.

      Alara nodded. I know it's bizarre, but it's true.

      "And you're suggesting I do that? Him?" she said to Alara.

      "Only if you want to," she said. "But it's the only way we know of to get you back."

      I waited in silence for Allison's reaction, expecting her to freak out any moment.

      She looked at me, then back to Alara. Both of us waited for Allison to decide—or flip the hell out.

      "Well, yeah! He's hot. I'm game." She quickly reigned in her enthusiasm, apparently in an effort to keep from offending Alara. "If it's okay with you two."

      I was smart enough to let Alara answer first.
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      Alara and I lay on the bed listening to faint sounds of Tara and Nithia moving about in their room next door. It was morning. Our room had a small horizontal slit on one wall, near the ceiling. It was barely enough to let air flow through, but I could see a sliver of light shining into our room and onto the opposite wall.

      Allison was gone, back on Earth, in Austin presumably. I wondered if anyone would believe her if she told them what had happened to her. I gave her Sydney's and Monica's names before getting into it with her last night. It was awkward, telling her I'd done the same thing with them, but she seemed reassured, and I wanted her to have someone back home who could understand what she went through. At least they wouldn't think her crazy. I suggested to her that she could find them if she wanted to do so. I told her they went to the university.

      "What a night, huh?" Alara said, both of us looking at the ceiling.

      After I'd sent Allison home, Alara and I slept for a few hours, then she woke me up and we made love. I was glad she'd done so. I wasn't sure how she had taken my being with Allison, while she walked out to the balcony overlooking the sea. She said she didn't mind. She told me she considered it part of my destiny, one of my other roles as the Guardian. I couldn't say anything to that, so I just held her and told myself I was the luckiest man in Galderia.

      "Crazy," I said. "I was just thinking about what we're going to do now."

      "Yes?"

      "Well, we came to Yedia to find Allison."

      "And send her home, which you've done."

      I glanced at her and saw she was smiling. "Yes. But there's still the matter of the dragon in Pertlass. Mettin must know something which could help, but he doesn't want to talk about it."

      "You can ask him again today," she said.

      "Yeah. I should. I did spare his life, after all."

      "And about crossing the sea…not that we need to do that now, but maybe at some point. But not now."

      I could tell she regretted bringing up the inevitable trip to Thautus Kurg's dominion. "It has to happen at some point."

      "It would be good to know a little more," she said. "How we might get over there a little safer."

      "You're right. We can't do it down south, where he's more active. It would have to be up here."

      We both lay there for a few moments, saying nothing more about my destiny to face Kurg, but I knew we were both thinking about it.

      "I still can't believe that happened to you," she said, changing the subject. "And it was for their entertainment?" Unbelievable."

      "Yeah. Not for him though."

      "I know. His honor." She blew out a puff of air. "Men."

      "I tried to talk him out of it." I turned to her. "Knowing of our bond, I hated being forced to fight him."

      "But you won."

      "Yeah."

      She nudged me in my side. "Because you’re my champion." She giggled and nudged me some more. It tickled.

      I grabbed her arm. "Stop it." Then I gently poked her in the side to make her squirm too.

      Someone pounded on the door to our bedroom.

      "What?" Alara said. "Who's that?"

      More pounding boomed through the door.

      "Get up!" Mettin said. "Now!"

      Alara and I hurried out of bed. "What is it?" I said, loud enough for him to hear me.

      "The city! It's under attack!"

      "What does he mean?" Alara scrambled to slip on some clothes as fast as she could.

      I didn't bother to get dressed before opening the door halfway. Mettin was already back down the hall. "Mettin!"

      He stopped running and turned around. "I must go and join the others. The city is in great danger."

      "Can we help?"

      "We'll take all the hands we can get. From what I've been told, we've never faced such a force before."

      He looked panicked, which, knowing how extensive his military experience was, gave me a great deal of concern over what the city might be facing.

      "We'll join in the fight," I said. "Where is the attack? What part of the city are they coming at?"

      "The south wall, but they haven't broken through. I think it's only a matter of time, though. I have to go. I'm sorry." He turned and ran off, shouting to one of his servants to bring his armor to him.

      Tara and Nithia were standing outside their room, already dressed. "The city's under attack?" Nithia said, apparently shocked by the news.

      "Tara looked at me. "I'll get my bow and meet you outside by your horse."

      "Yeah," I said. "Let me throw on my pants." I was standing in the hall naked. "Nithia, go down with Tara and see what you can find out. We'll be right behind you. Wait for us, though."

      "Got it," she said.

      Tara came back out of their room with her bow in her hand and her quiver on her back.

      Nithia nodded to her, and the two of them ran downstairs.

      Alara and I met them a minute later, now fully dressed. Tara had mounted Pudding, and Nithia sat atop another horse, she evidently took from Mettin's stable. He was nowhere in sight, but we could see numerous armed Yedians running south through the city. Alara got on Nithia's horse, and I joined Tara on Pudding.

      I turned to Nithia. "I don't want you getting too close to the fighting, okay."

      She nodded to me.

      "But I don't want to leave you here," I said. "Tara, when we get closer and see what's going on, make sure you two find someplace safe. Keep your distance and use your bow."

      "I will," she said, then we rode across town, using the Yedian warriors running toward the battle to find our way.

      We reached the city's south wall and saw scores of men and women on the wall walk shooting arrows and releasing loads from heavy wooden ballistic machines at whatever they faced from the other side. Yet more were making their way to the top, climbing the open-air stairs off to the sides or scaling ladders leaned against the wall in the middle. Several Yedians had fallen to their deaths, or maybe after dying at the top of the wall.

      Yedian warriors shouted to direct their fellow defenders to different positions on the wall. I heard men overhead screaming. I glanced up to the top of the wall. Yedians swung their swords against something coming over from the outside, but I couldn't see what they were fighting.

      I dismounted near one of the ladders. "Nithia, I want you to take cover somewhere. Don't go up there."

      She nodded and glanced around. There were injured on the ground and many of the Yedian civilians were running about in panic. "I'll see what I can do here."

      "I'm going to head up there." Tara pointed to the top of one of the towers built into the wall. "I'll have a better shot."

      "Right," I said. "Alara?"

      She'd already dismounted. "I'm coming up there with you, but I'll take the stairs." She held up her staff clearly to indicate it would be hard to climb the ladder with it in her hand.

      "Okay," I said to all three of them. "But if you need to, fall back into the city. We don't even know what we're facing yet."

      I scaled the ladder, even as another man fell past screaming. He'd just lost an arm. I caught a glimpse of the bloody stump below his shoulder. I heard strange noises through the wall and then a thunderous crash against it from the other side. Dust and debris sprayed out and down over me as I balanced the ladder with both my hands to keep it from falling.

      I looked off to the side and saw Alara making her way up the stone stairs. I wanted to tell her to stop, to go back down and stay with Nithia somewhere safe, but she was too far away and there was too much noise for her to hear me if I'd tried to call out to her. I climbed the ladder, needing to see what enemy could be so overwhelming.

      I heard a heavy thumping sound below and looked back to see several men cranking down the arm of a catapult. I continued to climb, moments later hearing a loud snap. A massive rock flew past me. I felt the air rush against my side as it went by to sail over the wall and onto the enemy outside the city.

      As I pulled myself up from the last runs of the ladder, I saw the top of a tower in the distance, beyond the wall, past the battlefield. The sorcerer's tower! How?

      Several men stood in front of men against the rising edge of the wall, a few shooting arrows downward and the others wielded swords or polearms against giant hairy monstrous legs.

      Fucking spiders!

      One of the creature’s legs plunged over the top of the wall and slammed into one of the men, sending him flying off the wall back a hundred feet or more. I averted my eyes before he hit the ground, then I drew my sword and raced into the spot where he'd been. I swung my blade at the monster, cleaving off the bottom third of its leg. With the men beside me jabbing and stabbing at the creature's body, I chopped and hacked another of its legs in two. The giant spider fell from the wall and as I watched it go down I finally saw all of the other forces arrayed against us.

      Several more giant spiders advanced on the wall, a few already climbing up the side down to the right of my position. Two equally gigantic centipedes twisted there way over the ground toward us. To my left, maybe fifty feet away, a large floating blob with dozens of eyes, all of different sizes, rose to face the men at the top of the wall. They shot arrows at it when it was coming up, but when it got closer to them they all stopped shooting or spearing at it. Then, I watched in horror as three of the men climbed onto the edge of the wall and stepped off, plummeting to their deaths.

      A blast of light burst through the air from the top of the wall to my right and exploded onto one of the giant spiders below. I looked over and saw Alara standing beside several Yedians shooting arrows onto the attacking creatures. Then I looked further back, to the tower Tara had said she was going up. She was there, a good distance from the wall, out of the monsters' reach. I watched her release an arrow, then she quickly drew another from her quiver and notched it on her bow's string.

      A thunderous blow struck the wall and I shifted my feet to keep my balance. I peered down over the edge to see what it was. Standing at the base of the wall, a humanoid creature, apparently made of stone, pounded his fists against the wall. The wall shook again but seemed to be holding.

      The fight raged on. More spiders, as well as the centipedes, climbed the wall. The floating blob of eyeballs sent several more men to their deaths, but others shot arrows into it, and it looked like it might be weakening, though it mesmerized two more Yedians into joining the pile of bodies on the tundra below.

      In a lull of the threat directly against me, I scanned the battlefield to see how many monsters there were. At first, I thought we might be taking down their numbers enough to hope for victory soon, but then I saw more crawling toward us from the direction of the sorcerer's tower, and another stone golem was on its way too.

      I glanced back at the people still running through the city. More Yedians were coming to join the fight. I saw a woman run up to a small child and scoop him up to carry away to safety. I spotted Nithia helping an injured woman away from the wall, her arm draped over Nithia's shoulders. They scrambled past another rock throwing machine being wheeled into position by a team of six men. They're going to fight for their city, I thought. But it may not be enough.

      The I spotted another creature coming toward the wall, twice the size of a man. It seemed to have come from the top of the tower. It flew toward us, flapping red wings, its tail undulating to guide its flight. I recognized it as the small red dragon which had been caged in Ruja Kurg's stronghold in Pertlass, the creature that ripped him to shreds in front of me.

      It flew toward me, with its talons stretched open. It let out a great shrieking sound, momentarily stunning me. I recovered a split second before its razor-sharp claws tore into me. I ducked clear of its grasp, but the Yedian man beside me didn't move in time. The dragon hooked into the man's chest and carried him from the wall. I heard the man screaming for a moment, but then his cry abruptly ended.

      The dragon dropped the lifeless body and swooped down toward the scattering people in the streets below. They ran in horror as the dragon pluck another from the ground only to release him a few seconds later, sending him flying into the side of one of the buildings nearby.

      I decided to leave defense of the wall to the other men and go after the dragon. I watched it swoop and turn, trying to see where it would fly to next. It flew back toward the wall and I looked to gauge where it would pass by, so I could be there with my sword. But then it changed its path, I glanced ahead of it.

      No!

      "Alara! It's coming for you!"

      She didn't hear me over the screams and the sounds of battle. I ran along the wall as fast as I could, only barely keeping from falling over the inside edge.

      "Alara!"

      She heard me, but looked to me and not the dragon which was nearly upon her. Still running I thrust my sword forward to get her to look the other way and see the creature.

      It worked. She turned her head and used her staff to blast a beam of blinding white light at the approaching dragon.

      I blinked to adjust my eyes so I could see what had happened. Alara was still there on the wall, but I saw the dragon flying out over the other monsters. She'd missed it. The dragon flew toward the tower, then turned to make another run.

      I kept going, running along the wall walk, trying not to knock any of the men and women who were defending the wall off of it as I passed them. I wanted to get to Alara, in case the dragon went after her again. I wanted to slice it from the sky.

      "Den!" Alara waved me in as I got close.

      But a sudden gust of dark purple smoke blew between us, then it swirled around and engulfed Alara. I pushed myself to run faster, but I was at my limit. As I finally reached the spot where Alara had been, the thick smoke cleared, coalescing into a form beside Alara, who stood seemingly frozen.

      Ms. Thompson!

      I squeeze the grip of my sword preparing to rip it across her, but when I had almost reached them, Ms. Thompson stuck her hand out toward me.

      "Stop!" she said. "Or she dies!" She clenched her other hand into a fist and turned it slowly.

      I saw Alara's knees buckle. She reached for her throat. A swirling purple mist encircled her neck.

      I skid to a stop a few feet in front of Ms. Thompson, then I raised my sword, deciding to strike her down before she could do anything more to Alara, but before I swung she moved her clenched fist outward, and Alara slid to the edge of the wall, leaning out into the air, seemingly stopped from falling to her death only by the mist around her neck.

      I didn't swing my sword. "Wait! Don't!"

      Ms. Thompson smiled. "That's better. I finally have a way to get you to listen to me."

      I glanced to Alara. I could see she was still breathing, but her eyes were full of terror.

      "Bring her back on the wall! Get that off her neck, or I swear I'll-"

      "You'll what?" Ms. Thompson said. "You're not in charge, Dennis. This is my classroom."

      "Just don't hurt her!"

      Something whipped in front of me and toward Ms. Thompson's head, but it stopped inches from her face. It was an arrow. It hung in the air in front of her.

      I glanced back to where it had come from. Tara was standing on the walkway around the top of the tower she'd gone to. She still had her bow up from firing the shot.

      "Your friend needn't waste her arrows," Ms. Thompson said. They won't work on me. A look of pride came over her face. "One of the many things the old man has taught me."

      "How can you do this?" I said. "Let her go."

      "Oh, you don't want me to do that." She looked down over the edge of the wall.

      "No! Not like that."

      "Okay, then," she said. "Pay attention if you want to pass this most important lesson."

      The dragon flew close by us, swooping down toward a crowd of people screaming and fleeing from its approach.

      I lowered my sword.

      "That's better," she said. "Don't worry about the dragon. It will be plenty busy down there."

      "Why are you doing this? Why attack the city?" I looked at Alara. She seemed to be getting weaker. "Please! Don't hurt her anymore!"

      "I don't care about the city." She glanced back toward the tower. "That's his thing. Just following orders. Heh. Loser." She looked at me like she wanted me in a bad way. "But you, that's my thing."

      Fuck. Seriously. That can't be what this is.

      "Not that I'm into your type," she said. "I much rather prefer Victoria." She eyed Alara. "Or this one here." Then she turned back to me. "But that's not what I mean."

      "What do you want? If it means letting her go unharmed, I'll give it to you if I can."

      She began to chuckle, which built into a full-on laugh.

      Cackling bitch.

      "What?" I demanded.

      She stopped laughing and narrowed her eyes as she looked at me. "Your life."

      I glanced to Alara. Her eyes were bulging. I could see the fear in them. She managed to shake her head slightly.

      "You'll let her go? Safely?"

      Ms. Thompson shrugged. "I suppose. I have no need for her. It's you I want."

      "Why?" I had accepted that I might have to give her what she was asking for. If it was the only way to save Alara, I had no choice, but I wanted to understand her reason. I had a faint hope that maybe if I knew what she truly wanted, I could satisfy her, save Alara, and still have my life.

      "To drain the power from you," she said. "I didn't want to come here, but after the shock, I realized I could do more here than I ever could back on Earth." She glanced to the tower again. "The stupid horny old man showed me that. That's when I began to feel the power inside me, the gift I received when I was brought here. I knew I could become more than he ever was. And that's what I'm doing. This will be my world. I'll be in charge. But you…You have more power in you. Much more. It took spies and the scrying ball to find out about you. But now, all that is left is for me to extract it from you. Of course, you'll die in the process." She laughed. "At least the book had the decency to mention that. Too bad for you though."

      I listened to her but barely heard what she said. All I could think about was Alara dangling over the edge of the wall, and how afraid she must be. My emotions were overwhelming me. I felt weak and cold and desperate for anything which would save her.

      "I'll do it," I said, dropping my sword.

      "No." Alara's voice was muffled from the mist constraining her breathing, but I heard her.

      When I looked at her my heart broke. She was crying. "I'm sorry, Alara. I can't let you die, not if she'll take my life instead."

      I looked at Ms. Thompson. "She won't be harmed?"

      "I'll free her to go her own way," Ms. Thompson said. "After that, it's up to her what happens to her. But I won't touch her."

      I nodded. "Then do it. Take me. But first, you must set her free."

      Ms. Thompson bowed her head slightly then moved her clenched fist out from her body some more. Alara slid off the edge of the wall, but the mist around her neck held her up.

      "No!" I grasped toward Alara, but she was out of my reach.

      "Be patient," Ms. Thompson said, lowering her fist, which caused Alara to drift downward. A few moments later Alara was on the ground. "Come here and take my hand, Dennis."

      I looked down at Alara. The mist was still around her neck, but she was looking up at me.

      Feeling cold and numb, like the emptiness of my impending death approached, I walked over to Ms. Thompson and took the hand she offered me.

      When our hands touched, dark purple smoke effused from her body, engulfing us both. The feel of the stone wall beneath my feet disappeared. A second later, I felt my feet again on firm ground, but not the same flat hardness of the stone wall.

      The smoke cleared, pouring back into Ms. Thompson. We were standing on the tundra beside a warm campfire. I looked around and saw the city wall in the distance, a quarter mile away at least.

      "Now," she said. "Before you get any ideas, know that if you don't stick to our bargain, I will transport back there without you and snap her neck like a twig without hesitation." She smiled. "Do we understand each other?"

      I looked again to the city and nodded. As I stared toward the city, I saw several creatures flying toward it from the north.

      "You're going be here on the ground," Ms. Thompson said."Not moving, while I read from this book. Do you understand?"

      I didn't respond. I was still looking at the creatures. They were winged, like the small red dragon. They're so much bigger.

      I remembered what Jan had said about the dragons, how they'd come to protect their own. My women!  I realized the dragons would bring more destruction than even all of the sorcerer's creatures had. They won't survive.

      "Hey," Ms. Thompson said. "Are you listening to me? I need you down here, so I can start."

      As I watched the dragons, dozens of them circling the city, the sorcerer's tower vanished. He's fled.

      Ms. Thompson shoved me. "Pay attention."

      There's still a chance. I looked at Ms. Thompson. This bitch is going down.

      I knew attacking her was too risky. I didn't understand how her magic worked, whether she'd be able to transport herself back to Alara if I started choking her to death or punched her in the face repeatedly, both of which appealed to me. I had to do something else.

      "It's not going to work," I said.

      "What are you talking about? You don't even understand any of this." She glanced at the book in her hands.

      "No. You're right. I don't. By I understand the power in me." I looked back to the city for dramatic effect, to help sell what I was about to tell her. "And she did."

      "What are you talking about?"

      "She brought me here. She's the Priestess of Carnera." I looked directly into Ms. Thompson's eyes. "She put the power of the gods in me…and she knew how to get it out. I shared the power with her. That's how she's able to do the things she can." I looked at her book with obvious disdain. "Your black magic won't work. This power is beyond that."

      She seemed uncertain, confused. She looked at the book she held, then back at me.

      "You see those dragons over there."

      She looked toward the city and saw them, apparently for the first time. She looked scared.

      "Your boyfriend had enough sense to take his tower and go home."

      "That bastard!"

      "They're going to destroy the city, and my women are there—Alara and two others." I looked into her eyes. "You're going to save them because I can't."

      "You're crazy."

      "No. I'm just willing to do whatever I have to do to keep them safe."

      She glared at me. Then her expression shifted to confusion. I could see was a little curious.

      "Promise me you'll save them, and I'll give you my power…the only way you can get it…the way Alara got it from me."

      I could tell she was taking the bait.

      "How?" she said.

      After a dramatic pause to reel her in, I reached down and unfastened my belt. Then I slipped out of my boots and dropped my pants to the ground. "I may not be your type, but if you want the power of the gods, I can put it in you."

      She stared at my manhood. I'd dropped my undershorts along with my pants. From the look in her eyes, I could see she wasn't totally committed to the other team, or at least I was giving her second thoughts.

      Evidently, her lust for power got the better of her. "I'll do it," she said. "But know that I can disappear and go to your friend in an instant. If what you say is a lie, I'll know…and your friends will die."

      I nodded. "Trust me. You'll be satisfied."

      She nodded slightly, her eyes drifting down to my unsheathed sword again. "Okay." She stepped closer to me, and I put my arms around her, reaching down and grabbing her ass to get myself primed for victory.

      It's the only way. I imagined I was talking to Alara. I heard her tell me to go ahead, do what you have to do, she said in my head.

      For the next twenty minutes, I schooled Ms. Thompson on what a hero can do. I thought about trying to knock her out or take away whatever magical things she had, to keep her from going back to Alara if I didn't finish her off, but I decided not to risk it, but to keep going for the sure thing.

      After working her over deep and hard, she thrust her hips forward to stay with me as long as she could. Then, screaming out my name, she gave up what she had…and vanished.
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      After, I put on my pants and boots and ran full speed back to Yedia. Halfway there, I saw the dragons flying away from the city. I hoped my women, and as many Yedians as possible had survived. I tried not to imagine anything else as I ran.

      I surprised myself at how quick I moved and how easy it felt, evening sprinting the whole way there. Then I realized Ms. Thompson had summoning power in her too. And probably more than her own. I wondered if Victoria was still in their tower and where the sorcerer had relocated to, but I decided all that didn't matter for the moment. My mind, and my heart, was set on finding my women, making sure they were safe.

      As I approached the south wall of the city, I saw a large section of it had been toppled. Evidently, the stone golems had finally hit it enough to break through. But when I ran closer, I didn't see any fighting going on at the top of the other sections of the wall, or on the ground outside it. What I did see were monstrous corpses strewn about, ripped to pieces, chunks taken out of them. The giant spiders, centipedes, and even the stone golems were dead, turned to rubble.

      I ran around them and over piles of stone from the collapsed section of wall, climbing up and through the breach into the city. There I saw Yedians quietly celebrating, comforting one another. They'd won…or at least survived, but at a great cost. Some had begun the woeful task of dealing with the bodies of the fallen warriors, their friends and neighbors.

      I looked around desperately trying to find Alara or Nithia or Tara. I ran down the street, scanning groups of people and checking up high on the wall and towers and down around the sides of houses and shops.

      Finally, I spotted Nithia sitting beside a woman, tending to the woman's injuries. I ran to her and she helped the woman sit by herself. Then she rose and embraced me tearfully.

      "We couldn't find you anywhere," she said.

      "Where are they? Alara and Tara.

      Nithia looked around, then pointed across the road. "There."

      I kissed her on her cheek. "I'm so happy you're okay. I'll be right back."

      "And you," she said, as I ran off to reunite with Alara and Tara.

      "You're alive!" Alara dropped her staff and threw herself onto me. I caught her in a bear hug and neither of us let go for several seconds. Tara piled on to us and kissed me repeatedly. "I'm so glad to see you two."

      "Oh," Alara said. "So am I."

      "Come on." I nodded toward Nithia. "I want all three of you together with me from now on."

      "You're not getting away from us again," Tara said.

      We walked together back over to Nithia. Alara looked across the road as we reached Nithia. "Mettin,” she said. I followed her line of sight with my eyes and saw him. He walked toward us with his right arm around his waist. As he came up to us, I saw blood on his shirt from the wound under his hand.

      "You okay?" I asked.

      He glanced at the injury and nodded. Then he looked around at all the people still recovering from the battle. "It's going to be a while before we get back on our feet. But we'll make it. Tend to the injured. Bury the dead. Rebuild."

      "We'll stay and help, however we can," Alara said.

      Mettin nodded. "Thank you."

      "The dragons," I said. "I saw them fly away."

      "Yes," Mettin said. "They came for their little one. That's all they wanted." He looked around. "But they took their wrath out on everything and everyone in the process. But you four stood by us. Yedia is grateful. But, nothing we could have done would have stopped the dragons."

      "Dragons killed the other monsters, though," Tara said, but with a sympathetic tone, clearly respectful of what the Yedians suffered.

      "And scared away the ones who brought them," Nithia said. "And they took their tower with them."

      "Good riddance to that bitch," Alara said. "How'd you get away from her, anyway, Den?"

      "Well," I said. "In the end, I was just too much man for her to handle."
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