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Preface to Book One

My name is Marilyn. I have written about some of the remarkable men of the Jensen Family and their remarkable adventures. This time, we embark on an epic fantasy about a novice adventurer monk. This is the beginning of his story.

I call it “Book 1: The Wooden Sword” That’s how it starts. It starts with our novice in the woods with just a piece of wood for a weapon. But soon, he rescues his first damsel in distress and it’s all adventure and romance from that point on.  If you have read my other books, it won’t be a surprise that our novice and his damsel are remarkable heroes and she’s as beautiful as any woman who ever lived.

Beware of several things before you go farther. I warn you now. Here’s what you should know before you decide to read the story of our adventurer and his wonderful life:

	The story is, at times, highly sexual. At times graphically so. If that isn’t what you want to read, you better stop right now.  Take the book back to the store and get your money back. There’s a lot of sex.

	The story is long. It isn’t a quick read for a single afternoon. In fact, the tale is several volumes long. This is just the first book in the saga, but in the end, it will probably be long. If you want a short little diversion, stop now. If you get hooked on the story and spend more time than you wanted to reading, and possibly rereading, the entire adventure, maybe that’s my fault, but I make no apologies for it.

	Spoiler alert: And this refers back to point 1, our hero is remarkable in many ways, but one of those is how several women may fall in love with him at the same time; and because he’s so remarkable, they have no jealousy between them. I’ll leave it to you to read how that plays out, but if the implications disturb you, I recommend a more traditional ‘Bodice-Ripper’ romance. 

	Allegory alert: If you read the story correctly, many of the people, especially the women related to the primary hero in the story, will actually represent different aspects of the same person. As people, we are complex beings. You will find explanations of the ‘oneness’ of the characters, so keep in mind that what may sound polygamous, may actually be an allegory of one person. Or don’t. You can read it however you want to, but it was written in many respects as an allegory. That doesn’t make it any less fun. It does make it more like eroticism for philosophers though.

	The story was written by me, but in the same style as my other books, as if our hero had kept a journal of his adventures, and I just edited and published them. That may have been more the case  in some of the other books then here, but it’s the same style. I was a fan of he great pulp writers like Edgar Rice Burroughs, and I think it influenced the language and style to some extent.

	I’ve tried to write the story in a way that’s easy for a text-to-speech reader software to make sense of. I love listening to the stories myself, and I use a text-to-speech program on my phone or computer and  while I am exercising or driving. I find that the rereading isn’t perfect, but it is adequate. Some of the words will be mispronounced consistently, but you can probably tell what is being said. For example, “I wound up being wounded” won’t pronounce the two different renderings of “wound” correctly, but you’ll be able to follow the story well enough. Also, to make it clear who is speaking, a lot of the dialog starts with “He said, …” and “She asked, …” to try to make it more listener friendly. Otherwise, it might have been written differently.

	You may notice frequent references to quoted movie lines, song lyrics, and passages from other books. They may seem obscure. If you find something that one of the characters says to be a bit weird, it’s probably a movie line. You can look it up on the Internet or something if you want to. If you get it, that’s fun. If not, I hope you don’t feel like you are missing the joke. 

	Refer to point 1, above. Really. I’m not kidding. It gets a bit graphic. And pay attention to point 3 as well. You have been warned. And, there’s NO sexual humiliation, violence, bondage, or anything like that presented in any erotic way. If that’s what you are looking for, this isn’t for you. There’s a lot of sex, but it is portrayed as respectful, consensual, and loving. 


Well, ready? Our story starts on a dark and stormy night …

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 1 Dark Business

At dusk, when most travelers would have found a campsite or an inn to sleep at already, I was still walking. I would sleep in the woods again tonight, but I was in no hurry to bed down. There’d be plenty of moonlight, and the evening was warm enough. It was late spring.

And then I smelled a fire.

I was moving along a path that followed the river. It wasn’t a main road, and I hadn’t expected that I’d see other travelers here at this time of night. The fact that there were others on this path this evening was curious. I slid into the trees and moved silently until I came to where I could view the campfire.

Before I could see the little camp though, I heard the voices of those gathered. They didn’t speak loudly, but the forest was quiet, and I easily made out what was said, long before I was close enough to be in danger of giving away my position. The voices belonged to men. Three of them.

I listened from the shadows as one said, “This is crap. All crap. Damn it all.”

A second said, “You botched up this whole thing. You bastard.”

The first said, “Yeah, what the hell? What are we going to do now? This whole thing has gone all to hell, and now she’s nearly dead and no use to anyone.”

The second said, “We should have at least had some fun with her while we could. This is crap.”

The first laughed in derision, “If you want some fun, you go ahead. She turns my stomach now. But damn it, we don’t have nothing to show for it. A week planning and a week out here, and not a coin to show for it. Damn, she’s disgusting. And now nearly dead. What are we going to do?”

A third man said, “Here’s what we’re going to do…”, but he was cut off by one of the others.

One of the other two said, “To hell with you! You got us into this. I ain’t taking orders from you any more. Damn it.”

The third, the leader apparently, said, “You don’t have to. I don’t give a damn. This wasn’t all my fault. I’m not working with either of you two ever again, I swear that to myself right now. But, right now, we got to clean this up.”

One of the others said, “We could have at least had some fun with her before she got this bad. Maybe her mouth is still good for something. I mean if we are going to dump her anyway.”

The leader said, “Do what you want. I can’t give a crap. But there’s no point drawing this out. The only question for me is, do we break camp now and move out tonight, or wait until morning?”

The first man said, “Damn. I say we do it now. And she reeks! I mean, neither of you is a bouquet of flowers, but this is shit and she’s pretty much covered with it. Break camp and let’s move on. And hope we don’t meet again until we’ve forgotten what a botched up disaster this was. I hope I never see either of you again. Not for a very long time at least.”

The leader said, “OK, we’ll break camp and leave now. Meet up in two weeks at the usual spot. Not the one from last time, the one ten days away from here. Travel alone. But, we can’t leave the body here. If it’s found, it could still be traced back to us.”

The second said, “That’s your job! I ain’t touching it. She ain’t even fully dead, but damn! I can’t wait to put this all behind me. And never see you again, like we said.”

The leader said, “Yeah, damn it, I know it’s up to me. And I’ll do my duty. I was the planner and I botched it, and I’ll take her down to the river and dump her. You two put out the fire and be gone before I get back. I hope I never see either of you again either. I’ll dump the girl and you two break camp.”

The second said, “And we’ll meet up in two weeks. Fine. If I never see either of you again as long as I live, it’ll be too soon. But don’t leave me there waiting for you and not show up in two weeks. And we could have at least had some fun every night with her if you hadn’t had this stupid plan. Next time, virgin or not, we have our fun and let the girl at least use a toilet for pity’s sake. We don’t have to feed her, but next time we keep her cleaned up a little bit at least. For our own sake, if not for hers.”

The leader said, “Whatever. Two weeks. I’ll do the dirty work while you break camp.”

I had crept close enough to see the campfire and the three men now. The leader stood up first and went to a tree about twenty five feet away. I watched as he approached a body that must have been the woman that they had been talking about. She was tied hand and foot, and ropes tied her arms to her body. A gag was in her mouth. The man lifted her roughly and threw her over his shoulder and walked back toward the fire.

He said, “Damn, this is disgusting. I am going to wretch. Two weeks. Don’t be here when I get back. And I hope we never see each other again.”

With that, he walked in the direction of the river. And I followed as he carried the woman to her death.

It was a short walk to the river. Maybe forty yards. The whole way, the man, now with the body of the woman slung over his shoulder, muttered to himself. From what he said as he reviewed his life and what had happened with his latest scheme, and from what I had heard already, I gathered a few details about what they had been up to. 

These men had kidnapped this girl from a village several days east of this spot. I had come from the west. The plan had been to first ask for a ransom, but the men had been recognized and fled with the girl in this direction, into the woods. The alternate plan was to take her to a new village on the other side of the river and sell her into slavery. And now that avenue was closed to them as well. I didn’t hear an explanation about why.

As the man approached the bank of the river, he dumped the body unceremoniously on the ground with a thud and faced the water, and the moonlight that glinted off of its surface. He took a long breath and let it out in a loud sigh.

He said, “Well, goodbye my foul beauty”, and he bent to pick up the body again.

As he turned and stooped over the body, I sprang forward and brought my wooden sword down on the back of his skull. There was no warning. There was no chance for repentance or negotiation. He collapsed on top of the body that he had intended to drown in the river without knowing what hit him.

Rushing to do what needed to be done next, I grabbed the collar of the man’s shirt and dragged him backward a few feet and dropped him on his back near the water’s edge. He was unconscious, and I didn’t find a pulse. I might have been able to revive him with the right combination of medical aid techniques, but the blow that I had struck made it extremely unlikely. Very unlikely. Until that moment, I had never killed anything but farm animals and food, but I knew my weaponry, and how to use it, and this man was dead.

Moving as quickly as I could, I checked the other body, the woman, and found a pulse and shallow breathing. She wouldn’t last much longer, perhaps a few hours at best, but she would survive long enough that I could safely ignore her for a few minutes at least. In those few minutes, I stripped the corpse of the dead man, removing his boots, belt, shirt, pants, hat, weapons, and pack. I left his underwear on the body. Then I dragged the lifeless husk to the river and pushed it into the current from waist deep water. I watched as the thing drifted farther toward the middle of the river and floated down stream. The river was about a hundred feet wide here, and my hope was that the water would carry him several miles from where I stood, at least. If I was lucky, it would go all the way to the sea, a hundred miles to the west. Probably not. It would get tangled somewhere along the way, but hopefully somewhere that it would remain hidden until it was decomposed and eaten by fish and other wildlife.

I tossed the clothing and other items in a heap and turned to the woman. She was bound with rope, and the only knife that I had was a sharpened piece of flint, not suited to cutting ropes this size very quickly. I turned back to the pile of the dead man’s possessions and found a better knife attached to his belt. It wasn’t the best, but it was better than what I had. Using the thing was not a pleasure. It was dull, but it did the job eventually, and it was faster than trying to untie the knots in the dark.

I got the rope tying the woman’s arms to her sides cut away and then started on her legs. Her ankles were bound, but so were her knees. And her hands were tied behind her back and tied to her ankles. To cut the rope at her knees, I was forced to pull up the hem of her course dress, and the stench was even more unpleasant than it had been so far. She was filthy. It really did seem that she had been bound and without a toilet for at least seven days, if not longer. The urine and feces was dried on and coated her legs and feet. If I was able to save her, she was certain to have suffered from the trauma, and would do so for many years, if not for her entire remaining life. If I could save her.

I thought that she would probably live, but whether she would ever walk again was a question. I suspected that she would, but there was a chance that the damage due to lack of blood flow was too severe, and that she might lose the use of one or more limbs. We would see.

I had all of the binding cut away now, and I rushed to check the state of the woman’s health again. She was still breathing, but definitely unconscious. She was a very dehydrated, but not to the extreme. She had certainly gone without food for much if not all of her captivity, but maybe they had given her a bit of water now and then to keep her alive. I pulled her into a reclining position and forced a little water into her mouth from my water bag. She swallowed it fine, but she did not revive. And there was no way that I could get her to eat any food yet. My hope was that as her blood flow returned to normal, that she would stabilize and regain consciousness. 

Now, I needed a plan. For the past little while, I had not had a plan. I had come upon these merciless men, kidnappers, and, if I had not intervened, murderers, who had shown no hesitation about forcible rape either. They were merciless, and I had shown one of them no mercy. My mercy was for this woman, not for them. I had left home on my quest only a few days before, but this was my life now. Those men were beasts. The same as a giant rat, a kobold, an orc, or a behemoth spider. If any of those things had been the woman’s captors, I would have had no thought of mercy toward them, and neither did I need to think of any for these men who had stolen and tortured her.

A plan. First, I had disposed of the body and had collected what possessions it no longer needed. I had unbound the woman and given her water. Now I needed to find safety. I didn’t think that the other men would come looking for their dead companion, but I couldn’t be sure. It would be safer to get some distance from here. The men had continued west, so I should go up river to the east. It was going to be slow going. I would have to carry the woman. But I couldn’t just sling her over my shoulder like a sack of flour. She had suffered enough. What I had heard from her captives convinced me that she was an innocent victim, and that made it my duty to comfort her. But before we did anything else, I was going to have to wash her.

It couldn’t be helped. For several reasons. One, of course, was that I would probably start vomiting from the stench as soon as the crisis of the moment was ended and the adrenaline in my system subsided. I couldn’t help her if I couldn’t carry her. For another, just as important, and more for her than for me, was the fact that the acids in the filth that coated her were certainly causing severe burns to her skin. Like a baby who sits in its filth for too long, she was going to suffer very painful skin irritation, and she would recover faster if she were not in pain from that. She was going to have enough pain as it was.

Her clothing would have to be disposed of. I would like to burn what she had, but I didn’t want to risk a fire that might attract others. And what would I dress her in when I had washed and cleaned her? I had the pants and shirt from the dead man, but I would not dishonor her by having her wear the clothes of her torturer. And I wasn’t going to wear them either. My plan was to wash the dead man’s clothes and then sell them for what little I could get for them when I reached some small village. I did have a sleeping cloak. It was a poor one for sure, but it was enough to keep me warm. And what about keeping warm? The best plan would be to give the woman my body heat during the night, but she was insensible right now, and would not understand what was happening to her if she awoke. If she woke up next to me, especially naked, she would naturally assume that she was being molested. The only way was for me to wrap her in the cloak and for me to sleep nearby, but alone.

By rights, in most places, since I had rescued her, she essentially owed me her life and was therefore more or less mine. Not as a slave, but as a servant, certainly. I didn’t intend to force her into any arrangement that she didn’t want. I would do my best to return her to her people, as best I could. But even that could be a problem. After what she had been through, she might not be welcome, even by her own family. The humiliation that she had been treated this way unfortunately made her unwelcome anywhere that she had been know before. People would rather that she disappeared and that they were allowed to grieve her as dead, but to eventually forget about what had happened. Any plans to return her to her family would have to wait.

I stuffed the dead man’s loot into his pack and put it over my shoulders. Then I started to lift the woman into my arms to carry her up river to a safer spot. And then I wretched and gagged and almost vomited.

No, that wasn’t going to work. I had started to pass out, the stench was so bad. I would have to take my chances, staying here until I had at least cleaned her up.

I lay her down on her back and grabbed the neck line of her dress and ripped it down the front. The top half was dirty, but not covered in filth the way that the lower part was. I pulled the cloth off of her shoulders, and pulled it out from beneath her, being careful not to soil myself in the process. I tore a rag from a somewhat less disgusting part, above the waist of the garment, to be used as a wash rag, and I tossed the rest into the water to be carried away. My pants were already wet from dragging the dead man into the river, but I should let those dry now, as much as possible. Undressing and leaving my clothes on the bank, I dragged the girl by the shoulders to the water. 

I started in waist deep water, making sure that I kept my body upstream from hers, so that the filth would run away from me, not onto me. In the first moments, I just held her in the water, jostling her back and forth very gently. It didn’t wash away much, but it was a start. After a few minutes of that, letting the water soak into her skin, I moved closer to the bank. I knelt in knee deep water, with the girl at my side with my left arm under her shoulders. Using the rag in my right hand, I started washing the woman’s body. I started with her hair and worked my way down. 

I hadn’t really looked at her until now. There was enough moonlight for me to see fairly well, and what I saw at this point wasn’t bad. She was actually very pretty. I didn’t take much time to really admire her though. This was a task to be done, and the sooner it was finished, the better. The moonlight was nice, but it also made us visible to anyone who might be on the river this night, and I wanted to avoid being seen at all costs.

I continued washing her. Hair, face, shoulders, arms, and yes, her breasts, stomach and back. She was actually quite beautiful. I did notice how large, firm, and shapely the girl’s breasts were, and it seemed that her lower half was going to be just as lovely. After cleaning her upper half as best I could, I was forced to face the very unpleasant task of washing of her lower half as well. I scrubbed her thighs and legs, and then repositioned her for the even more unpleasant work of washing her backside and buttocks. The filth between her ass cheeks was caked and horridly lumpy. When it was as clean as I could make it, I cleaned my rag in the river, but it didn’t get nearly clean enough. I couldn’t use it on the girl’s crotch, it was so bad. I did wash her legs and feet with the rag and then moved back to waist deep water to rinse her off. I supported her body and spread her legs, scrubbing her crotch with my bare hand.

This was by far the most intimate that I had ever been with a woman’s body. If it had not been for the severe nature of this meeting, I would have never done such a thing. I had never had a wife, and I was not very familiar with the female form. Not in practice, anyway. It intrigued me, as it would any man, but I was embarrassed by what I was forced to do. And I do mean forced. Yes, I could have avoided this, but not if the woman was to be comfortable. She was my responsibility now, and it was my responsibility to care for her, even if it was in very intimate ways.

I gave her another bath, using my hands this time over her entire body, and finally lifted her out of the water.

I needed to get her dry and wrapped in my sleeping cloak. There was a bit of grass near the bank and I lay her down there for a moment as I went a few feet away and retrieved my cloak. I laid the garment out on the grass beside her and lifted her onto it. I wrapped the cloak around her naked body and stopped to consider my next actions. 

There was still the danger that one of the other men would return, looking for the one that was now floating down the river toward the sea. I needed to move on. Once again I put the pack that I had acquired on my shoulders and lifted the unconscious woman into my arms. This was going to be tiring, but she wasn’t especially heavy and I was strong enough to carry her without too much trouble. We wouldn’t go far this way, but it would be far enough. With the girl in my arms, I started back toward the little path that I had come on. Making my way along the river bank, in the absence of a path, would be impossible.

As I approached the path, I stopped to make sure that the way was clear and then headed quickly along to the east, in the direction opposite the track taken by my new companion’s tormentors. I made it about half a mile before the weight became unbearable. I stopped at a point that looked heavily wooded and turned off the way. Then I headed down to the river again. It was especially slow going though the brush at this point, but that was exactly the reason that I chosen this place. It would make it harder for others to find us, and highly doubtful that anyone would try. 

At the riverside, I quickly found a secluded spot with a little cove and a bit of grass to lie down on. I set the girl down and shrugged off the pack. I poured a little more water down the woman’s throat and took a drink myself. The night wasn’t very cold, but it was going to be uncomfortable for her in any case. I didn’t see how I could make her more comfortable than this though. I had almost no possessions. 

She lay on the grass, still unaware, and I sat beside her and looked out across the water.

I had been raised by my father and grandfather. Both of them had been adventurer monks, and now so was I. My grandfather passed away a few weeks ago and after our family time of mourning, it was time for me to go make my own way in the world. There was a hope that I would return home some day, but not until I was established. If I gave up or was killed, I would not go home ever again. 

My father and his father had trained me well. They were both accomplished swordsmen, practiced in an uncommon, but deadly efficient style, and they passed on what they knew to me. And now it was my time. I was thirty three years old. A common age for starting the adventurer profession, especially for a sword monk like myself. Before this, I had worked with my family as weapon makers. The sword that I carried was made of wood, and in the traditional design peculiar to our martial art. When I left home, I took a water bag, food for a single day, the sword that I had made, a small sharpened flint, and the clothes that I wore. The sleeping cloak I bought later, after I had made a few coins by working. That was all. No bag of coins, no spare shirt, no true knife, and only bread for one day. Anything beyond that was up to me. I could start a fire using my flint, but I wasn’t planning a fire for tonight.

The first day away from my home, I walked until nearly sundown. I spent the night outside the nearby village, and in the morning I went in to see if I could find work for the day. There was a blacksmith, and he gave me work and a few coins for food. He offered to let me stay on, because he was pleased with my work, but I needed to keep going. Working for a day in order to eat was fine, but my profession was meant to be killing monsters and taking their loot. That meant making my way to a large city with an underground, to the mountains where there would be caves, or into the wilderness where I would find wild hordes. Of course, ridding the villages of pesky kidnappers, rapists, and murderers was fine too. But like I had said, I had never killed a man, or a monster, until a few short hours ago. And now I had. And I had rescued my first damsel, assuming that she survived and didn’t kill herself. 

Suicide was a possibility. I hoped that she wouldn’t do that, and I would try to dissuade her if it came down to it, but it was her choice. I could certainly forbid it, based on my right as her rescuer, but there was no guarantee that she wouldn’t do it anyway. I certainly hoped not. I also hoped that she didn’t wake up before I did and bash my head in with a rock. I would have to try to sleep lightly tonight.

I did sleep. I woke up about every hour and a half, but I did sleep in between. At dawn, I got up and checked on my companion. She was lying in the same position that I had put her in the night before.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 Dawn

I checked her health and found that she was breathing more regularly, and her pulse was stronger. I wrapped the cloak more securely around her body and knelt beside her.

I said, “Hello, can you wake up yet? You are safer than you were. The men who had you are gone. One of them is dead. I won’t harm you. I swear.”

The girl squinted her eyes and then moaned. She opened her eyes weakly.

I said again, “I am not going to hurt you. The men who took you are gone and one of them is dead. I will do what I can for you. Will you let me help you sit up and drink some water?”

The girl closed her eyes and then opened them again. She didn’t speak, but she didn’t cry out either. I put my arm behind her shoulders and helped her sit forward and offered my water bag to her lips. She took a drink, and then another, and then slumped against me, exhausted. I lowered her to the ground again.

I said as soothingly as I could, “You are going to recover. You don’t seem to have any broken bones, but you have bruises and have been without food for a long time, I suspect. I have some food and you are welcome to eat all of it as soon as you think that you can. But, we must go slowly. After fasting for so long, you need to eat small amounts until your body adjusts again. I will find more food soon. Don’t worry, all I have is yours. I can go a day or two at least without.”

I wanted to convey to her that I was willing to make some sacrifice on her behalf, rather than take any advantage of her or neglect her needs. She had been through an ordeal and I didn’t know what her fears would be at this point. I grabbed a piece of bread from my meager provisions and held it up. The girl nodded very weakly and I helped her sit again. I tore a very small piece from the bread and put it against her mouth. She opened her lips and took the morsel and chewed it as best she could. 

I said, “You have to start with a little bread and a bit of fruit. No meat or cheese yet. Um, I don’t have any anyway. But there is enough bread, and a little fruit, and it will be enough to start with.”

The girl whispered, “Water”, and I help her take another drink.

When she was done, she said very quietly, as if that was all she was capable of, “Thank you.”

For the next half hour or so, I fed her bits of bread and water and she regained some strength little by little.

After a few minutes rest, she spoke a bit more like life were returning to her body, saying, “Thank you again. Did you untie me? I can’t seem to move.”

I said, “I did untie you. But your limbs were without much blood for quite some time. And you are very weak. It may take time for you to regain the use of your arms and legs. I will help you however you need. Are you in pain? Tell me what you feel.”

She said, “My arms, hands, legs, and feet hurt terribly.”

I said, “It is the blood returning and your muscles beginning to work again. I am very sorry. I could help the process with massage, but it is your choice. I won’t take advantage of your condition.”

The girl looked at me blankly, as if she didn’t understand.

I said, “Massage is a healing technique that mostly involves rubbing parts of the body with my hands. If I rub your neck and shoulders, for instance, it will increase the blood flow and relieve muscle tension. It will be painful because of your condition, but it will be less than what I imagine you are suffering now. Later, the same massage won’t hurt at all, and will probably feel comforting, if you are in the emotional state to receive it.”

She closed her eyes and said, “If you have something to help me, I would thank you for what you can do.”

I said, “Well, I hope you will forgive me, but it was necessary to remove your clothing last night and to bathe you. You were in a very sad state and it seemed the only way. If I had left you as you were, you would be worse off than you are now. I mean you no offense or humiliation in any way.”

For the first time, she looked at me with some expression of surprise. 

She said, “I will take no offense. May I have a bit more to eat and drink?”

I hurried to give her more bread and water, and then waited.

The girl sighed and cleared her throat and said, “You have been kind. I am in so much pain. If you can help me, do what you need to do.”

I said, “I should start with your back. May I roll you over? It will be easiest if I pull the cloak away from your shoulders at least, but I won’t do it if you say that I shouldn’t.”

The girl said, “Please do what will help me. I find that I trust you. And what choice do I have. How intimate with me do you need to be for this massage?”

I said, “Only as much as you are willing to have me do. The more intimate the better in some regards, but I will do what you tell me. I will only touch you as you allow me to.”

She said, “Do what you must, assuming that I am already dead and completely in your power and subject to your will. I will be as a baby with her mother if that is how you treat me.”

I said, “I will be respectful, but your attitude will make it easier and more effective for healing. I am sorry that I have no clothes for you yet. Well, actually, I have the clothes of the dead man, but I would not defile you with those on my own. If you wish them, you will have them and I will help you dress with my eyes closed.”

The girl almost laughed and said, “No, it is kind of you to leave me naked rather than to touch me with cloth from my tormentor. And what does it matter anyway? There is no one here but you and I. Do what you think best for me.”

With that, I rolled the girl onto her stomach. I didn’t have a spare cloth to make a pillow for her, so she lay with her face against the grass. I tucked the cloak around her, and pulled down just enough to expose her shoulders. I started with her head and neck. I tried to make my touch relaxing, and I was rewarded by her body becoming more at ease beneath my hands as the minutes passed. When it seemed that she trusted my touch sufficiently, I moved to her shoulders. Every few minutes, I moved a bit lower, always listening to her body for signs that she was uncomfortable with what I was doing. But so far, she gave no sign of shyness or discomfort at all. After doing what I could for her shoulders and upper back, I asked for permission to lower the cloak still farther, and she granted it without hesitation. I rubbed the muscles of her mid and lower back, but stopped before it was necessary to expose any bit of her buttocks. Then I returned to her upper body and pulled her arms free from the cloak and massaged them from shoulder to wrist.

The girl said, “That does hurt. It feels good, but it hurts. I do feel like the blood flows back into my arms. Thank you.”

I said, “I should do your legs as well” and I waited.

After a moment, the girl said, “Oh, are you waiting for permission? I have told you that I am in your hands. I don’t know what your intentions for me are, but for the moment, you may do what you think best, even if you need to expose my most intimate parts. I assume that your touch will be most effective if you have access to my entire body, is that right? Then do what needs to be done. I have said that I trust you, and I even find your touch pleasing. If this were not because of my pain, this would be a very pleasant and different experience.”

I covered the girl’s back and removed the bottom portion of the cloak from her feet and calves, up to the knee. I spent time massaging her feet and ankles. This would probably be better if I started at the top and worked downward, rather than starting at the bottom and working upward, but I was still not bold enough to do so. After I had done the girls legs, as high as her knees, she asked again for bread and water and I helped her to sit up and gave her some. I leaned her against a tree and sat beside her as she rested for a moment.

She said, “I am starting to move my fingers. It is still very painful.” Then she shocked me by asking, “Are we going to be lovers?”

I stammered, “I, well, I don’t know, um, I won’t force you into anything. I mean, customs are customs, but there is no rule that says, …”

She interrupted me and asked, “Do you find me attractive? You have seen me undressed.”

I said, “I gave you a bath in the river, but it was dark, …well, there was moonlight, and yes, you are very beautiful, and that can be seen even covered by a cloak, and … … well, I have never had a lover”, I blurted out suddenly.

The girl said quietly, “Neither have I. And for the past few days, I expected that I never would. The custom is that I am yours, poor prize that I am in this condition.”

I said, “And my custom is that I take advantage of no maiden, customs or not. I have been very concerned for you. I don’t know what we will decide, but it will be as much your choice as mine. I will return you to your people, and then you can decide what you want.”

She said, “I cannot go back to my village. You must know that. And if I did, it would only be out of deepest regret now.”

I said, “My dear … oh forgive me for saying that! I meant nothing but that I care for you, but I am afraid. Please, if you owe me anything, I ask you to live and not die. By your own hand or any other. Please promise me that no matter what, you will let me find a way for you to live happily.”

She smiled and said, “Well, then it is settled.”

I asked, “Settled in what way?”

She said, “We will become lovers. I will stay with you and you will be my prince. You are too kind to turn me away, and you do fancy me, even though you are too shy to say so. So, it is settled. What is my name?”

I was shocked again and asked, “Your name? What do you mean?”

She said, “A girl in my state leaves behind her life. I am dead to my village and my family. I have no name. What will you call me? And don’t ask me what I want my name to be. I have decided that you love me and it is for you to name me.”

I said sheepishly, “I like the name Dawn.”

She said, “Dawn? I like that too. And what about you? What is your name?”

I went wide-eyed and said, “Um, now that you mention it, I don’t have a name either. When a man of my clan leaves home, he takes nothing with him, not even his name. I must have an adventure and earn a name for myself.”

The girl looked thoughtful and asked, “What kind of an adventure? Something like rescuing a damsel in distress and killing her wicked captor?”

I said, “I suppose so.”

She said, “Well, you did that already. How do you get a name?”

I said, “I choose it when I am ready.”

She asked again, “And are you ready?”

I thought for a moment and said, “Well, based on what has happened, I suppose I am. It wasn’t much of a battle though.”

She said, “And would the outcome have been different if it was?”

I said, “No. If he had not died so quickly, he would still have died. OK, then my name is Ronin.”

She said, “Ronin. I like that too. I am Dawn, and my Warrior Prince is Ronin.”

I said, “Well, Adventurer Monk, actually.”

She laughed weakly. Dawn was in good spirits, but still in bad shape. She couldn’t yet use either her arms or legs, and she was surely in pain. I would expect that she would be suffering from shock as well. She might seem to be recovering, but she had a long road ahead.

We were quiet for a moment and then she said, “The man you killed was called Bart.”

I looked at her and she continued, “I heard what they said. Part of it anyway. How that hideous man, Grant, wanted to have ‘his fun with me’, and how it was decided that Bart would murder me in the river. I was mostly dead, but I heard enough. I thought that I had died when he dropped me on the ground. I had no more sensation until this morning when I heard your voice.”

I said, “I am so sorry for your ordeal. I will care for you as best I can.”

She said, “Then, is it settled? Will you be my mate and protector? Am I part of your house?”

I said, “If you truly wish that, I would be more than honored. I won’t force you by custom to join me. Do you find me attractive enough to willingly consent to mating? Can you really see me that way so quickly?”

Dawn paused and then said, “Ronin, I do. I don’t know how …”

I interrupted and said, “It is because of your situation. I rescued you and I am your protector. And you feel obligated by custom. I wish that it were different, so hat you could truly choose me freely.”

Dawn said, “No. I think that you are wrong. May I have a bit more water? And bread?”

I helped her drink and then take a bite of the bread. 

And then she went on, saying, “No, I think that you are wrong. Ronin, do you love me?”

I was surprised again at some of her bold questions, but answered honestly, “I think that I am. But the reason may be …”

She shushed me and said, “Does the reason matter? Don’t we feel what we feel? Neither of us is obligated. Yes, there are customs, but none are binding. You have hinted yourself that I have a choice to do away with my life as a worst case. But you have also sworn to help me, regardless of my acceptance of you. And you do not insist on my affection. I have the ability to say no to you in this. If I could not say no, then you are right, I would not truly have the ability to say yes, either. But you give me every opportunity to say no. So if I say yes, it is my free choice. The problem is, can you choose me? And how, based on my condition?”

I said, “Dawn, you are gracious and beautiful. A man could never find a better woman than you. If you will have me, I will be the most fortunate man on earth. But I am a wandering Adventurer Monk. The life may not suit you at all. How could it? I cannot ask the woman I love to suffer what I will suffer. It is a terrible conundrum. The more I would love you, the less I would want to have you share my life.”

Dawn said, “I understand, but you do not know me yet. If I am able, I will go with you. You will teach me to be an Adventurer Monk as well, and we will live as one. If I am able. But if I am a cripple, I will love you for a day and then end my life. I won’t ask you to help me. I will find a way. Ronin, you cannot be bound to a cripple who cannot make you happy.”

I said, “No. But since you have opened this door, I do love you. We can’t know everything yet. First we will get you healthy, and then your choices may look different. We need to find a place where we can stay for a little while. You will recover better in a house than in the woods. You need warmth and good food. And moderate exercise.”

Dawn said, “I trust you. Ronin, will your massage work even if I am asleep?”

I said, “Yes. It should.”

She said, “Then perhaps I can sleep for a bit. But Ronin, you say that it is to increase the blood flow to my body.”

I said, “It is.”

She said, “Then, I would expect that if my heart beats faster, then the healing will take place more quickly. If that is the case, while I sleep, I beg you to take what ever liberties you want with my naked body. I trust you. I am committed to being yours. You say that you have not been with a woman. While you massage me, use the time to get to know my body intimately. I don’t mean that you should consummate our mating, but won’t arousal help with everything we have in mind?”

I frowned and said, “I suppose that it would help with the restoration. But Dawn, you are very beautiful and I haven’t really looked at you and I touched you only as needed for bathing ,and if you are asleep, …” and my voice trailed off.

She said, “If I am asleep, and if I beg you to treat me as your own, you should do as I ask. Ronin, I want very much to recover and not be a cripple. I have chosen you and I want nothing more than to be whole so that I can enjoy my choice. Lay me down and let me sleep as your hands work to arouse my body to health.”

I agreed to do as she asked, and laid her on the grass, on her back this time.

Just before closing her eyes, Dawn said, “But first, will you kiss me?”

I bent forward and kissed Dawn tenderly on the lips. I had never kissed a woman because she was a woman before. I had kissed my mother or my grandmother, but never a girl. It was very nice. Dawn closed her eyes and appeared to fall asleep in the next instant.

I wasn’t surprise that she slept. It was surprising that she had stayed awake so long and was so thoughtful while she was. The dehydration, if it had been more severe, would have made her thoughts very confused. But Dawn had carried on a very coherent conversation, even thinking through alternatives and possible outcomes. And all of that while in certain pain from her injuries and the loss of the use of her limbs. In fact, she showed almost no sign that she was even in pain. If she hadn’t told me that she did feel the pain, I would have worried that she was more injured, or more in a state of shock than she appeared.

There was no doubt, I did love her. And now I hoped very much that things would work out  between us according to what she had suggested.

As she lie on her back, I faced the prospect of uncovering her body and starting her next massage. I felt shy about it. Last night, I had to undress her and bathe her. I had scrubbed every inch of her body because it had been necessary. But now she was asking me to ‘take liberties’ with her body in ways that might not be strictly necessary. Yes, increasing her heart rate would help, and there was no other way to increase her pulse, since she could not yet move her arms or legs, but to arouse her sexually. Perhaps there was another way, but I didn’t know what it would be. I would start by massaging her arms and legs again, and worry about what came next later.

I felt very squeamish as I pulled apart the front of the cloak. There she was. Naked. Beautiful. Asleep. Vulnerable. No, I couldn’t do it. I would do a massage of her arms and legs, but no more. Or if I did more, it would not be sexual. Not like this.

I went to work. I rubbed the muscles of Dawn’s arms, hands, and fingers. I did her shoulders and neck. I moved one arm and then the other in different directions and stretched the muscles. I moved lower on her body, rubbing the muscles of her chest, above her breasts. Then the sides of her body and her ribs. I did finally place my hands on her breasts and massaged them as well, and as I did, I felt like they were the most wonderful things in the world. They were quite large and firm and round, and the nipples began to stand up like small berries as I caressed them. They were amazing, but I forced myself to move on. I massaged her stomach and then her hips, and her belly, just above her pubic mound. I didn’t dare touch her sex, but I did look at it a bit, even parting her legs slightly to gaze briefly at her slit. She had just a very little pubic hair and it was very fine. I went on to her thighs, massaging deeply now, rubbing the top, outside, and inside muscles. Then I continued to her knees, calves, and feet. As I did her feet, I moved the leg to bend the knee and stole glances between her thighs again. When I had done her front, I rolled her over onto her stomach and massaged her neck and shoulders, then her back, and finally her buttocks. Afterward, I did the back sides of her legs.

When I was done, I rolled her onto her back again and pulled the cloak around her and covered her up. I went to the river and washed my hands. I had bathed Dawn the best that I could last night, but she really needed a few more baths, with soap if possible, before she would be really clean. I didn’t mind, but I needed to wash my hands.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 Bathing

While she slept a bit longer, I ate a very small amount of some breakfast and drank some water. I would need my strength to carry her to a safe place. Then looked through the contents of the pack that I had taken as my loot from my first true, but brief, adventure. There was the shirt and pants that the man had worn, a leather belt, a felt hat, the dull knife, about twenty coins, the pack itself, and a pair of worn boots. This man wasn’t a very successful kidnapper. Of all of it, only the coins were of much value. The rest I would sell for scrap. I didn’t want to keep anything that belonged to him. In fact, maybe I would even exchange the coins for others so that we kept absolutely nothing that the man had ever touched.

With the money we had, I needed to buy a set of clothes for Dawn, food and lodging while she recovered, and hopefully a good knife for myself. We wouldn’t have money for more than that and I would need to find work within a few days. Probably no more than two days from now. An inn would cost us three coins a night, plus at least another three or four for food. That would be six coins,, and we only had twenty, plus what very little we could get for the other loot. And that loot might be worth just two coins in total. It was far more than I had carried at any time so far on my adventure, but now there were two of us, not me alone. I would need to find work. Or a treasure. Most likely, work.

Dawn woke up again and I helped her to sit and take some food and water. She didn’t ask about the massage or anything that I had done while she was asleep. 

She did say, “Ronin, I need the toilet.”

I said, “Oh, of course. I can help you.”

Dawn said, “I suppose that I probably need another bath as well. Would you take me down into the water and we can deal with both matters at the same time?”

I agreed and started to lift her, cloak and all.

She stopped me and said, “Ronin, it will be easier if you undress and we both go naked.”

I looked at her and she smiled just a little. With a shrug, I set her back down on the grass and pulled off my shirt, and then my pants, and I stood naked before her. I didn’t linger there, but knelt and opened the cloak and lifted the girl’s body in my arms and stepped to the river’s edge. I walked directly into the water, chest deep.

Dawn said, “Put my arms around your neck and hold me by the chest and let me see if I can move my legs.”

Her legs stretched out behind her as I held her head against my shoulder, with her feet down river. The little cove that we we in protected us from all but a very weak current and there was no real danger of losing my footing.

Dawn sighed, “Oh, that feels good. Let me stretch my legs and see if I can move them. They hurt with every movement, but it is bearable.”

Dawn took her time, moving her legs up and down in the water, kicking them gently and letting the water support most of her weight. We stayed like this for perhaps ten minutes. I supposed that she must have taken care of her need for a toilet while she floated there. Dawn suggested that I turn her over and let her float on her back, with my arms under her shoulders. She stayed like that for a while, again stretching and exercising her legs.

I said, “Dawn, you are very beautiful. I mean, um, how are you feeling?”

She smiled without looking at me and said, “Oh, you think so? I’m glad to hear it. Ronin, I like this. Better than I ever thought that I would. What happened to me changed me. You say that I feel the way I do because of what I suffered, and in part, it is true. But the thing has changed me. And one change is that this feels very good and natural. Being naked in the water like this with your arms around me feels like this is what I am, what I want. Ronin, I like this,” and she kicked her legs a bit more.

She went on, “Do you like my body? I want you to. Having you look at me and knowing that my breasts are yours thrills me. I would live here in the woods with you, naked all the time if you wanted to. Will you bathe me again? I want to be more clean than I am.”

I said, “I will, but it is your lower parts that need to be washed, and well, you could just soak like this and let the river wash you.”

She said, “I could. Or, I could have the man who loves me bathe me with his own hands. It’s true that my arms and legs don’t work yet, but even if they did, I would want you to touch me like this. I am falling very deeply in love, and your hesitation, while honoring, becomes a little frustrating. We have declared our selves for each other and I start to long to experience love.”

I said in surprise, “You mean, you want to mate?”

She said, “I do. I love you. I think that we should wait until I am not helpless for you to truly penetrate me, but my body and soul prepare themselves for you and your love even now. Look how I can move my legs already. I will walk again. But I will never leave you again. You say that you have fallen in love with me. And I have chosen you. I won’t mention your rights as the savior of my life, but our love compels us to be lovers. Ronin, I have never been with a man at all, but my body says to me what to do. Doesn’t yours?”

I said, “It does seem to, but I fight against it.”

Dawn said, “Then don’t. If you fight against it, you fight against me. I won’t be offended no matter how you touch me. I am sure of it.”

This was very new to me. But this was my life. I was an adventurer. I had killed a man. I had rescued a damsel in distress. She was mine now. There might even be others, another mate or even two, in the future. If my fortunes were good. It was time for me to leave my past life behind me and move into the life that was now mine. My grandfather had taken three mates. My father had taken two. Dawn would be my first. Perhaps my only one, but who knew? It was time. Last night was the time to take my first steps and be a man by rescuing this girl. Now was the time to be a man and take a lover. I had to do it. And I would. I would walk through this door and see what was on the other side.

My lover didn’t want me to ask her questions. She wanted me to love her. 

I reached across Dawn’s body as she floated on her back and kissed her on the mouth. She responded willingly and opened her lips and welcomed my tongue for a fuller embrace. Now that we had started, neither of us were willing to break our embrace for anything in the world. But that didn’t mean that my hands couldn’t also do what was in their own mind to do now. My brain and my lips kissed my new love. My right arm held her neck and shoulders. But my left hand had a new mind of its own and began caressing the side of the beautiful girl’s right breast. As I touched her, the intensity of her kiss increased and I felt her try to reach her arm up to grab my neck and pull me closer. She was not able to lift her arm that far yet, and she groaned in pain at the attempt, but she did manage to slide her hand across her chest to place her palm over my own breast.

Her touch was thrilling. Was this like what she was feeling as I touched her? If so, I should give her more of the wonderful feelings that I was experiencing. I slid my hand over her chest and cupped her fine tit more firmly as I gave in to massaging it and rubbing it, even playing with the nipple as I felt it hardening beneath my palm.

Dawn moaned and broke our kiss for just a moment. 

She said, “Oh, My Love. Yes. That is wonderful. Oh that feels good. I may not want to wait as long as I had suggested. Oh yes.”

I continued stroking her tender breast, first the right, and then the left, and our kissing continued to increase. Then I ran my hand down her side, around her back, and across her flat, lightly muscled stomach. As my hand approached Dawn’s crotch, I felt her part her legs, inviting me to explore between them. But this was, to some extent at least, meant to be a bath, not just lovemaking. I twisted around so that Dawn’s body was cradled by my left arm now, leaving my right hand free for washing and touching. I rubbed her thighs more roughly, working to scrub away any remaining dirt from her ordeal. After doing the top of each, I did her inner thighs and bent her legs at the knees so that I could reach her calves and feet again. I held her legs bent, one at a time and told her to push against my hand in order to exercise her muscles more than they had been used so far. She was able to push fairly hard. It was clear that her strength was returning more quickly than I had feared. 

I felt like her legs were fairly clean now, and I moved my hand once more near her crotch. I raised my head a bit and looked into Dawn’s eyes as I brushed my fingers lightly along her inner thigh and into the space between her lower lips and her leg. Dawn squirmed in my arms and closed here eyes and moaned with pleasure.

She said, “Oh, that is very nice. Wash me more roughly.”

I did as she asked and applied more pressure to the sides of her vulva, but avoided rubbing her slit directly for the moment. Dawn inclined her head as if to kiss me, and I lowered my lips to hers. As my fingers began to stroke her between her legs, she grunted and managed to throw her left arm around my neck and she dragged my head farther against her mouth. A few seconds later, I felt her legs clamp down on my hand as she shuddered in orgasm. I kissed her hard throughout her spasm, and as I ran my hand roughly between her thighs, she thrashed about in a second climax immediately after her first.

Dawn was panting and gasping for breath now and she collapsed somewhat limply in my arms. 

She said, “That was … that was good. So, that was what they call an orgasm, wasn’t it?”

I said, “I think so.”

She said, “I didn’t know that you could do that just by touching. That was great. Wow that was great.”

I said, “Dawn, I need to still wash your bottom some. Is that OK?”

Dawn opened her eyes and said, “Fine. What ever you need to do. Yeah, whatever. I need. Just do it.”

I pulled her up into a more vertical position and asked, “Can you put your arms around my neck yet?” and I moved into deeper water so that just my neck and head were above the water line.

This allowed Dawn to float her arms around my neck without having to support the full weight of them. She rested her hands on my shoulders first, and then hugged me. I lifted her legs around my waist and supported her with my right hand as I reached behind her and down between her legs with my left. I stroked her bottom, cupping her ass for a few minutes, pulling and separating her cheeks to let the water flow and wash between them. After a time, when she was comfortable and leaning into my shoulder, I reached down and began to scrub her ass, including the space directly between her cheeks, and even over the button  of her anus to wash her bottom. After a few minutes, I didn’t feel any remaining dirt on her flesh, but unfortunately, there was still dried feces clinging to the tiny hairs of her crack.

I whispered, “Dawn, I love you. I am going to have to scrub you.”

She whispered back, “Do it. You will be fucking me as soon as I can walk, so just do what you have to. I have no shame or secrets with you.”

With that assurance of her trust, I spread her flesh and scrubbed her vigorously, polishing her butt until I could find nothing except for smooth, perfectly clean, beautiful skin.

I was again surprised at Dawn’s boldness in declaring our eminent sexual activities as mates. I had heard from my father and his father that in some places people were much more shy about sexual expression, and that in some places they were much more open or even vulgar. I had been told that in some places, even a word like ‘fucking’ might be used in a vulgar manner. Where I was from, it was a short way of saying that a couple would make love in a vigorous and very exciting way for both of them, and apparently it was the same for Dawn’s people. I am sure that if I had heard the same word from those men last night that it would have sounded vulgar and even violent. They had mentioned ‘having fun’ with her, and the way that they said it, it was clear that it would be no fun for their victim at all. The way that Dawn now talked about fucking made it very clear that she expected it to be incredibly fun and loving for both of us.

The girl on my shoulder cooed, “My Lord, that feels very nice, even on my button. Don’t be afraid to touch me even there. I wish that I were in better shape for you. But, I will walk soon. I can feel it. I swear that I will.”

I said reassuringly, “Of course you will. But for now, I think that our bath has to be over.”

Dawn raised her head and said, “But, I can feel you rising stiffly between my legs. Is there a way to satisfy you, even if you do not penetrate me yet? The women say that some of them even enjoy having their man between the lips of their mouth as much as the lips between their legs. Perhaps there is a way to do that, even if I cannot yet stand on my own.”

I said, “Wow, that is a wonderful thought, and my grandfather told me about such things, and yes, I am aroused by you, but I am willing to wait. I am concerned that we find a safer spot to rest long before evening. If we are able to travel, I would like to put more distance between us and the men that were here last night.”

My other thought, though I didn’t mention it to Dawn was that if I hurried, I could track them down and kill the two men who were still alive for what they had done to her. And then I did mention it.

I said, “My sweet, the reason that I don’t run now and kill both of those men is that I would be forced to leave you for a time defenseless. If you were safe, I would find them and they would pay for what they did with their deaths. But as it is, I want to have you safe above all.”

Dawn said, “I have no doubt that you could, and would, avenge me in that way. But tell me what you want me to do.”

I carried Dawn out of the water and brushed her dry as best I could. She tried standing by bracing herself on my shoulders and I was pleased to see that she could do at least that, though she was very unsteady on her legs still. As I swept moisture from her skin with my hand, Dawn looked down toward her feet. But apparently, she wasn’t really looking at her feet.

She said, “Ronin, you are very beautiful. And somewhat larger than I had expected. Are you sure that you don’t want me on my knees where I could kiss you and pleasure you with my mouth.”

I looked down and saw that Dawn was staring at my semi-rigid penis and smiling.

I said, “Oh, soon enough. But right now, let me find a way to take us to a safer place. And we will need food. And you will heal better in a bed than on the ground. And fruit juice would be better for you than water.”

She smiled and looked at my face and said, “As you wish.”

When we were relatively dry, I wrapped her in the cloak and she insisted on standing with her back leaning against a tree while I dressed myself.

I said, “I will have to carry you on my back, if you can hold on to me with your arms. If not, I will carry you in front of me. We also have the pack, but I can carry that on my belt, I think. The path that we are on is good for staying away from view, but not for finding a village or for work. I think that we will have to return to the main road. Perhaps we will even find a friendly merchant or some traveler with an ox cart or wagon who will let us ride with him.”

I gathered our things and tied the pack so that it hung from my belt. My sword, my water bag, the bag with our little bit of food, and my small bag with my piece of sharpened flint also attached to the belt. When I had everything, I turned to Dawn and stooped in front of her so that I could lift her onto my back. 

She was able to lift her arms and hold them around my neck and I supported her weight by putting my hands under her thighs. She wasn’t heavy, and I felt like we could make progress this way well enough. One problem was that Dawn had no clothing except for my cloak, and being carried on my back this way, it was impossible for her to keep it completely closed around her naked body. I sat her down for a moment and took one of the thongs that held my bags in place.

I said, “Dawn, A belt around your waist would keep the cloak closed more securely. But, if you cannot bear it, we will leave it as it is.”

She frowned and said, “Are you concerned that I would feel afraid to have you tie me up, by placing a belt about me to hold my meager dress closed more modestly?”

I said, “You have been through an ordeal.”

She laughed and said, “But I have not lost my mind. And besides, I have no fear of you. Put a belt on me and I will wear it. You might as well say that since I was wearing a dress while I was tormented that I should never wear a dress again. I certainly have thoughts that I may not wear a dress as often as I did, and that I find it very pleasant to be without one with you, but wearing one for other times is not a problem for me. You are a strangely compassionate man. Do you truly love me so quickly?”

I said plainly, “I do.”

She smiled and said, “Then put a belt on me and carry me to your castle. We have no ring for a pledge, so I will wear your belt as if it were my wedding token.”

I tied the leather around Dawn’s middle and lifted her onto my back again. And then we headed directly away from the river in the direction of the main road.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4 Cross Country

I had deliberately chosen a difficult path the night before, in order to discourage any who might follow my track, and that now made travel slow and difficult. But, for the same reason, it wasn’t very far. Last night, it was dark and I had Dawn in my arms, unconscious. I had only had to go fifty yards or so to reach the river, so now we had only that far to go to reach the narrow path. Neither of us were familiar with this area, but I assumed that if I continued east that I would find a fork to the main road at some point.

Walking on the path was easier. I didn’t know how long I could travel with Dawn on my back before needing to rest, but I would do what I could. After three quarters of a mile or so, I began to tire. Dawn sensed it.

She said, “Ronin, I am not sure that carrying me is best for us. It will be slow going, but shouldn’t I try to walk as much as I am able? I feel like I might be able to take a few steps at a time if you support me.”

I said, “Perhaps. If you are able, it would be good for you to keep the blood moving. But, you have no shoes.”

Dawn said, “Set me on my feet, but hold me steady.”

I crouched and lowered Dawn to the ground and she supported her own weight with her legs, but held on to my arm.

She said, “See, I think that a few steps will be fine. And the path is smooth, and my feet will be fine.”

I said, “You could wear my shoes.”

She said, “No. You will need to carry me across any rough places, so you will need your shoes. Let me try to walk and we will see how I do.”

I stood beside Dawn, on her left side, and she held on to my right arm, and tried to take a step. She lifted one foot and stepped forward and limped horribly as she tried to bring her other foot forward. I had to catch her to keep her from falling.

She said cheerfully, “See, that wasn’t so bad.”

I laughed and said, “Not bad? It looked uncomfortable.”

She tried another limping step and said, “It is very uncomfortable. But, what do you expect? I was mostly dead for several days,” and she took another painful step.

Dawn stopped and took a breath and I could tell that she was tensing the muscles of her legs. The next step she took was more deliberate. She moved slowly and made an effort not to limp or stumble. Her face was strained, but her movement was more confident. We continued this way, step after painful step, for about a hundred paces, and then Dawn stopped and nearly collapsed. I swept her quickly onto my back and started carrying her again.

After a little way, she said, “I can do it. Well, not right now. That was very difficult, but I feel it getting easier. Ronin, why did you bother with me? I was mostly dead and you could have walked away. What if I were crippled or insane?”

I kept walking and said, “I don’t know what you mean. I rescued you because you need to be rescued. I cared for you because you were alive, and not dead.”

She said, “But I was covered in filth and could not move or speak.”

I said, “So I washed you and gave you water. I wrapped you in my cloak to keep you warm. I did what I could to revive you and make you more comfortable.”

She said, “But why? You didn’t have to. You killed Bart and took his things so that you can sell them for a few coins. Yes, you killed him to see if I could be saved, but now I burden you. I drink your water and eat your bread and you carry me on your back. If it were not for me, you would sleep in the woods and not need coins to care for me. If you had left me where I was, I would have died in an hour or so, I am sure of it.”

I said, “So it was fortunate that I arrived to find you before the hour was up. What are you asking me? Any man or woman would do what I did. I’m blessed to have fallen in love with you, but again, any man would. Any good man, anyway. You talk like you’re a burden to me, but you’re not. You’re the woman that I love now. You’ve asked me several times if I love you, and I do. You’ve said that you love me, and I’m happy. You’ve walked a hundred paces today.”

She said, “And experienced sexual climax twice, without the consummation of being penetrated by my lover. But Ronin, you say that any man would do the same, but that isn’t true. In fact, not one man in a thousand would have done this. A strong, brave man might have driven away my captors, but finding me in the state that I was in, they would have said their apologies and walked away. Perhaps if they had a mind to help, they would have run to a village and told what had happened, and returned with others to find me dead when they returned.”

I said simply, “I am not those men. If I had done what you say they would do, I would be shunned by my family as a coward. I may be a novice, but my father and grandfather were Adventurer Monks, and so am I. Dawn, I love you because I do, not because I must.”

She said, “How could you love me because you must? That is not possible. Yes, you can love family because you must, but a friend is a choice, and a lover is even sweeter. Ronin, I have never heard of a Monk. What is it? I have met and heard of Adventurer Warriors, and Priests, and Healers, and Assassins, and Shadows, but not a Monk. And your sword is only a stick made of wood and you have no possessions and only enough food for a day. Are Monks sworn to poverty? I don’t mind. I am staying with you no matter what, but perhaps you can explain what our life will be like.”

I walked along the path and said, “A Warrior has a great sword and heavy armor. He fights all comers head on. A Priest has his armor and a heavy mace, and he knows something of healing and follows a path of purity. Some won’t take a wife, at least not before they retire to some village to run a church. A Ranger knows the woods and is an expert with a bow and arrow and a knife. He wears leather and knows hunting and plants. The healer has very little in the way of fighting, but can bring the near dead back to life with potions and herbs and the right foods. They have skills with cleaning wounds and sewing them and many who were rightfully dead can be saved by their hand. An Assassin has knives and small swords and attacks from behind or from the shadows. His victim might die of poison, never knowing who it was who killed him. They have their place, but I don’t think that I would travel with one unless the job was very specific and there was no other way. Last night, I killed the man before he knew that I was there, but an Assassin relishes death in a way that I do not. You mention a Shadow. The Shadow uses his abilities to stay hidden, to discover secrets, to open locks and set or disarm traps. People will tell him things that they do not intend to. Last night, I stayed in the shadow to listen to the men and discover their plans, but a true Shadow might have killed them one by one or even rescued you without them even anyone knowing that he had been and gone. And he would have taken all of their possessions with him when he left. He might have joined their fire and gotten food from them before he disappeared with what he came for.”

I stopped and asked if Dawn could take a few more steps on her own. She said that she could and I set her on the ground. Her steps were more natural than the time before, but I could see that it still pained her.

She clung to my side and said, “And the Monk?”

I said, “The Monk is rare. My family knows the art, but I don’t know who else would. Our techniques are hidden. We use a very specialized sword and practice using our hands and feet as weapons. Last night, if needed, I could have easily killed the man with my bare hands and he would have died just as quickly. I know something of healing and setting broken bones, and increasing blood flow, and a few things like that, but not as a true healer does. There may be a few things that I know that are unique though. We do not take a vow of poverty. I am a novice and as such, our tradition is that I go into the world with a wooden sword that I carve myself, a piece of flint, and a water bag. I have no coins, no spare shirt, and only enough bread for the first day. The goal is that what I have from now on, I earn myself. When I left my family, I went to the next village and found work. It let me eat for a day. I went to another village and I ate for a day and acquired a sleeping cloak. Last night, I had my first loot, and we have twenty coins, and perhaps a few more when I sell the trash. Over time, I will acquire a better knife, a better sword, and better provisions. I will have clothes for you and whatever else we need. I will take work Adventuring where we find it.”

She said, “What about me? We have no home for me to keep and no kitchen for me to cook in. And I was odd besides. You must teach me to be like you and we will adventure together. Unless it is forbidden.”

I said, “It is not forbidden. I am still getting used to the idea of calling you my wife, though that is clearly what we are, and if you want me to, I will teach you. But is that what you want? To be an Adventurer?”

She said, “Husband, I am twenty seven years old. I have been at home all of my life. I worked in my father’s shop in the market, but it was not the life that I would choose. I would find adventure with you. I would go into dark caverns and stand at your back surrounded by monsters. Well, small monsters to start with, perhaps, but we can go together. See, I am walking better every moment. I can learn from you and we can work together. And if you are injured, I can patch you. Two will be better than one, and I know that neither of us will let the other be harmed if we can keep it from happening.”

I said, “Dawn, I don’t know.”

She squeezed my arm and said, “Don’t be silly. I will become an Adventurer Monk and we will adventure together. But, we will need more partners if we are going to do well and make our fortune. This is very exciting. In fact, if it was necessary to be taken kidnap in order to find you, it was worth it. You will start teaching me as soon as I am well again. No, you will start as soon as I can make even the smallest progress. Ronin, I don’t think that I can walk much farther now.”

 I helped Dawn back onto my back and said, “While I carry you, practice squeezing my hips with your legs and exercise your hands my squeezing them into fists. The more you are able to work your muscles, the better. You are getting better every hour. We should head for the main road. Perhaps we should start south through the woods. The path is easier, but I think that the woods will get us there faster. The road runs from east to west, and it is a little south of us from here. Probably not more than a mile.”

I turned to my right and stepped off the path into the woods toward the south, carrying Dawn on my back. I was wary of having the girl fight beside me, unless it was for survival, but on the other hand, being together in my profession would be very comforting in several ways. I thought that I would train her and see if it went the way that she said, or not. She might change her mind when she had her first tastes of training, or of battle or hardship. At least I would have a wonderful woman waiting for my return at the end of a journey.

As we walked I said, “Dawn, if you are serious, I will train you, but it might be helpful for you to have a different primary skill than my own. Certainly knowing my bare hand techniques and the sword that I carry, but perhaps it would be good for you to know how to use a bow and arrow.”

Dawn said, “I can shoot fairly well. My father was a skinner. I have hunted deer, rabbit, and boar. I can skin and gut them. And I am not a bad cook. I can tan leather and sew it. Well, I will be able to do so when my hands work well enough again. Beloved, if you need pants or a vest, buy a skin and let me make what you need. My father made leather clothes, bags, packs, and even light armor. It is where I got my taste to be more than a shop girl. If you want me to be a huntress, I am half way there already.”

I said, “You surprise me over and over. I am not a hunter, except for small game and fish. I can shoot down a deer and skin it, but I also make weapons, including fine arrowheads from metal or wood or bone. I can make a usable bow and carve arrows if I have a better knife, and every member of my clan is a very good shot with them. I have made plenty and they work well. I have a reputation in my country and several hunters and a few Adventures who practice the bow have sought me out for my weapons.”

She said, “That is marvelous. We make a good team already. You say that we have twenty coins, plus a few more for our foul trash? First we need a good knife. Wait, what about the loot that you took? No, never mind, we will dispose of all of that. So, first a good knife that we can share. Make sure that it is good for carving, and I am sure that it will be fine for gutting and skinning, at least at first. Spend all that we have on a good knife and we will be ready. Oh, but we need a good bow string. I could use leather, but a good string will be much better.”

I said, “Dear, first, we need to get you some clothing.”

She laughed, “I suppose so.”

I asked, “What do you need?”

She said, “Hum, for now, a dress. A simple one. While I am recovering, I should not draw attention to us. It won’t cost much. Three coins would be enough, but a courser, or even used dress will be fine. We are poor and it will be my honor to go with you with nothing but a simple, second-hand dress and what you have already. We will make our fortune together. Two poor but happy Adventurers, a Monk and his Huntress. But later, when we can afford it, I will want something more sturdy. Perhaps pants and a blouse and a vest and boots. Or maybe just a short skirt and a vest, depending on the weather.”

I said, “Dawn, we should stop for a bit and eat a little. It isn’t noon yet, and the road can’t be far, but we should have you eat and drink a little more.”

I slid her to the ground and she said, “I am getting hungry. I must have lost weight over the past week, but carrying me must be difficult after a while.”

Dawn was about five foot seven inches tall and now may have weighed a hundred and ten pounds or so. She would probably put on ten pounds or so once we could get her some meat and a better diet than simple bread.

I said, “You are fine. I can carry you as far as we need to. Just not all at one time. Here, sit down and rest and have some water and a little bread. Tonight, if we can, you will eat a little bit of meat and a little fruit. No cheese or milk yet though. And chicken would be better than beef or pork. And not very seasoned with spices either.”

She smiled and said, “You sound like my physician. And a lucky young lady I am to have such a good one. How do you know what I need so well?”

I said simply, “I have gone without food for seven days more than once. There is an art to beginning to eat again without making yourself ill.”

She said, “Several times? Why? Were you lost in the woods or snow?”

I said, “No. It was part of my training from the time I was a boy. There are benefits to it if you are careful and it is not forced upon you. Have some water.”

After we had eaten and rested I helped Dawn to her feet and took her on my back and started walking again.

Dawn said, “I like this cloak. It will be good for sleeping in together.”

I thought about that. Sleeping together. Probably naked. And making love. I had enjoyed the time with her this morning, and I was very pleased that I was able to satisfy her sexually, even as limited as we were, but sleeping together was a new idea. Of course, I had fantasized about such things for years, and I did masturbate as boys do, but perhaps as soon as this evening, I would be making love with a beautiful woman. My parents and grandparents had given me advice and guidance for things like this, for the mating night, but I was a bit nervous. Dawn talked boldly enough, but I suspected that when it was time, she might be nervous as well.

Another half a mile, perhaps a quarter of an hour since we had rested, we came to the road. I set Dawn on her feet and I stretched. It was almost noon. Dawn assured me that she could walk a bit, if she held my arm, and we headed east again. After half an hour, when I was carrying her again, we heard a cart approaching, but it passed by without the driver even making eye contact. Dawn thought it rude not to offer us a ride, especially since she was being carried and therefore obviously injured in some way. I assured her that if the man was so unkind as to not offer a ride, then we most certainly didn’t want his company. We would wait for a bit more. About twenty minutes later, a second cart passed us going the opposite direction. An hour later, a third came from behind us, but again moved quickly past without even a greeting. Dawn took turns walking about every half a mile, which was about twenty minutes of travel. She was walking about a hundred and fifty paces at a time now, but still held on to me for support at each step. During one of the periods where she limped beside me, another cart came from the west, going in our direction. I had little hope of hospitality now, but to my surprise, the cart pulled to a stop as it came near us.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5 On The Road

The man in the front, driving the cart called out, “Hello. My dear, it looks from your limp like you could be comforted by a ride in my cart. Young friends, I am Gerald. May I offer you a more comfortable journey this afternoon?”

I said, “Sir, that would be most welcome. My companion, my wife, has injured a hip, and I carry her as far as I can, but the going is very slow. If we could join you, we would be very grateful and I will do what I can to find a way to repay your kindness however I am able.”

The man said, “Oh, forget about things like payment for simple kindness. Come up and let’s keep each other company on our journey. And besides, if my guess is right, we may have business together.” 

Gerald moved to the left of the seat and I lifted Dawn up into the cart beside him. He said, “Toss your burdens in the back if you like. I have been to market in a few villages and I’m on my way home. We will pass through a small hamlet on my way. I intend to be home before nightfall.”

I climbed up behind Dawn and the three of us sat together and Gerald started the burro that pulled us down the road again.

He said, “Well, what are your names and are you companions or husband and wife? You seemed unsure” and he laughed.

Dawn answered first saying, “Sir, my husband was unsure because we have been together for such a little time. Today was our mating. It was an arranged marriage, and we did not know each other until today. But, we found that we fancied each other immediately and have come to love each other already. As we left our village, our customs may be different than some, but as we left for our journey to find our new life, there was a bit of excitement and I was injured. The horrid ruffian who troubled us and would have robbed us and even killed my husband and molested me, will cause no more trouble now, but I am unable to walk more than a hundred paces at a time. My wonderful man is called Ronin and I am his bride and you may call me Dawn. Ronin is a novice Adventurer Monk and I am a novice Huntress. We have very little, but we appreciate your kindness more than we can say.”

The man smiled gently and said, “My man, Ronin, is it? You have a treasure here. My own wife is like her. You remind me of younger days. But, I am a farmer, not an Adventuring type. But, since you bring it up, this is exactly what I was hoping for. We may be well met. I hope so.”

I said, “Sir, we are well met, regardless, but what can I do for you?”

He said, “First you can call me by my name. What man doesn’t like hearing his own name? Sir is not a thing that warms us unless we are far more ambitious than we should be. As for what you can do for me, it is like this. You decide if you want any part of it. So, as I approached, I noticed that you carry an unusual wooden sword. Now to my thinking, a man carries something unusual if he knows it to be more valuable than a common thing. Am I right that you know how to use that unusual thing in an uncommon way?”

I smiled and said, “You could say so.”

Gerald said, “Well my boy, if you are in need of an adventure, then I am in need of an Adventurer. I am a farmer as I say, and my farm is large enough, but of late, the vermin have begun to overrun me and they destroy my crops and chase away any workers that I can find. And now, I find no one to work because of my infestation. I am in danger of losing my farm entirely.”

Dawn asked, “What kind of infestation?”

Gerald frowned and said, “Giant rats. I have seen a dozen at a time. Most of the time at night, but often even in daylight, and more as each day goes by. If I can count a dozen, there may be many more. I am somewhat desperate for my farm and the safety of my family. Oh, perhaps I should have kept that to myself. But you won’t try to take advantage of me, I can sense it. Anyway, my wife and I have said that if we could find a man to help us that we would give him a room and food for as long as he rid us of at least one of these things each day. And, if more than one, a coin, no two coins, for each additional. And, there is a healer at my house and she can mend you of whatever wound you have received and nurse you to health if necessary, I am sure of it. What do you say to that? If you want no part of it, I won’t blame you, but I had hope when I saw you, and now I have asked you what I had in my mind.”

I said, “Gerald, I would be happy to help you. We have no where to stay, and Dawn is in need of a place to recover. But there are two of us and I will take part of what you would give me and return it to you for the extra burden to your house.”

Gerald said, “Does a man and his pretty mate take up more room than a man alone? No. And besides that, my women will be delighted for the companionship. And if I am right, and I always am, my dear wife Jean will welcome you like a son and daughter. Are we settled? Will you try to help me?”

I said, “Of course. I would help you in any case. But you say that there is a small village on the way? Could be stop very briefly? I need to sell a few simple items and buy a few simple provisions if it is no trouble to you.”

Gerald said, “Hah! Wonderful. We will stop and you can get what you need. But no food. Food is on my table. And, Dawn, what about your clothes? You seem to be in some need. Forgive an old man for my saying so, but what about that?”

Dawn said, “Ronin plans to buy me a simple dress in the village when we stop.”

Gerald said, “Oh huff. Nonsense. You young newly mated obviously have no coins to spare. Come to my house and I am certain that there are dresses in abundance. It seems that everywhere I turn my head there are nothing but dresses littering this cupboard or that one. Hey, tell me what else you need and see if I have an extra. What is it that you are needing? Go on, tell me.”

I said, “First I need to sell some rags and things for what few coins I can get. I need a good knife for carving wood and for skinning animals. I need a dress, except that you offer us one already. I need a bow and arrows, or materials to make one. I had planned to buy some food. Dawn needs a little meat and some fruit. It is the custom in her country that a betrothed bride does not eat for seven days prior to her mating.”

Gerald said, “Food we have. Knives we have. Dresses we have in abundance. Buy none of those things. Sell your trinkets and buy your bow and arrows, and if you need money, tell me and I will advance it to you. A bow and arrows will make the work I need from you easier. But when we stop, don’t take long. We need to be at my home before supper.”

We chatted for an hour and then came to the tiny village. Surprisingly, during our talk, Gerald asked very little about either Dawn or I or our backgrounds or where we came from.  As we pulled the cart to a stop, I jumped out and ran to the small market. I sold the clothing and other items for four coins. The only things that had even minimal value were the boots, belt, and dull knife. Four was more than fair in my mind. I found a weapon maker and spent eight coins on a very good bow, the best he had, and another eight on four dozen plain, but good quality arrows. I spent a final two on archer’s gloves that I thought would fit Dawn, and two more on a very good pair of gloves for me. In total, I spent twenty coins and had only four left when I was done. I hoped that things with Gerald went well, because we were very poor once again.

When I returned to the cart, I put my purchases in the back and we started off again. Gerald’s home wasn’t far. A few miles east of the village, we turned south on a dirt path and followed it a few more miles to the farm.

When we pulled up to the front of the house, two women stepped out of the door to greet us. One was probably the same age as Gerald and I assumed that she was his wife, Jean. The other looked closer to Dawn’s age and might be Gerald and Jean’s daughter.

Gerald hopped down from the cart and rushed to the women on his porch while I stepped out of the cart and lifted Dawn down after me.

The older woman said, “Gerald, what visitors have you brought to us? Welcome to our home.”

Gerald smiled and put his arm around the woman and said, “This is our new hero Ronin, and his woman, Dawn. I found them on the road and we have become friends. Ronin will save us from our giant rat problem. If he is as good a hero as his lady is a story teller, we are in good hands. My Hero, this is the love of my life, Jean. And this is the jewel of my house, my daughter Valeera.”

I said, “I am very glad to meet you. In actuality, it is Gerald who is my hero and he has rescued us from a desperate situation. But I will do what I can about your rats.”

Jean said, “Well, you are very welcome here. Supper is ready. Valeera will fix a room for you after we have eaten. Gerald, what do you mean about being good story tellers?”

Gerald winked at Dawn and said, “Oh, the two of them told me fantastic stories about being betrothed and having met just today and being set upon by a robber and the pretty maiden having been injured and losing her dress. I believe parts of what they say happened, but the explanations of how it happened, well, perhaps I didn’t hear them exactly right. My old ears may have missed something. The only bit of it that is crucial right now is that she is injured and she is without a dress and needs food and water. Some fairy stories may have been mixed in by accident. Not about the robber, but some strange customs about fasting and betrothals and whatnot. When they trust us more, they will tell us the truth.”

Jean said, “Well, I look forward to it. Come inside.”

We followed our hosts into the house and Valeera, the daughter said, “Lady Dawn, please, before you go to dinner, let me take you and get you a dress and you can tell me the nature of your injuries and I will try to help you. Father, we will only be a few minutes.”

Gerald said, “Of course. But whatever she tells you, it is between the two of you alone. If we hear a different story, it will be over dinner and from their own lips. Your fine mother and I will hear nothing of it from you. And, Ronin, come and wash your hands.”

Gerald smiled and led me to the kitchen and I washed in the sink with a bit of soap. 

I said, “Gerald, I don’t want to lie to you. It is a sensitive matter and I want to spare Dawn and …”

Gerald put his hand on my shoulder and said, “And I am unknown to you, and you have an uncommon tale to match your uncommon life and nothing is as simple as it seems and yet nothing more complex that a hug and a handshake. Ronin, it is up to you. I only want you to know that I am not fooled and do not judge you badly. You will tell me what you want, but as you see, if you are going to find the best help then you need to give us the best chance. And who makes a bride fast for seven days before her meeting with her mate? My gosh my boy, do better than that if you tell a tale. But that reminds me, Jean, come here!” and we walked to the dining area.

Gerald said, “Jean, the Lady Dawn has been fasting for at least seven days and I guess has broken her fast just today.” 

He looked to me for confirmation.

I nodded and said, “Until this morning. She has had water and bread today, but only a little solid food. She would benefit from …”

Jean jumped in, saying, “She needs fruit juices, and a bit of chicken. I have a beef stew for dinner, but that won’t do at all. I have a quarter of a chicken cooked yesterday. That will be more than enough meat for today. I will make a juice of a few strawberries and a little lemon and some apple. And some cranberry for infection, just in case. After dinner, she should take some hot water with a little whiskey before bed. Gerald, you wonderful man. You bring us a hero who blesses us with a chance to minister in kindness. He seems the sort that would help us even if we could not pay him.”

I said quickly, “I would indeed. Of course I would.”

Jean grinned and said, “Then you understand how we feel and how our help to you is  without cost or expectation for any return except for friendship if you have it. Now, no more talking. I will get the juice made and warm some cold chicken and pull it from the bone. You men go smoke for a moment.”

Gerald put his arm around me and led me toward a living room and asked, “Do you smoke, Ronin?”

I said, “No. I am sorry, but I don’t.”

Gerald said, “Well have a seat there. Neither do I, except on the occasional warm night when it is time for thinking. If you have no objections of health or faith, I will teach you some day, when the time is right. But, my boy, we have to talk very soon. I wasn’t sure of this, but now I am. I am not a fool and I know my own house. How do I say this? Ronin, tell me the truth or refuse to answer, but do not lie to me. What was your father’s profession?”

I answered quickly, “Adventurer and then weapon maker when he retired.”

He asked even quicker, “And what was his name?”

I told him.

He asked urgently, “And what were the names of your grandmothers? Your father’s father’s wives?”

I said, “Emma, Blanche, and Kathy.”

Gerald smiled and said, “Good. Very good. Very very good. A weapon maker you say? Wonderful. And your learned your trade, I mean your craft, from him?”

I said, “And from my grandfather.”

Gerald smiled and said, “That is wonderful. Hey, the women are coming, let’s go to the table” and he stood up and took me back to the dining room.

I followed him and was shown to a seat. I wondered about his questions and the seeming urgency over such small matters, and one seemingly random and of no consequence whatsoever, about the names of my grandfather’s women. 

The food was dished out and Jean and Valeera made sure that Dawn ate only a little chicken and fruit and the juice mixture that Jean had prepared.

After we had started eating I said, “You are wonderful hosts, and we owe you so much for taking us in and giving us such a welcome and comfort. If you want, I will tell you our story and only the truth.”

Jean said, “It can only help us help you.”

Dawn took a breath and said, “I will start. I am from a place many weeks east of here, on the north side of the river. Ten days ago, while I was walking, three men grabbed me and tied me up and gagged me. They said awful things about what they would do to me if my village didn’t pay a ransom, and probably even if they did. They held me in the woods for a day and never untied me while one of them went to my village and tried to make arrangements. Unfortunately, he went to the wrong village, because I was not from the nearest as they supposed. When he said that I had been kidnapped and a ransom was required, the people said that they did not know me, and since they cared nothing for my safety, they beat the man and he barely escaped with his life. When he came running back to the place where I was hidden, he and his men threw me into a boat that they had with them and rowed down river as fast as they could. They didn’t stop for two days, but rowed when they could and drifted when they were tired. They gave me no food, and no water. And they kept me bound and didn’t release me even for daily needs. After nearly three days without water, I could not stay conscious and they began to give me a little to drink each day. They argued for days about what to do. It was decided that instead of drowning me and starting over that they would take me farther down river and sell me as a slave to some wicked person. I was constantly threatened with the worst humiliation, but I was spared over and over. This continued until last night. At dusk, they had given up hope of getting anything for me, and I was mostly dead, having nothing but a little water for nine days. The leader said that he would take me to the river and throw me in and be done with it. I had been tied and not allowed to move or speak all of that time and could not stand, much less walk or run of fight. Just before he threw me to my death, he dropped me to the ground and I lost consciousness from pain and was close to death. I would have died within an hour.”

I took up the story from there, saying, “Several days ago, I finished the period of family mourning for my grandfather, and I was sent out to start my life as a novice Adventurer monk. I walked to various villages and found work for a day and made a coin or two for food and moved on each morning. Last evening, about dusk, I spotted a small camp and three men arguing. I heard them making plans to kill their captive, and humiliate her even more before doing so, just as Dawn described. When the leader carried her to the river, I followed him and before he did his deed, he lay dead. I stripped him and put his body in the river in the same was that he had intended for his helpless captive. When it was done, I attended to Dawn, cutting her free and giving her water. This morning, she began to revive, and you found us on the road trying to make our way to a safe place where Dawn could recover while I found work.”

Jean asked, “And what of your dress? Did the men leave you naked?”

Dawn said, “No, they left me covered and bound for nine days. My garment was so soiled and foul and my body so caked with filth that any one who saw me would wretch and vomit from the stench. Ronin cared for me and bathed me even when I could not move and I knew that I loved him and that he in turn loved me. He swore to me that he would not claim me as customary, but I knew that he loved me and I accepted him. He has been very kind and I am his forever, not from gratitude or obligation, but from true kinship and bonds of our hearts. We are mates but we have not yet mated, except in heart and spirit.”

Gerald said, “And I have discovered a bit more. Our your hero is a weapon maker and novice Adventurer, his father is well, his grandfather is recently passed on to eternity, and his grandfather’s three wives, Ronin’s paternal grandmothers, are cared for by his family.”

Jean smiled and said, “Oh, that is good to hear. And what of you Dawn, are your dear grandmothers well?”

Dawn said, “Yes. I have but two on my father’s side, but they are well.” Then she exclaimed as if something had suddenly occurred to her, “Oh! Oh yes, I see your question. Yes, thank you for asking. I assure you that my grandmothers are happy and I can only hope that I can be as happy someday myself. I look forward to the day when I am like them. Is your question answered?”

Jean smiled and said, “I think that it is. If I have more questions, we will talk later. Valeera, how badly injured is the Lady Dawn? Can you heal her?”

Valeera said, “She has suffered from fasting, dehydration, and tissue damage from being bound for so long. She has moderate to severe chemical skin burns, but I have ointments and salves that will help very quickly. Dawn is bruised badly in many places and I am convinced that some of her ribs are cracked or broken. She will be fine. A few days and she will feel very well. If we get the medicines that she needs quickly.”

I was somehow surprised by Valeera’s assessment of Dawn’s condition. I think it showed on my face.

Valeera looked at me and said, “Ronin, from what we hear, you were in crisis from the moment you and Dawn met until just now. I see what you have done for her, and you are absolutely responsible for her being alive now. I am astounded that she was able to walk, even a hundred paces at a time, or to ride on your back without passing out. The fact that she sits here at the table, instead of lying in bed is a miracle and testament to your skill and her force of will. She must have an exceptionally strong constitution.”

The girl was very gentle and even tender toward me as she spoke.

She continued, “You know that she is in shock. As she recovers, she will begin to experience more of what has happened to her than she does now. If you were not here, I would not have her at the table, but for your sake and your love of each other, and the ordeal that you have both faced, I have given her herbs that make it possible to visit for a few minutes.”

Dawn smiled and said, “Husband, you have taken good care of me, and I love you more than words. But, my beautiful physician and I have talked and agreed that I must recover for a time before I can be well enough to share accommodations with you, as much as I long to be with you constantly. She sees me more clearly than you or I do at this moment, blinded as we are by how we look at each other. Valeera will care for me in her own room, in a spare bed, for a little while. And she is right, I start to feel my injuries more than I did. When you kiss me, kiss me very gently.”

Valeera said, “I will put her down in my own bed and my father will move a spare mattress next to it. I will prepare medicines and ointments and burn herbs for breathing. Dawn, we will soak you in a warm bath of oils and salts, and you will heal very quickly. But it will take longer than you would like. Father, if you will go to the village and see if you can find certain things for me, it will help. I will go into the forest to find others. Mother, if you will care for Dawn while I am away for half a day, it will be very helpful. And I will take our hero with me for protection.”

I said, “I recognize plants and know many of the roots and herbs that you will want.”

Valeera smiled and said, “Oh, that’s right. You must have a good knowledge to have done as much as you did already. And Dawn tells me something strange about what is called ‘massage’ and how much your hands work for healing in ways that potions do not. Perhaps we can learn some skills from each other and be better than we are.”

Gerald smiled kindly and said, “This is what I suspected. When I found them, they were very brave, but I had my suspicions that things were worse than first seen. Will what you need be found in the hamlet of Sturgil’s Mark? I am afraid that they may not be.”

Valeera said, “No. I am afraid that you will need to go to Marjan’s Dock.”

Gerald said, “Ah, it won’t be a problem. I will leave tonight, about dusk. I will be back at noon, the day after tomorrow. I will go as quickly as I can. And before our your hero protests, let me say this. Ronin, it is necessary. We are determined to help you, as you were determined to help us. You said that you would help me with my problems even if I could not pay. And how can you expect less of me when you have trouble that my family can help you with, especially when the matter is not saving my corn or apples or vegetables, but the life of your beloved lady? Here is our plan. We will finish our meal, which is mostly done now, and then Valeera will take Dawn to bed. I will go and bring a mattress and then you and I will go for a walk and I will show you my farm and we have a thing to talk over since I will be gone for a day. You will stay here and protect my home and family for me, and do what else you have time for. I will ride this evening for Marjan’s Dock for what Valeera says that she needs. Jean, I know that everything will be well handled by you, and you and I must discuss a thing very quickly as well. Come with me for the mattress and do the dishes later.”

Valeera said, “Father, thank you. I know that I don’t need to say it, but you are making me very happy. Dawn has eaten what she can. Ronin, help me get her to bed. This is what we need. Thank you for seeing it.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6 Walking With Gerald

After a moment, as we finished our plates, I got up and Valeera and I took Dawn to the girl’s bedroom. As Dawn sat down, Valeera moved about the room, darkening the windows and lighting fragrant candles. She instructed me to help Dawn undress and get into the bed. I was hesitant about undressing Dawn in front of Valeera. Not because I was concerned about her being undressed in front of Valeera, since she had already seen Dawn naked, and would be seeing much more of her as the days went on, but because it seemed very intimate for both Valeera and I to see Dawn naked at the same time. Some how, it felt like this created a familiarity between us that made nudity between the three of us something more common than it would have been. But no matter. We were healers and Dawn and I were part of the house for now, and it was good for us to be more comfortable with these things for the sake of doing what we needed to do.

Valeera told me to help Dawn into the bed and that she would be back soon, and she left and closed the door.

I undressed Dawn, pulling the white dress tenderly off of her shoulders. She winced a bit in pain, but not much. She wore nothing under the dress. Again, I noticed how beautiful she was, but I also began to notice her injuries. Her bruises and sores and the gauntness of her face. Things that I had not seen before. 

After I had put her in the bed and pulled a light sheet over her, she said, “My love, kiss me gently. Good. Now, we must talk for a moment. Ronin, I love you. I am so happy to be your woman. I am going to be ill for a while. Yes, I know that I will recover soon, but for a few days at least, I will be apart from you, except for short periods. I may not even know you if a fever hits me, or if my pain is too severe. I know that you and Valeera will make me as comfortable as you can. No, don’t interrupt me yet. As you care for me, you and she will become more accustomed to each other and I want you to. Ronin, My Love, I want you to get to know Valeera and to even let her comfort you in my absence. And I want you to be free to comfort her as well. Listen, let me make it plain. She fancies you. And so does her family. If you find that you can love her, I want you to do it. You said that your father had two women. I like her. If she comes to you, do what you want to. I will be happy if you do. And if it happens before I am recovered, if you take her before me, I will be as happy as anything. Trust me and what I am telling you. If you learn love with her, I will be happy.”

I said, “But, …” and before I could finish my thought, Valeera walked into the room again. Dawn smiled and squeezed my hand and then closed her eyes.

Valeera said, “Here, put another blanket on her and tuck it around her sides and under her body, like this. The mattress is just outside. Bring it in and put it down on the floor, there.”

I did as Valeera told me to, and then watched as Valeera made Dawn drink a small cup of some medicine.

When she had set the cup aside, she stood up and said quietly, “She will sleep until morning now. You did well. You did very well.” 

Valeera reached out and placed her hand against my chest and I felt a warmth that made me very happy in some unexplained way. 

She said, “You did very well. She will live and be a wonderful mate and lover. She will make your bed warm and you will make her life sweet. Her breasts and thighs will please you all of your days together, and when you are old, your children will lay you to rest together in joy and your great grandchildren will see you before you are gone from this world.”

I was breathing hard before she finished speaking. I had never heard anyone speak quite the way that she did now, declaring what the future would be as if she could see it as plainly as she saw my face.

I said, “Valeera, what is happening?”

She looked at me with tenderness and said, “Ronin, have you never been blessed?”

I took a deep breath, and felt Valeera’s hand still pressed to my chest and I shook my head and said, “Not like this. What kind of magic is it? Do you see the future?”

She smiled again and said, “It is no more than the magic of blessing. Calling into being what will be because it is meant to be. I see the future the way I hope that you will see it. It is certainly powerful, but you can learn to do the same thing. And I see that your ‘magic of blessing’ will be even more powerful than this once you learn it. It is so easy to change lives when you know how. But now, my father is waiting to take you and show you the farm before he leaves. Trust him. He is very kind and he is not deceiving you. I know him, and he will offer you things that you don’t expect. I don’t know what those things will be, but you will do well to trust him. If he says something, if you want your life to be filled with wealth and wonder, accept his offers and do as he tells you. It would be common to be wary of a man who comes to change your fortune so quickly, but he is not deceiving you, I promise.”

Then she stood on her toes and kissed me on the cheek and led me to the door. I left the room and she closed the door behind me. I went back toward the front of the house and found Gerald and Jean in the kitchen, cleaning up from our meal.

Gerald said, “Oh, good. You are ready to see my estate. Come along,” and he took me out the front door and we walked toward his fields and orchards.

He explained as we walked, saying, “We have a few hours until dark, but let’s not stay out long. I have said that I will be back in the afternoon, the day after tomorrow. I will hurry, but in truth, it may take longer if there is any delay at all. If I am not back when I have said, don’t worry much. If another day goes by and I am still not home, come to see if you can find me. And no, you cannot go with me. I will be fine. I travel alone a great deal. Your place for now is here, helping Valeera help Dawn.”

We walked along and came to a field with a split-rail fence across the front.

Gerald said, “The fence was put up as a warning. Just to remind us not to go into the field unaware of the danger there.” 

We leaned on the fence and he peered out over it for a moment. 

Then he pointed and said, “There. See? There is one of them. Most will be farther out. Oh, there is another. They have attacked my workers many times and their bite and claws are terrible. As I have said, I will help you regardless, but if you still want to help me, we will both be better off for it.”

I stared at the field and said, “There is one, two, three, four, five, and several more over in that direction. May I borrow your knife for a moment?”

Gerald shrugged and handed me the knife from his belt and I attached it to my own. I had my wooden sword with me, as I always did, and when I was ready, I leapt quickly over the fence and ran as fast as I could for the nearest rat.

These rats, like most of their kind, were about the height of a man’s table, and twice as long as they were tall. The claws on all four feet were very sharp and easily ripped the flesh from any that fell into their grasp. The teeth were the same and a bite would kill if it were to the neck or a major artery. Fortunately, these hunted alone, not as a pack. If one killed or badly wounded it’s opponent or prey, others would join in eating it, but they did not fight together. And they were omnivores and would eat crops as well as meat. Crops were more plentiful right now.

I had a plan for the first few. After that, I would need to rethink my situation and decide from there. I reached the first of my targets in just a few seconds. I had run quickly and quietly, and the thing didn’t know that I was on it until I was just ten feet away. It spun to face me, just as I had anticipated and my sword came down with the force of both arms in the center of it’s skull and I heard the sound of the bone being crushed as I struck it. I was confident that this was a clean kill, and I didn’t stop to make sure. I veered directly toward my second target, thirty feet away. The sound of the blow to the first alerted the second and it raised its head to see what was happening. Seeing me running toward it, it did not charge me, but reared up on its hind legs and threatened me with its claws. I move as fast as I could, and as I came near, I ducked to my right and struck a hard blow to the exposed throat of the rat. It was not a killing blow, but it was devastating and the rat would die in time no matter what. But I wasn’t done with it. As it doubled over, back to four legs, I slid another step behind it and, standing so close that my thigh touched its fur, I brought my sword down on the back of the rat’s neck, separating it from the spine. And that one died as well.

My third target was even farther from the fence, and it saw me before I was forty feet from it. It growled and ran straight for me. This was by far a more dangerous position than with the first two. I would not be able to get a clean shot at the head because it was moving so fast. Actually, I could hit the head easily enough, but even if the blow did kill the monster, it would have enough momentum to hit me head on and would live long enough to rip me with its claws before it succumbed. 

Fighting a four-legged beast is different than fighting a man. A man feels pain and if you break his arm or ribs or leg or shoulder, he is at least temporarily stopped. Not so with a beast who ignored pain. Even if I broke the thing’s hips and it could not use its rear legs, it would pull itself along by the front legs to try to continue fighting. With a beast, it was better to take away his front legs first.

So, I did. As the rat came close, charging me at speed, as it leapt toward my throat with its claws reaching for me, I stood my ground until the very last moment. I stepped to my right, making sure that my timing was perfect. As it passed to my left, I wheeled about and my sword crashed down on its left shoulder, and I felt the bones shatter. The rat stumbled and rolled head first onto it’s back and then twisted to stand and face me again. But, it was too late. As it limped to its feet, its head was exposed and a killing blow struck between its eyes and it crumpled to the ground.

I didn’t watch it fall. I knew that a fourth was nearly upon me, and I twisted to face it. It was fortunate that I had planned my attacks so well because it was only ten feet away as I turned. My sword swung low, striking both front legs at the knee at the same time. The rat stumbled and before our hearts beat more than twice, I had struck it from behind and stunned it. I wasn’t sure that it was truly dead and I quickly pulled Gerald’s knife from my belt and slit the artery at its neck. I opened another large gash across the base of the skull to make sure that the brain could not communicate with the body while the things blood ran out, taking its life with it.

It was done very quickly, and I hurried to survey my situation. I found that I was not in immediate danger from the other rats in the field at the moment. I retraced my path and assured myself that each of my kills were truly dead, and then returned to where Gerald stood at the fence.

I said, “If I take a moment, I will be thinking more clearly, and be better prepared for another foray, if my heart and breathing settle for a few minutes. Shall I start a fire to burn the bodies?”

Gerald was even more breathless than I was and clearly startled and flustered. 

He said, “Um, no. Um, no need. Not tonight. If you find that it is the best way, you can burn them later. If you don’t want to bother, I will have men come and clean up later, when the field is safer for them. Ronin, did you kill six or seven of them?”

I said, “It was only four. Do you want me to bring trophies for each kill so that you will know what to pay me?”

Gerald said, “No. Again, that won’t be necessary. Keep your own count and I will add to your purse each evening. Son, I have never seen such a thing. Let us catch our breath.”

Gerald and I stood at the fence for a few minutes in silence and I checked my heart rate and slowed my breathing until I was calm again.

Gerald finally said, “Well, that was something. Um, over in that direction is the other fields, and that way is the orchards. To tell you the truth, we don’t know what is in the orchard. I fear that it may be worse than rats. My heavens! I can’t seem to get over what I just saw. Let’s head back to the house so that I can say goodbye and get on my way. I leave my family in good hands.”

We started back and Gerald said, “And on that note, let’s talk for a moment of things other than rats. I will be very plain with you. You heard that I called you my son already because of how fond I am becoming of you. I am a good judge of men, and I like you very much. First, tell me, and I won’t be shy with my questions, how many coins do you have to your name?”

I said, “I have four. It isn’t even enough to pay for the medicines that you go to buy for us. I will give you what I have and you can keep my wages from those first four kills, and even that won’t be enough. I’ll make up for it while you are away.”

Gerald said, “No no, don’t think about things like that.”

I said, “If I had known that we would need them, I would not have spent twenty at the market on a bow and arrows, but would have made my own. I didn’t think that I would need the money so immediately.”

Gerald patted my shoulder and said, “You don’t need money. I was just wanting to find out your true situation. Your money is yours. My aid is free. Ronin, I am not poor. It is my pleasure to help you and to have your help. But before I leave, we will want to have a talk. Listen to me. Valeera, my daughter, is a very wonderful girl. She has no mate because she has found no one who suits her. Until now. Ronin, she fancies you. You are under no obligation, but you have my permission and my blessing. If you are in the same bed when I return in two days, I will be happy for you both, and for Dawn as well. My question at dinner about the names of your grandmothers was to determine if your people take more than one woman the way that we are used to. I have only Jean, but my father and hers both had more.”

I said, “Oh, Gerald, I had not expected you to, um, but even when I rescued Dawn, I had no expectation that she would stay with me, and I told her that I would return her with honor to her own people, but she wanted to stay with me and I was very happy that she did, and Valeera is a most wonderful girl and any man would be less than she deserves, and yes, I do think that she is very lovely and the way that she talks and moves and thinks for herself is very attractive, but I have not thought toward her one way or another, not because she is not attractive to me, but because my mind has not had time to even notice my surroundings. If you ask me, I am not sure that I can tell you what color my own Dawn’s hair is, I have been so focused on other things. And, …”

Gerald laughed and said, “Calm yourself, boy. Tell me one thing: how old are you?”

I answered simply, “I am just turned thirty three years old, a common age for a man of my clan to leave home for good.”

Gerald asked, “And Dawn?”

I said, “She tells me that she is twenty-seven.”

He said, “And Valeera is twenty eight. Listen, you are under no compulsion, as I have said, but the truth is that I know that she will be yours, and pretending otherwise will only delay what is best. You don’t have to take her, but you will. Things are things and when they are, then they are. When I saw you on the road, I said to myself, ‘Here is the man and  fine girl that will be joined by my daughter finally. She will love him, and no doubt about it.’ Jean said the same to me when she saw you. Do what you like and what seems best to you, but to make it easier on you, I am telling you that you will do as I suggest and you will be very happy about it. We will discuss it more when I return and you have already seen the pleasure of what I am saying now. And, here we are far from other people. A man takes his brides to bed when he is with them, and there is no ceremony but the feast to celebrate afterward. We believe that when a woman knows what she wants, she takes it and announces it when it is done.”

I stammered, “Um, and it is the same with where I am from, but I would never coerce anyone and …”

Gerald hit me on the shoulder again and said, “And that is what makes a good man and why many woman want him. But, here we are at the house. I will go in and make preparations for my trip and be gone in a little while. Jean and Valeera will get a room for you. Be happy, young fellow.”

I said quietly, “Gerald, I have never been with a woman, and now what you say makes me very nervous. I am certainly in love with Dawn, but we have not been and mates yet, and now it seems that it make be at least a week, if not much more.”

My host laughed and said, “Oh, you will find the way easy enough. It isn’t as difficult as you might fear. It’s up to you. I won’t coerce you, just as you say, but we know what we know and I want you to know that I approve and there is no need to wait or ask. You will have my daughter and I will have a fine Son-In-Law. Let’s go inside. And, I owe you eight coins.”

I said, “No, six. I only killed four of them.”

Gerald said, “At two coins a head.”

I said, “The first kill each day was for my lodging and food, and it is too small a price.”

Gerald laughed again and said, “That is what we said. OK, six coins for now. Keep track. If I give you a hundred on the day after tomorrow, I will be very happy. But don’t put yourself in much danger. Seriously, I have never seen anything like what you did today. I am not sure that I even saw it. Take good care. Don’t go to the field alone. In fact, if you want to wait until I return, that will be fine. And don’t worry about you needing to kill one a day to justify your stay. But now, I need to go pack, get a list from Valeera, and make sure that Jean is taken care of. She will know about our talk.”

He put his arm around my shoulder and marched me into the house. 

He said, “Go tap on Valeera’s door and see if she can come tell me what she needs. I may not see you before you leave, so I say farewell now. I will see you soon. There was much purpose in our meeting and no mistake about it.”

I left him and went to the door to Valeera’s room. I tapped quietly, and after a second, the girl opened the door and ushered me inside. The room was dimly lit, and smelled of herbs. Soft candles burned in various places.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7 Working With Valeera

Valeera said, “Good, you are here. Your lady sleeps and she will not wake up, but you can help me put her in the bath to soak, even so.”

A large tub was in a corner of the room, already filled with warm water and various healing liquids. Valeera went to the bed and pulled back the blanket and sheet and directed me to lift Dawn’s naked body and carry her to the bath. Valeera took hold of Dawn’s feet and we gently lowered her into the tub. We positioned her so that her entire body was submerged, all the way to her neck. Only her head and face were above the water.

Valeera smiled and said, “Excellent. I need to give my father my list of needs, and then I will come back. Stay here and make sure that she stays above water. Put your hand under the water and caress her breasts and chest. Let her feel your hand on her heart, breasts, and nipples. It will comfort her and every comfort accelerates her healing.”

I looked at Dawn in the tub and knelt beside her, but did not move otherwise.

Valeera said very tenderly, “My lord, she will welcome you, as any woman who loves you will. Your touch is more needed than mine. I will return soon.”

The girl left the room, and I slid my right hand into the warm water and began gently rubbing Dawn’s breasts and chest. The water was oily, and her skin was soft and slippery. Dawn was very beautiful. I let myself explore her a bit more than I had so far, and I found her breasts to be quite large and very firm. Very round and very womanly. I could feel the areola, very slightly raised and very delicately textured. I couldn’t remember what they looked like, but my fingers thought that they were very lovely. As I touched the nipples with my palm, and then with my fingers, I found them to be lather large, and rather hard, as well. I would say that they were about as big around as the tip of my little finger, and about as tall as the fingernail. They were actually amazingly pretty and I was sure that no maiden in my village had been as well endowed or as shapely.

Valeera returned to the room and closed the door behind her. 

She said, “I have told my father what we need. He and my mother will be busy making love together for an hour and then he will leave for Marjan’s Dock. Take off your shirt. Take it off. I need your help bathing her.”

I looked at the woman and undid my shirt and when it was off, she took it from me and laid it aside on the bed.

Valeera turned her back to me and pulled the straps of her dress down from her shoulders and wrapped a cloth around her breasts and came back to the tub, smiling. Having just been thinking about Dawn’s breasts, I noticed that Valeera’s breasts were at least as large and certainly as appealing as my mate’s. The light was dim and I couldn’t see if her nipples were erect or not, though I suspected that they weren’t. Why would they be? It was me hat was becoming aroused, not her. Now that both Dawn and Gerald had put Valeera in my mind though, I did wonder what she would look like without her dress. I suddenly felt a bit wicked for thinking that way and quickly turned my mind back to the work that we would do for Dawn.

Valeera knelt on the other side of the tub from me and said, “Help me wash her. Be very gentle, as I know that you are with her. Her skin, below her waist is very sensitive, and all we are doing is washing very lightly, just moving the oils and salts over her burns. We barely touch her, if at all. We let the water and oils do the healing. Work with me, follow my hands under the water. Good. Do her legs, both top and bottom first. Be even lighter with your touch than you would imagine. Be like a very fine feather, almost touching her, but not quite. Very good. You can be a little bolder with her feet, they are not as badly irritated. Here, lift her foot and show me how you do the massage that she told me about.”

I lifted Dawn’s foot from the water and showed Valeera what I did. 

She said, “Oh, I see. You rub along each muscle, easing tension and stretching the tendons. This increases blood flow in not only the calves and thighs, but in the lower organs of the liver and the like. Ronin, I want to learn all of this from you. Unfortunately, we can only do this to her feet for the moment. For now, it is her poor crotch and buttocks that are the most injured by what she suffered from neglect. Come back this way and follow me as we do the inner thighs. Very good. Now, pull her knee up like this. Here, put this towel over the edge of the tub as a cushion and put her leg over the side, like this.”

Valeera positioned Dawn’s leg over the side of the tub, with her foot hanging out and her legs spread wide. I did the same with her other leg, as instructed.

Valeera continued, “So, like this, we can reach her womanly garden. Be gentle, as always, but pay attention to the folds between her labia and her leg. Here, bring your hand to mine and feel what I do. Yes, like this. And now, see how I put my hand on each side of the lip and stroke it, but only very lightly. Again, it is only to get the oils and salts to wash her tenderly. She has been badly burned her, and also underneath. Ronin, Dawn is a very beautiful woman. Perhaps the most beautiful that I have ever known. I know that right now, she is very red and sore and has many welts, but trust me, she will heal. And when she does, you will see that your first woman has the most spectacular pussy mound that any man could ever hope to enjoy. Feel tenderly how firm and closed the lips are as they enclose her vagina. And how the outer lips fully enclose the inner when she is not aroused. I will tell you, I suspect that she will be very sexually responsive and easily aroused by you.”

I remembered that Dawn had climaxed twice as I washed her this morning, and I smiled unconsciously at Valeera’s words. 

She said, “Ronin, have you had a woman before? Is she you first?”

I said sheepishly, “I have never been with a woman, even Dawn. When I bathed Dawn last night, and this morning, it was the first time that I had been near a naked female. And I did what I could with the most respect that was possible. I did touch her very intimately, but also efficiently. I have no experience other than for healing.”

I didn’t know how Valeera would respond to this information, but I thought it best to be as honest as possible.

Valeera said, “Lift her up a little and we will wash her behind. It is badly burned, but we must wash her thoroughly if she is to recover quickly. She won’t feel it, but be tender because we don’t want to make it worse.” 

I lifted Dawn’s ass and the two of us washed her cheeks.

Valeera said, “Support her weight while I wash her anus and make sure that a little of the oils get inside her, and between her inner lips as well.”

I said, “Valeera, I washed her much more vigorously last night and this morning. Did I injure her?”

She smiled and said, “She is alive because of you. She is beginning to heal because you washed her and halted the damage that was being done to her skin with each passing moment. It was necessary. If I had been there, I might have been even more urgent and therefore more rough with her than you were. Keep her like this for a moment.”

Valeera stood up and went to the bed and laid out extra sheets on top of it.

She said, “Bring her here and lay her in the middle. We won’t dry her skin. We will wrap her in the oils, just as she is. Her skin will absorb more healing throughout the night as she sleeps.”

I did as directed, and we wrapped Dawn in a tight cocoon with the sheets. Then we put her under blankets and tucked them under the mattress to make sure that Dawn could not roll out of bed. When we were done, Valeera motioned for me to follow her out of the room, but just before we reached the door, she turned back and remembered her dress. Without bothering to hide herself from me, but without looking at me, she pulled the cloth from her breasts and pulled her dress back into place. 

She did it on purpose, I knew that. It wasn’t an oversight, or just the fact that she was casual about her body. She would never have exposed herself to a farm-hand, or any man but her chosen mate, that was clear. She wanted to give me a look at her breasts and a chance to react to them. She wanted me to see if she were beautiful to me. The look I had was very brief, but spectacular. She was very lovely.

Yes, now that I knew what to look for, Valeera was stunning. She was about five foot nine. Two inches taller than Dawn at five foot seven. Her figure was just a marvelous as Dawn’s as well. And, after bathing Dawn’s nude body so sensuously, especially having participated the way that I had with Valeera, I was very much inclined to begin to consider what both Dawn and Gerald had said about being destined to have not only Dawn, but also Valeera at my side. And in my bed. So far, Valeera hadn’t said anything about such things to me directly, but there were hints that she felt more comfortable with me than would be normal between newly met strangers, and now there was no way to mistake her interest in having me love her.

In addition, there was the way that she talked so boldly about love making with me, describing Dawn’s nudity and walking me through touching various parts. There was also her ease at describing how Dawn and I would love each other and the casual mention that her own parents were currently in the arms of passion with each other, as if it were a common, and certainly not hidden or shameful, occurrence. 

Val took me to the room next to her own and showed me where I would stay. It was nice and had everything that I could need to be comfortable. It had a private bath and toilet, just like hers did.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 8 Evening

She said, “Here is where you will be living. The bath and toilet are there. The bed is made. You should be comfortable. It is fairly large. It will be enough for you and your women.”

I noticed hat she said, “women”, not “woman.” 

She continued, “Towels are in that closet. When they are used, leave them in this hamper, along with any clothes that need washing or mending.”

I said, “I only have the one shirt and pants.”

She smiled and said, “Then I will alter some of my father’s clothes to fit you. We should discuss it later so that I make sure that they move correctly for your combat style. My father says that you killed a dozen rats in under a minute. I would like to see it next time. You cannot go out to fight them without a companion to at least run for help, so I will go with you if Dawn is resting comfortably.”

After a short pause, she said,  “Ronin, I have never been with a man. I never found one that I liked so much.”

I wasn’t sure if she meant in combat, or in bed. It seemed pretty clear that she meant as a mate though.

She said, after another short pause, “I mean, as a woman. You said that you were nervous with Dawn because you had never had a woman. I understand. I have never had a man.”

I said, “Valeera, you are beautiful and perfect in speech and manner. Why has no man appeared to catch your eye?” 

And then, after a pause, when she didn’t answer me, I took courage and broached the subject, saying, “I am shy to say it to you, and I feel like I am far too bold, and perhaps a foolish country boy, but the truth is, I start to fall in love with you myself.”

Valeera smiled and said, “Perhaps you answer your own question. Why has no knight in armor appeared to claim my virgin love? Perhaps they did, but I found no use for them. But I think it more likely that no hero appeared at my door in past years, only farm hands and husbands for bakery women. And perhaps, not being a bakery woman, we had no use for each other. I am very particular in my taste in heroes. But now, let’s talk of other things for s bit.”

Valeera climbed onto the bed and sat with her back against the wall at the head and straighten her dress over her pretty legs and patted the space next to her, inviting me to join her. Well, there it was. Unless customs here were very different than where I was from, this was as good as a marriage proposal. No girl would be on a bed with a man unless she intended for them to become lovers. Valeera was unusual, but not that unusual. She was bold, but I was sure that it was because she did fancy me. And now that I was entertaining the idea, it seemed wonderful. Dawn had told me to make her mine as soon as possible, and her father had told me that he would be happy if she were mine before he returned from his journey. If that was what was in this girl’s mind as well, then I was now all in favor.

When I was seated beside her, she said, “Ronin, Dawn is in worse shape than she knows. She will recover, and before very long, but only because she is here and because we will get the healing that she needs for her. If you were alone, at an inn, as I expect you intended, she would survive, but I think that it would have taken weeks, and she would have never run without pain, as long as she lived. She mentioned that she is a novice huntress and I assume that means that she uses a bow and arrows. I know that you saved her with your talents, but I am not convinced that if she had not come to us that she would ever draw a bow again.”

I said, “I was afraid of all of that, but she seemed to make such progress that I had hopes that she would be mostly whole with enough time. But I knew that it was a grave possibility. She tried to tell me that she would end her life herself of my sake if she were a cripple, but I won’t allow it. I will love her as she is, no matter what.”

Valeera said, “She will recover and she will run and shoot a bow again, now that she is here and my mother and i care for her. You are a very good man. And uncommon one to be sure. But here is the thing: if I had been the one to find her in the state that you did, she would not have survived. I would have kept her alive a few days, but after that her tissue damage would have been so severe that she would have declined again and perished in great pain. It would have been my unpleasant task to make a potion to induce a sleep from which she would never wake up. But your healing talents are different than mine. I have been thinking a great deal about this. You truly saved her life, and her arms and legs. Now, I am saving her in ways that you could not. She will make a full recovery because we work together. Ronin, I think that this is good. Do you?”

I thought for a moment about how to answer the questions that she wanted to know the answers to, but that we weren’t ready to ask directly.

I said, “I do. I am glad for not just the fact that we work together to save Dawn, but for what will come after this. We have not met by accident or for no purpose beyond this moment. Your father said that we were well met, and he is right, and I know that it is true. There is purpose here. Perhaps you can tell me what that purpose is and how you see the future and what blessing you perceive in it.”

Valeera smiled and touched my hand where it lay beside her on the bed and said, “For harmony.” 

Then she swung her legs to the side of the bed and stood up. 

She said, “I will go. I need to speak to my mother. My father has already gone and I have spoken to him already. I will see to Dawn and wrap her in dry sheets. There is no need to help me. You have had an eventful day, and it is dark. I think that you will have a pleasant night. And you will sleep well.”

She turned to go, but then turned back again and said, “Ronin, my parents are good people. You can trust them.”

I asked, “Why wouldn’t I trust them.” 

I knew my own answer, but I wanted to see what she would say.

Valeera said, “Just because they are so good. Goodness is rare and therefore suspicious. You have known us for only a few hours and your life is changing very quickly. You may jump from the wagon if you want to, but if you stay on for the ride to see where it goes, it will take you to wonderful places. I am convinced of it. I will tell you when breakfast is ready. Tomorrow we will go into the woods to look for the herbs that I need while my mother looks after Dawn.”

With that final word, she left through the door and closed it behind herself. When she was gone, I undressed and filled the bath and spent an hour soaking in the warm water. When I was through, I dried off with a towel and climbed between the sheets and covers and tried to sleep.

What a day I had been through. I was greatly concerned for Dawn, and that kept me from wanting her with me tonight. I knew that she needed rest and healing, and that Valeera was taking care of her, so I could sleep alone. I had always slept alone, so this was no different. I had never slept with a woman, but I was beginning to want to find out what it would be like. I fell asleep thinking about the day, my hosts, my woman, and the mysterious daughter sleeping in the next room. Did she sleep naked? Did she actually intend to join me as a mate? Did she love me already? What would I need to do to win her affection? What would happen tomorrow? And then I was asleep.

I often dreamed at night, but not tonight. I slept very soundly and peacefully. But I did wake up in the middle of the night. I started thinking again about something that Valeera had said to me. She had said that the purpose for our meeting was for ‘harmony’. She could have said any number of things. For support. For love. For fortune. Even for peace. But she had said, ‘for harmony’. Harmony was a central theme of my training and philosophy. To find harmony was to bring all things into concert, making everything work together as it should in perfection of purpose. For the purpose to be for harmony was a circular and self-referential thought. It was as if she had said that the purpose of our meeting was to fulfill our purpose. Our purpose was to find harmony. And harmony was to fulfill our purpose. The purpose of our meeting was to give us purpose.

It was confusing to try to make sense of it, but it did make sense. Yesterday, I didn’t have purpose. I was looking for a path through the world. When I found Dawn, I found a purpose in saving her life. And now, being at this farmhouse, and meeting Valeera, was to give both she and I purpose. For now, that was both of us working together to save Dawn in ways that neither of us could have done alone. Beyond that, who could know? Come to think of it, I supposed that based on the way that Valeera saw into the ways of things, if anyone would know, it would be her.

And suddenly, she was there.

The door opened quietly and I could see a shadow enter the room. There was enough light from the window, and my eyes were adjusted to the darkness, and I could see that it was Valeera. She was wearing some kind of a robe, made of a light weight fabric, probably a summer bath robe.

I spoke first, as she stepped toward the bedside, whispering, “Hello. Is everything alright? Do you need me to get up?”

Without a word, Valeera undid the tie at her waist and let the robe fall open and then off her shoulders to the floor where she stood. She reached down and lifted the covers of the bed and slid in beside me. I felt the wonderful warmth of her body as she placed her chest over mine and kissed me on the mouth. I put my arm around her naked body and kissed her lovingly in return. Valeera’s touch pressed against my lips as we embraced for the first time, and I open my mouth to let her do whatever it was that she wanted. I had never been kissed like this before, and her tongue explored the inside of my teeth and mouth, and I began returning her kiss with my own tongue and lips. 

We kissed for only a minute or so, and then the beautiful woman climbed on top of me, spreading her legs over my waist. As she brushed against my groin, I noticed that I was already quite stiff and fully erect. Valeera moaned in what I took to be appreciation at finding me in this state, and she reached down between us and felt me briefly before positioning me at her opening. I felt the heat and moisture at the tip of my penis, and it was wonderful. I couldn’t help but move slightly, involuntarily attempting to bring myself into more complete contact. I caught myself before I had moved more than half an inch, wanting to wait for the girl in my arms to make the first move, so that there was absolutely no mistakes about her intentions.

Of course, it was impossible to mistake her intentions. She clearly intended for us to become mates and lovers this very instant, but the timing of it would be hers, not mine. Valeera gasped at the the touch of my shaft, pressing ever so gently at her slit. Raising herself up slightly and looking deep into my eyes, she pushed herself back and down onto me. She engulfed me only a bit more than and inch or so, and I felt a barrier and tightness impeding further progress. I had learned enough of female anatomy, at least in theory, to know that the fleshy wall between us was her unbroken hymen. I had been taught that not all virgins would have one, but that most would, if they had not been lost to vigorous exercise or self pleasuring before the mating.

Valeera looked even more intently at me, almost with a fierceness or growing hunger, and then she pushed very slow, but very hard against me. She dug her fingers into my arms as she moved slowly downward, inch by inch, forcing me deeper and deeper into her body. It wasn’t only the fence of her womanhood slowing her down, but the tightness of her vagina. She was wet enough, but she was not used to anything penetrating her tunnel like this, and she took her time. But she never paused, going slowly, but deliberately, ever farther toward the root of my manhood. 

Half way in, she whispered, “My Lord, you are large. And wonderful,” and she pressed still farther.

I didn’t think that I was especially large. I was six feet tall, so a bit taller than an average man, perhaps, but surely my penis was no tree limb. As with most men, it was in proportion to my body. The length was about the same as from the tip of my middle finger to my wrist; perhaps seven inches or so. Yes, I suppose that having something that long pushed up into a woman did seem to be a surprising length, upon reflection. Were women so large inside? I thought that I had been told that during arousal they elongated, but was it too much for her? As for the width of me, it was about as big around as if I touched the tip of my middle finger to the tip of my thumb. Again, I thought that it must be about average for a man my size. She was going slowly, but she was still going.

Finally, after another minute, she had me all the way within herself and I felt her mound press against my pelvis. And she suddenly shuddered and groaned and squeezed my shoulders hard. She had obviously climaxed. I was surprised. I had been taught that climax for a woman usually came after careful attention to her arousal, and required more than simple insertion. Valeera had predicted that Dawn would be unusually responsive and might climax easily, and apparently she predicted her own experience as well. 

She whispered, “Oh, that is good,” and she slid forward, moving about three inches, and then pushed slowly downward again.

She moaned and said, “Oh, that is so good. My Lord, don’t be too shy with me. I am yours. And I won’t get pregnant. And I don’t need you to wait any longer,” and she slid up and back again.

I wanted to touch her, and I did. I reached between our bodies and Valeera rose up a bit on her elbows to give me access to her wonderful breasts. She was very large, but very firm and beautiful, much like Dawn. As I cupped her and fondled her gently, she cooed and moaned in approval. When I rubbed her nipples between my fingers, she collapsed on top of me and cried out in another orgasm. And as I felt the clenching of her pussy on my pole, so did I. I came hard. We hadn’t worked up to much motion, and neither of us had sought to postpone our thrill in order to increase it, but this was my first time with a woman, and my first ejaculation in quite some time, and it was intense and full bodied. It seemed that when Valeera felt me pour my warm semen into her, that it triggered yet another climax in her.

We held each other tightly, her vagina spasming on my pulsating cock, both of us hardly breathing. When it was done, we rested in each other’s arms, Valeera lying on my chest and my hands stroking her back and shoulders.

I didn’t know what to say, and she didn’t speak. After a few more minutes, she rolled to my side and my penis slipped from her wetness and she lay her head on my shoulder. She nuzzled me for a moment, and then lay still, breathing quietly. I stayed awake to see what would come next, but it became apparent that my lover was asleep, and I closed my eyes and drifted off as well.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 9 Herb Hunting

When I awoke the next morning, it was barely light, and the two of us were in the same position that we had been when we fell asleep together. Valeera slept on my shoulder, one leg draped across my thigh, but with the small difference that her hand now rested fully on my crotch, cupping my penis tenderly. I hugged her to me warmly and held her close. As she stirred, she moaned softly and leaned into my body.

She still didn’t say anything, but after a moment, I felt her little hand begin to fondle and stroke me beneath the covers. It felt wonderful. I felt more loved than I had ever experienced. I felt like Valeera loved me and was pouring love into me.

I was hard very quickly, and as my new mate stroked me up and down with her fingers, I began to hope that we would make love again. I wasn’t disappointed. When I was stiff, Valeera pushed me, directing me to move farther over on the bed. I did, and she rolled onto her back and pulled me toward herself. I sat up and watched her spread her legs wide, inviting me to take my place between her toned and lovely thighs. I scooted between her knees and looked down at the wonderful prize being offered to me. Still neither of us spoke. My fingers reached out to her sex, but I could see that it was already nearly parted, and I ran my thumbs up the side of her slit, and then ran my first two fingers directly down into the crevice between her lips, opening her and spreading the moisture that was building. I didn’t insert my fingers, but played on the outside only. As I continued, I saw Valeera staring at me with a bit of wonder, and a good amount of lust and anticipation. I scooted up the bed, closer between her legs.

I lifted myself over her and kept my hips above hers until she reached down and took hold of my now rock hard cock and set it at her opening. Then I lowered myself into her and she arched her back and moaned with what I took to be an eagerness for more love. As I pressed downward, pushing into her sex, she grabbed my hips and pulled me toward herself. I slid in to the tight space, and then, without pausing, I pulled slowly backward again. And as I reached the end, I reversed direction and plunged slowly up to the hilt once more. 

Valeera liked it. She moved her body in time with my own,and gave me hints about the speed that she wanted. I was more than happy to oblige. As our lovemaking continued, our pace continued to increased. I am certain that the girl had her pleasure from me in orgasm at least five or six times. And before we were done, I had climaxed within her body once more as well.

Afterward, I rolled us unto our sides, but stayed inside her. I kissed her, and she smiled.

She said, “Good morning, My Lord. Did you sleep well?”

I said, “I slept quite well, but it was the lovemaking that I especially enjoyed.”

She grinned and said, “As it should be between a man and his mates. My goodness. Ronin, you filled me to my absolute limit. This morning was easier, but for goodness sake, it was a stretch. And I loved it. And the orgasms! You gave me a hundred.”

I said, “Now I know that you are exaggerating.”

Sh frowned and said, “Perhaps about the number of my climaxes. I can’t be sure. But as far as how much your cock pleases me with its size and usage, I am not exaggerating at all. I am not flattering you, and I don’t want that from you either.”

I said, “Agreed. And as for how I find you, I have never dreamed that being with my wife would be half as fine as I now know it to be. And you are more beautiful than any woman I have ever seen.”

She smiled again and said, “Then Dawn is as well, because she is every bit as beautiful as I am. Ronin, I am very happy. Dawn and my father both hinted that they would be happy if we mated and I was too in love with you to question it. I took them at their word, because it was what I wanted to hear, more than anything on earth. Oh, your body is so nice. I want to hold you all day and to have you hold me. Stay in my pussy all day and I will make love until we fall asleep again tonight,” and she hugged me close and wiggled on my semi-hard shaft.

She added, “I would have waited for Dawn to recover and go first, but she told me not to hesitate. I didn’t plan to come to you last night, and I told myself that I wouldn’t, but even as I prepared for bed, I knew that I probably would. By the time the moon was high up, I couldn’t stand it any more and I had to be with you.”

I said, “I’m glad that you did. Valeera, I’m not a great man. You have called me Lord, and you and your parents have called Dawn, Lady, but I am not great. I have no title or lands or a village.”

The girl smiled and said, “Titles are bestowed by those who revere those they are bestowed upon. You are my lord, and Dawn is a lady. We don’t tease you, but it is fun to call each other those things from time to time. My father calls me princess, and when I heard him call Dawn, ‘Lady Dawn’, I knew that he saw her in our house the same way that I did.”

I said, “You have been very gracious to let us stay.”

She laughed and said, “Is that so? Is it strange where you are from for a mother and father to have their own daughter and their son-in-law at their home?”

I said, “Son-in-law? Oh, I hadn’t remembered about that.”

She kissed me playfully and said, “So, I am their daughter, and you are my husband, and that makes you their son. And Dawn is your wife, and that makes her their daughter. Where my folks had a single daughter two days ago, though I felt you coming toward us even then, today they have two daughters and a fine son.”

I said, “What do you mean that you felt me coming?”

She said, “It can’t be explained. I knew that you would come. I knew that I would love you. That’s why I prepared the mating potion and began taking it a week ago.”

I said, “What is a mating potion?”

She said, “The herbs that keep me from getting pregnant until we wish to have children. I have started giving it to Dawn as well. We don’t want to have to make love only at certain times or to to have to interrupt our love so that we don’t climax together. But do you truly think that I am very beautiful?”

I said, “Valeera, you are incomparable!”

She grinned again and said, “A boy should always meet a girl’s mother. That is what she will look like when she gets older. I bet that you haven’t noticed my mother have you? No, I didn’t think so. Let me assure you, she is more beautiful than any princess. I will age gracefully, don’t ever worry on that account. Look at her at breakfast. You’ll see what I mean. Her tits are wonderful and the hips on her make my father drool like an idiot. I love to hear them making love. It is wonderful how they treat each other. I swear, I have heard my mother scream in ways that would wake the neighbors if we had any. And I wanted to scream last night, and again this morning, and I would have, but I thought that we should not be so boisterous until Dawn is better. I don’t want to make her feel like she is being left out. And just think, as soon as she is well, we will be in one bed and making love all together. It will be marvelous. And while you and my father are away, we will sit with my mother and tell stories of our nights together. It will be wonderful. Ronin, I am so happy!”

We snuggled together a bit more, and playfully squeezed each other here and there, on a breast or buttocks, or in each other crotches. But before to long, Valeera announced that it was time for breakfast. She had brought me clean clothes, a pair of pants and a shirt from her father, and she put my own in the hamper to be washed and mended.

She said, “Well, aren’t you handsome?” as she pulled her robe around her and tied the belt. She explained, “It is early, but mother will have a breakfast ready for us. Today, we need to go and find the herbs and plants that will help Dawn. Come on and we will eat and discuss the day with my mother.”

When we reached the dining room, breakfast was just being set out. I wondered at how Valeera could have known the exact timing for the meal, but when I asked her, she simply said that we know what we know and left it at that.

Jean, Valeera’s mother, smiled and motioned us all to sit down. 

She said, “And, I take it that you had a good night, young hero? And, Val, did you find your treasure as we all hoped that you would?”

Valeera, now called Val by her mother, said, “Ah, I found a very fine alabaster treasure, more substantial and much more pleasurable than I had even hoped for. I was very nearly not able to carry the whole thing. It was easier this morning.”

Jean raised an eyebrow and said, “Really? A large piece of alabaster, so large that you had trouble to carry it? Do you have a way to compare it to something that I might be familiar with?”

Val said, “Ronin, hold out your hand.” She took my hand and held it palm up for her mother to look at, saying, “Mother, my prize was as long as from his wrist to his middle finger and here,” and she posed my finger and thumb in a circle and said, “and as big around as this.”

Jean smiled and said, “Oh, very good. I was afraid that you had nothing to gauge it by. My dear, I am happy for you both. A good cock is a joy to both the woman and her man. Well, Ronin, welcome to the family. And, since Gerald is away for now, you are the man of the house. What will we do today? Assuming that you don’t exercise your right to keep my pretty daughter fucking nonstop for the next three days.”

I was blushing terribly, and Valeera stepped in to rescue me. 

She said, “Mother, any of that will need to wait until we have less to do. I will keep track and make sure that he does not miss out on his customary three days of ‘Lip Service’, but for today, we might have to steal what time we get between other activities.”

Jean said, “I understand. Ronin, do they have the Lip Service where you come from?”

I shook my head and said that I wasn’t sure what she meant.

She said, “Here, when a girl finds her man, they go away for three days together and she uses her upper and lower lips on him day and night, as much as he wants it, as his gift and her promise of wonderful days and nights to come. After three days, they return to normal life, but her body is his and he takes her as often as desires. Even now, Gerald will come and shove his fingers under my dress as I wash dishes and play with me until I squeal and beg him to bend me over the table. Usually, if Val isn’t in the house, and sometimes when she is, he just pulls it out of his pants and pushes it in me from behind and I keep scrubbing pots as best I can. Oh, now I miss him again. Hey, I don’t think I believe you about the size of your treasure, Val. Fetch it out and show me.”

Val laughed and said, “Mom, you wicked thing! You will kill my husband from embarrassment. But, you are my mother, so I guess I have to do what you say. Ronin, stand up and let me show her.”

I looked aghast and clamped my hands down into my lap and started to try to say something, but no words would come out.

Valeera and her mother both laughed and Val said, “I was teasing you!”

Jean said, “I was only half teasing you.”

Val said, “Mother, do you and Father really fuck here in the kitchen during doing the dishes?”

Jean smiled and said, “Dishes, laundry, relaxing after a meal, sitting and watching the fire in winter, or out on a walk in the cool of the evening.”

Val said, “Oh, that’s wonderful. I have heard you, you know.”

Jean said, “How could you not? And besides, at times it was for your benefit anyway. I scream anyway, but we wanted you to hear us at times so that you would know that it was for pleasure and so that you would look forward to it. I told you some things, but now that your pussy is open, and your tits have been touched, we can talk about all kinds of things.”

Valeera said, “Oh, I am looking forward to that. My goodness. But now, for today, we need a plan. Ronin and I need to go find herbs and plants. I need you to look after Dawn for today.”

Jean said, “Of course. I will bathe her every few hours and apply the ointments an hour after her baths. Today she should drink as much liquid as possible. One part water and three parts juice from berries, apples, and lemons. I will make her sleep a few hours at a time, but between naps, she will exercise her arms and legs. By this afternoon, she will apply her own ointments in the places that she can reach, and the healing butters between her legs, front and back. If she can be comfortable with masturbation, I will encourage her to practice and increase blood flow and tissue engorgement, the same way that you practiced. It will be good for her. Am I missing anything?”

Valeera said, “If she can do it, have her sit with you and shuck corn. It will be good exercise. If she is too tired, she can wait. I think that she is a very strong girl and she will want to push herself.”

Jean said, “I think so too. I looked in on her and had a short talk, and she hides how much pain she is really in. But if she goes too far, and doesn’t get the rest she needs, I will give her something to help her sleep and make sure that she is getting better, not worse.”

Val turned to me and said, “My mother is a more accomplished healer than I am.”

Jean said, “That isn’t true. I studied with my grandmother, but when your father took me to himself, I stopped learning new things. I taught you, but you surpassed me many years ago. But never fear, I know enough for what Dawn needs for today. Ronin, she is asleep for a bit longer and you should not wake her yet. Finish your eggs and bacon and you two get on your way and hurry back. Girl, I will go get your clothes and boots and bag while you eat, and you can dress here and get going in the next few minutes.”

Jean patted my arm and smiled and got up and left the table. Valeera grinned at me as she took hurried bites of her food. I asked her what she found so amusing and she said that she found it very sweet that I was so embarrassed by her mother’s very frank talk about her sexuality.

Jean came back a few minutes later and Valeera pushed her chair back and untied her robe and set it aside. She sat down in her chair naked and pulled on a pair of boots that came nearly to her knee. Then she stood up and pulled a skirt on and fastened it at her waist. It was brown, but made from a fine fabric. It sat low on her hips, several inches below her navel, and it came down only as far as the middle of her thigh. I wasn’t sure that I had ever seen a woman wear anything so short. I expected to see her pull on a pair of pants, or some kind of undergarment, but she did neither. Next she put a sleeveless vest around her shoulders and tied three ties that held it more or less closed. It was low on her breasts and showed a lot of cleavage, and even some space between her breasts in the front. She finished by putting a belt around herself and her mother handed her a bag and a small knife and she fastened them to the belt.

Jean said, “Now, Ronin, this is for you.” 

She handed me a very fine, very sharp hunter’s knife with a sturdy blade about the length of my forearm, from my wrist to my elbow. It was exceptionally made. 

She said, “It was a gift from a man that Val’s father did a great favor for long ago. We have never had a need for it, until now. Gerald said that it should be for his son-in-law if had one who was worthy of it. Last night, he said that it was to be yours. I hope that you don’t need it in too dire a circumstance. Now, both of you, get out and find what we need for the poor princess who lies needing our healing. Go on.”

Valeera kissed her mother and said, “Nice skirt and vest, by the way. I like it.”

Jean said, “I knew that you would. I have been saving it for just this occasion. Now get going,” and she started pushing us toward the door.

I didn’t say anything as Val grabbed my hand and led me out the door and in the direction of the river, but when we were well out of earshot of the house, I couldn’t hold myself back any longer.

I said, “Wow, Val, what was that? Was your mother serious? I mean, you are my family now, and whatever your customs are, that’s fine and all, but um, I’m um, surprised.”

Val squeezed my hand and laughed. 

She said, “She was teasing you. We talk very openly about sex, but a lot of that was just teasing.”

I said, “So, it wasn’t true?”

She laughed again and said, “Oh, it was true alright. Every word. She was just being a bit more flirtatious than I would have expected. You should have seen your face. But, you were right not to try to get back at her. Thank you for letting her have her fun and not teasing her back. Or flirting with her in return. And, I will talk to her and encourage her to consider what might happen if she keeps it up. She likes you.”

I said, “But she doesn’t really want to see me naked, does she?”

Val said, “Um, why not? You are very handsome. And what would be wrong with it? We are family.”

I said, “Oh, I suppose so. I am still getting used to being family. At home, we did bathe together, both men and women, so that was fine, but I was taken by surprise by her talking like that.”

Val said, “I am sorry if it was too much. I guess that you have been surprised by a lot in the past two days.”

We walked along for a little bit more and I said, “Val, you look very nice.”

She smiled and said, “You like my outfit? I’m glad.”

I said, “It’s very nice. Um, I expected that you would wear an undergarment, but it is very exciting to know that you aren’t. Did that talk about being able to touch you whenever I wanted to, um, was that real?”

Val grinned and said, “First of all, yes! Absolutely, yes! And that ‘stuff’ about slipping it to me while I do my chores is a big yes, too. As for an undergarment, what do you mean? I wouldn’t wear a skirt this short in a village, or around the farm hands, if that is what you are alluding to, but with you, why would I wear clothes at all. The boots and skirt are protection from the bushes. What kind of undergarments could a woman wear, and why?”

I said, “Well, in my clan, it was common for the women to wear a thing like short pants, made of soft fabric under their dresses, and um, perhaps other things.”

She said, “So, women wear pants under their dresses? Why?”

I said, “Um, I don’t really know why.”

She said, “Do your men find it exciting? Or does it make you want to make love to them? Would you find me more attractive if it were more difficult to touch me or to find my bare flesh? It sounds very odd.”

I said, “Um, no. Actually, it’s not attractive at all. When I saw you put on that skirt, and nothing underneath, it makes me very interested in you.”

Val smiled and said, “And that’s why you aren’t wearing anything under your pants either. So that I can know that you are in my thoughts, knowing that you are in there, ready for me. And here I am, with just a little fabric between me and your eyes and your hands and your body. And that you could lift my skirt and touch me at any time and make love with me against a tree or on the grass.”

I said, “Oh, that was deliberate. I thought that you didn’t have any undergarments for me this morning and I didn’t mention it.”

Val said, “And, I thought it was a strange thing that you would wear such a thing when I saw what you had worn under your trousers. I thought that it must be for a religious rite, or some protective purpose, but I couldn’t figure out what it could be. My beloved, women in love want to be ready for love. And they like it if their men are as well. My skirt is short because I want you. Last night, I came to your bed naked. Today you walk with me and I am just as naked, and just as ready for love with you.”

I pondered for a minute and admitted, “It does sound like a much more pleasant way of doing things. Val, I’m so thrilled with what is happening. That you are my mate, and we will be together from now on. So, that clears up my questions. No undergarments, your mother was teasing me, and I can grab you any time I want to.”

She said, “Any time you want to. Ronin, you want to know something about me? Sweetie, my pussy has been wet since you drove up in my father’s cart yesterday. You want me? I’m ready to go. Twice,” and she laughed and squeezed my hand again. Then she added, “I need some furs from rabbits. I think that we have some at home.”

We came to the area near the river and began to hunt for what Valeera needed in the  lightly wooded place. I was familiar with some of the plants that she listed, and I looked for those while she concentrated on others that I was not able to recognize as readily. We hunted for an hour and found a bit of what we were after. And every time I caught my lovely new mate bending over to examine or to pick a plant, her short skirt rode up her perfect legs and now and then I was given a peak at the nectarine shaped fruit between.

Another hour went by and we were several miles from the house when we stopped to rest and eat. So far, we had found a little of everything that Valeera wanted, but we could use twice as much, at least, if we could get it. Val suggested that we could hunt again tomorrow, but I thought that it would be best to get all we could today and not range so far from the house until Gerald returned. I didn’t like the idea of leaving Jean and Dawn alone for so long with no protection. Short trips away would be fine, but I would be happier if at least two able bodied people were together at all times. Dawn was in no shape to help anyone if something went wrong.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 10 Mother and Daughter

We sat down beside the river to eat for a few minutes, but I thought that I noticed a change in my pretty companion. We sat next to each other and smiled and laughed as we chatted, but I felt that she was a little more distant and a little less flirtatious than she had been. Earlier in the day, when she examined a plant, she bent from the waist, purposely giving me a good look at her pretty goods. But now, she had been squatting down to the ground instead and as we sat together, she kept her legs more together.

As if knowing my thoughts, she looked off across the river and said, “Lover, I said that you can touch me and take me at any time. And you can, and I will welcome you. Except that at times, you can’t. And here is why. Not because I will refuse you or don’t desire you so strongly that I could devour you like a lioness with a fresh kill, but because it is better to do some things some times and other things at other times. We have been together in lovemaking more than once. If I tire you out, it will be fine for me, but not for Dawn. When we get back to the house, you may need your stamina for a little time with her. I do love her by the way. So, you can touch me and love me all you want, but perhaps it will be best if you don’t do it right now.”

I thought about what she said. I understood it in a more general sense. Yes, we can do what we want, but sometimes what we want in the short term will get in the way of getting what we want in the longer term. I asked her if that was what she meant, and we discussed it for a few minutes.

Then I said, “But, Valeera, A good man can both satisfy his women and show self control.”

She grinned and said, “Oh? Can he? How does he do that?”

I said, “I will show you several ways. But not right now.”

She gasped and exclaimed, “Ronin! Are you teasing me? Giving me hope and then taking it away?”

I said, “Oh, no! I won’t do that. It’s just that the timing isn’t just right. I am so sorry if I upset you.”

She laughed and said, “You are wonderful. I know what you meant. And I am happy that you find ways to love your women as you do. I will wait. Just as I think that you should.”

I said, “Will Dawn really want love when we return to the house?”

Val laughed and said, “Oh, she will assuredly want it. But it will have to be of a special kind. Ronin, her skin will heal quickly, and her muscles will be firm again in a day or two, but her ribs will take more time. She will want to hold you tightly in her arms, but she will find it terribly painful. I can’t bind her chest. It might reduce the pain, but it would slow her healing. It will take several weeks for her to recover. When I stop giving her certain potions, she will notice that it hurts her even to breathe. We will find ways for her to make love, but it will take care on our part.”

We sat for a few minutes longer and then stood up and continued our searching. We only went for another hour or so, and as we had enough, I suggested that we head back.

Val said, “You are the man of the house. We do what you think is best,” and we set off toward the house.

As we passed a small cove, Val said, “Ronin, we will come and bathe here together. I am looking forward to it. Oh, I wish we could do it now. But I trust that we really do need to get back to the house now.”

It took us over an hour to reach the farmhouse. We stepped up onto the porch and entered the house and Jean came out of Val’s room, where Dawn was being cared for, smiling warmly.

She said, “Dawn is resting comfortably for the moment. Ronin, it really is a testament to your skill that she is alive. Now that I see the extend of her injuries, I understand that she was very fortunate that it was you who found her and no one else. You did well. You deserve her as a prize, even if that isn’t how you see it. But, for now, she is resting. We have not exercised much. When she is awake, the pain is severe and I have kept her asleep except to help me get her into the bath. Perhaps tomorrow or the next day she will start to help with her own care. We will see.”

I asked if there would be permanent damage, and was assured that in time, Dawn would completely recover. We discussed the fact that it might be several weeks before she began to move without constant pain to remind her of her ordeal. Val handed our herbs and plants to her mother and suggested that I help Jean in their preparation while she went to see to something else for a half an hour or so.

Jean smiled and took me to the kitchen and showed me how to wash, cut, grind, and mash the ingredients. I suppose that I did well enough, and Jean took what I prepared and mixed them and infused some with hot water, and did other things that I didn’t quite understand. She talked very little, but smiled very much. 

At one point, she became more talkative, saying, “Son, I want you to know how pleased I am. Both Val’s father and I. He of course does not know of your mating, but he had hoped for it, and he will be very happy. He loves his daughter more than anything, and to find a man such as yourself for her husband is more than he hoped for. She was so particular that poor Gerald sometimes despaired that she would ever accept a young man and feared that she would be without true love until her death. I didn’t have as much fear as he did, but perhaps I sensed differently for her future. In any case, it is wonderful. And I know that you have only left home a few days ago, and all of this is very new to you, but it is all for the very best. Hey, tell me, are you enjoying your lovemaking? Is there some hints that I can give you? Please don’t be shy. Treat me as a kind instructor and ask me anything that you wish to know. I promise that I will treat your questions with respect and I won’t tease you like I did this morning. That was a game. This will be more serious.”

I said, “Oh, I, well, I am enjoying it, and um, it’s good.”

She smiled at me and sat across from me at the table as she continued to work. She looked down at her hands as she spoke, probably wanting to put me at ease, as much as possible.

She said gently, “I am very glad to hear it. Val hasn’t been able to tell me about it in detail yet, but I think that she is more radiant than I have ever seen her. She is happy. Did she have her orgasms as you made love together? If not, it is no problem. She will learn and so will you. But if I were guessing, I would say that she had.”

I coughed and clear my throat and nodded. I decided to be as open with my new mother-in-law as I could, even to the point of embarrassing myself if necessary.

I said, “Um, she did have climaxes each time that we loved each other. Perhaps only five or six, each time, I mean, but she seemed happy, and I will improve with time, I swear.”

Jean smiled but did not look up at me. She said, “Oh, that is good. Only five or six times? At each session? Ronin, most girls don’t see five or six a month. Be proud. But do keep trying to satisfy her even more. And, based on what she described of your manhood, I suspect that she was a bit tight. And since she is so happy, I take it that you were tender and went very slowly at first. Is that true?”

I said, “Well, yes, we did take our time at first.”

She said, “Good for you. And you had it more than once? And she told you that she has been taking her mating potion for some time in anticipation so that you can love each other without the possibility of her conceiving?”

I said, “Um, yes. She told me.”

Jean smiled and said, “And, tell me, how was it for you? Don’t hold back. As we say, the more I know, the better I can help you.”

I took a breath and decided to just be plain with her. 

I said, “It was incredible! Mother, I have never been with a woman and until I bathed Dawn yesterday, I had never touched any part of a woman’s body. You are not ashamed to talk about sexual matters, so neither will I be with you. If I am out of line, or use words that aren’t polite, or anything, it is my ignorance, please don’t be offended. I am inexperienced, not rude. But Mother, if I can call you that, it was amazing. I am afraid to tell her mother what I really found, but if you ask me, I will pretend that you are my mother and not hers for a little while.”

Jean smiled again and said, “That sounds like a great idea. So, son, is your bride a tiger in your bed?’

I said, “Well, we are very new at it, and I won’t say a tiger, though she did make noises and said that she was a lioness and would devour me, but she was very tight at first, and I didn’t want to hurt her. I was afraid because it was the first time for both of us, but I did have feelings that I wanted to be more vigorous than I dared.”

She said, “And how is her body? Does she have a fine pair of tits? I think that she does. Did she have you suckle them? Did she enjoy it?”

I said, “Suckle them? No. I felt them, and they make me want to hold her like that much more often, but no, she didn’t ask me to suckle.”

Jean said, “She will. Go gently. Don’t wait for her to ask you, but wait for her to ask before you go at all roughly with her. You will know what to do. A girl’s nipples are a source of great pleasure for both of you. And did you eat her pussy?”

I said, “Oh, um, well, eat it? Um, I…”

She said gently, “Son, a girl’s lower lips can be as sweet to kiss as her mouth, if you enjoy the taste of it. Your father does.”

I said, “Um, when we kissed last night, she put her tongue in my mouth and it was very nice.”

Jean grinned and said, “And if you are asking me a question related to kissing her below as well, to answer your question, yes she will enjoy it if you put your tongue in her other lips as you kiss her there the same as you enjoyed her tongue in your mouth. Do it. How many times did you climax? You, not her.”

I said, “Twice. Once when she first came to me in the dark last night, and again this morning when we woke up.”

Jean said, “And you will soon have two girls to feed sexually. I will give you a tonic. It will make it easier for you to keep your erection when you want to. It won’t increase your semen, but that isn’t important unless you are wanting children. Think of it as vitamins for health. To give you good energy and strength. What do you think of a woman’s pussy, now that you have seen one and felt it from within?”

I said, “Mother, it is marvelous! It is beautiful. The truth is that I would sleep with my face on it as a pillow every night. It is the most beautiful thing that I have ever seen. Today, as we walked, and as she bent over in her short skirt, it peeked out at me constantly. Am I perverse for wanting to run over and push myself inside it as she bends over? Is it somehow wicked of me? It is so enticing.”

Jean laughed and said, “Son, I told you already that your dear father does the same to me and I welcome him. We have done it on this very table. Why do you suppose that she wears a short skirt when she can be alone with you? If she wants you to see her, it is because she wants you to love her. And by that I mean that she wants your stiff cock riding her ass as you plow her pussy farm.”

I said, “Oh.”

Jean looked up and said, “And speak of angels. Val, what in the world are you wearing, you pretty kitten?”

I turned around to see Val walking into the room. And my eyes went wide and my jaw dropped in amazement.

Val giggled and said, “Oh, since you are taking care of Dawn, Ronin and I will go hunting. I’m wearing a hunting outfit. Do you like it?”

What Val was wearing was a tiny thong of leather around her waist. Suspended from the thong in the front was a little triangle of white rabbit fur, just big enough to barely cover her crotch. It hung from the corners of the fur piece, exposing several inches of skin between the thong and the fur. It rode very low, as far below her belly as possible without exposing the fine pubic hair above her mound. It was no bigger than my hand and tapered to a point at the bottom. She turned in a circle to give us both a good look at the rear, and I lost my breath again. The fur piece at the rear was almost, but not quite as small. No, I take it back, it was every bit as small. It attached by the corners, as the front did, and here it hung so low that two inches of the cleft between her cheeks was clearly visible. Her hips were masterpieces and the tiny skirt, if it could be called that, set them off beautifully.  It was clear that the tiny thing was a skirt, and not a loin cloth. A loin cloth would go between her legs and hang down front and back in one long piece. This was clearly two pieces, and the way that it hung, it was clear that there was nothing between Val’s leg’s but Val’s pretty vulva.

It was difficult to tear my eyes away from the bottom part, but the top was very much the same. Two tiny pieces of the same white fur, these just the size of my palms, hanging like little skirts over the top portion of her large, lovely breasts. The fur was just wide enough to cover all but an inch or so at the sides of her globes, but only long enough to hang down over the nipples and perhaps two inches more. It did not hide the lower third of her her breasts at all. And being two tiny skirts, all of the fine cleavage between her juicy fruits was completely uncovered. The effect was that she appear to be so much more naked than if she had not worn anything. I had never heard of or seen clothing specifically meant to draw attention to a woman’s sexuality the way that this did. And the effect on me was that I was very drawn to Val’s sexuality now.

Val said brightly, “I thought that I would take our hero out to the fields so that he can work for a little bit this afternoon. I wanted to dress so that I could run very fast if need be.”

Jean smiled and said, “You minx! You sexy little minx! What kind of a daughter have I raised? A very fine one, I think. Ronin, what do you think? What will happen if she runs through the fields like that? Will you chase your little rabbit and catch her?”

I stammered, “I um, oh, well, the truth is that I can hardly move at all now. I seem to have a um, well, my pants are a bit tight for running. Do you really want to see what I’m made of? I’m hard as a post now. If you want a look, now is the time for it. Oh, no, I shouldn’t have said that. I’m so sorry. Mother, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it. I’m just, … well, I’m … oh, I can’t even think now!”

Jean laughed and Val grinned. Val came over to me and stood in front of me and I instinctively stood up and stepped toward her. I thought that she would kiss me. At least I thought that I had to kiss her. Urgently. But, instead, she put her hands on my shoulders and held me at arms length. She looked me in the eye very seriously.

She said, “Ronin, stay very still. Close your eyes. Listen. My mother is going to take a look at you.”

I drew in my breath and Jean laughed and said, “Val, have mercy on him.”

Val said, “Oh. He will have my mercy when mercy is warranted. Mother, let his pants down and take a look and tell me what I have found for a husband. Make sure for me that he is healthy and able to be my husband.”

I closed my eyes, but submitted to what was happening. I’m not sure quite why I did it. I had no shyness with my own mother at home, but nothing had ever been in the context of examining my erection. And right now I was fully erect. Maybe more than I ever had been. The fact was that seeing Val in this costume had me straining within my skin and my penis was truly like a rock.

Jean said, “Well, if you’re certain. The truth is that I am a bit curious. We will do a little examination for health and nothing more.”

I felt hands at my belt and my pants dropped to the floor, and my shaft sprang free.

Jean said, “Son, I am your physician now. This is simply an examination necessary for health, now that you have started mating. Don’t be afraid. If there is any abnormality or injury, I will create a medicine and heal you.”

I gasped and cried out in alarm, “An abnormality! What do you mean?”

Jean said soothingly, “I said, if there is one. I don’t expect that there is, but let me make sure.”

I said, “OK. Please do. Oh no!”

Jean said, “Be calm. You look fine. Just let me check.”

I felt a hand on my shaft, feeling the length, hardness, and girth and then Jean said, “It seems very healthy. Val, you are a blessed woman. I am not surprised that you had five or six orgasms as he loved you with this marvelous thing.”

Val said, “Both times. Five or six each time. And we didn’t even know what we were doing.”

Jean felt me a little more, and then said, “Just one more thing.” 

And I felt a hand cup my balls and feel each testicle. 

She said, “Just let me check for lumps or any problems here, since we are doing an exam anyway. There is another exam, but I won’t subject you to that right now. I am sure that you are healthy enough. The other exam can actually be pleasant, but only if you are very comfortable. I will tell Val how to do it, but there is no hurry.”

Jean removed her hands and my pants were pulled back into place and I reached down and fastened my belt.

When I opened my eyes, Jean was smiling as she said, “Son, you are perfectly healthy. And Val, he is large, but not unusually so. He is in proportion  to his height, but perhaps on the high side of normal. Some men are smaller than they should be and a woman doesn’t feel as full, or may not feel anything at all from a man like that. They can still be in love, but in a case like that, it is better if she isn’t as interested in sex as women like you and I. And like our lovely Dawn, if my guess is correct. I think that she will be very vigorous, given the chance. Val, don’t get into any contests to see who will climax more easily. I think that she will win by twice the score. Enough of that. So, at the other end of the spectrum, other men may be larger. Some freakishly so. And it is no fun for a girl to be subjected to one so large that it is always painful when she is trying to have love. And I think that perhaps having a penis so large causes a slight insanity in the man, and most of them, because they have a strong libido, but can’t really please a healthy woman, often can’t happily mate. Fortunately, men like that are rare. Some would think that they were blessed with the size of their penis, but I don’t think so. If they find happiness, it is with a woman who is also unusually large. And some women are, and that is good for them if the man is tender, understanding that he has found someone who suits him. But as for our Ronin here, I am glad that he suits you so well. He’s much like your father, nice and big, but no bigger than he should be.”

Val said, “And he does suit me very well. And apparently my fur suit suits him very well as well.”

I said, “Um, very well. Wow. I still can’t quite talk.”

Jean said, “All of the blood leaves your brain and rushes to your penis. That’s just what happens. But Val, how did you think of this? I like it. I want one. And your father will want me to have it. I should make my own and have it on when he comes home tomorrow.”

I gasped and Jean said, “In private. Don’t worry. Your sexy cave girl fantasy is between you and Val. I’ll have my own, but only in private with my own big caveman husband. Unless we make our house a cave, and then we will all dress like this, I suppose.”

Val said, “That sounds wonderful. I am going to make a fur cloth for my big caveman to wear and I will have him lounge in it in our apartment.”

Jean said, “Speaking of apartments, you will need a home. There are three of you now.” 

I thought that I saw Jean wink at Val for some reason.

Jean continued, “All of you can stay in your own room once Dawn is better and you can move back in with her. That might be just a few more days, but she will need a separate bed for a while. Or perhaps I will arrange it with your father to have you occupy both bedrooms for more privacy. You know, Ronin, you should consider taking a third mate.”

Val said, “It would be a good idea, but let me talk to him alone about it.”

Jean said, “Val, do you think that your father would consider another woman now? I wouldn’t be opposed to it. Do something for me and put a bug in his ear about it. He listens to you. But, I should finish these medicines and take them to our poor patient. What are you going to do? Play hunting games, or something else?”

Val said, “We will play some games, but first, our hero needs to get to work. Father would give him the day off if he asked for it, but we might as well let him work for a bit. I am going to take him to the fields so that I can witness the way that he fights rats and kills a dozen in a minute.”

I said, “It was only four.”

Val said, “So you say. But come on. Let’s go see it.”

I said, “Um, like that? Wearing that? I don’t mind, but, and well, I like it a lot, and um, I just wanted to make sure that you meant to wear it.”

Val said, “If you want me to take it off, I will, but I see no point. It won’t be in the way at all. Come on, let’s go. I feel excited, and only partly because of the staff in your pants. I want to play outside. Come on. Oh, but wait just a moment.” 

She ran off. And she looked amazing running away like she did. I wanted very much to chase her. She was gone for just a minute and hen rushed back into the room. Val grabbed my arm when she came back and then hurried us out the door. She was wearing a little knife attached to her tiny belt, and it, and the fur pieces that barely covered her, bounced with every step as she ran toward the fields. And that wasn’t all that bounced as she ran. Her breasts were firm, but they still bounced up and down deliciously, and since I was still a step behind her, I could see that the perfect cheeks of her bottom bounced a bit as well.

We ran out toward the fields that I had visited with Gerald the day before, but we were like children running for fun, playing ‘catch me if you can’. Val was very fleet of foot. She ran in her knee high boots, and essentially nothing else. And she ran as fast as I did. She may have become winded before me, but I was sure that she could run at a good pace for at least a few miles if necessary. And, given our profession, that was a good thing. And that brought up something that we needed to discuss.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 11 Hunting Furry Animals

When we came to the fence that acted as a warning not to go farther, Val grabbed the rail to catch her breath, and I grabbed her from behind and put my arms around her naked waist and hugged her. She cooed and pushed herself against me, grinding her bottom into my crotch and laughing.

I said, “Val, we need to talk about something.”

She giggled and said, “Oh? What’s that?”

I said, “I am an Adventurer Monk. Not a farmer.”

She threw her head back and twisted her neck so that she could kiss me and then grabbed my hands from her waist and held them across her chest, hugging me to herself.

She said, “And a very good one at that. No, you aren’t a farmer. Ronin, I am yours, and I will go where you go. The farm life isn’t for me either. I am not a bakery woman and I am not a farmer’s wife. If I were, I would have found a mate to settle down with years ago. Not so many years ago, but a few anyway. No, we aren’t farmers. You are a Monk, and I am a Healer, and Dawn is a Huntress. We will stay here while we are in training and when the day comes, we will leave and seek our fortune elsewhere. But we will always have a home to come to. And when we retire to raise children, if you like, you will inherit the farm and pluck chickens and catch fish with your sons at the river and they will be like you and make fine husbands for the pretty girls who they find. So, train me.”

I said, “What? Train you in what?”

She said, “The art of love, of course! No, I am teasing you because I am so happy. Of course we will train each other as lovers, but I need to defend you and Dawn when needed. Teach me about swords and things like that. Find a weapon that suits me, and teach me to use it. I will practice hard, and when necessary I will be as fierce as a she-bear.”

I said, “You wonderful woman! I love you! Well, if we are going to start with training that doesn’t include having my pants down, tell me what you know of weapons and fighting.”

She held me against her back and said, “I can skin an animal. I can help him die quickly and with as little pain as possible. I know anatomy and pressure points and nerves. I don’t know how to strike a man…but now that I think about it, I think that I would know exactly where to strike to disable him, or to cause him excruciating pain. I don’t shoot a bow, but these little furs I collected myself with a sling and a stone. This little knife is as big as I know how to use. What do you think? Should I become an archer, or a swords-woman, or a Shadow, perhaps?”

I said, “I have a little skill with all of those things and I can teach you some. I think that both you and Dawn should learn the wooden sword that I carry. If you enjoy it, we can move on to sharp swords later, but I think that I will have to make them myself and that will take a long time. Dawn will focus on the bow and arrow. She will have to learn my hand and foot techniques, and so will you. And, for you, I think that a sling is a fine idea. It can be deadly, but much of the time it would be used to wound or cause a distraction. A rock hitting your head may stun, and will certainly cause great pain, even it it doesn’t kill. And a sling is easy to make and stones are free. If you have a sling and your knife, and you know how to use both, it will be wonderful. And having a sword like mine will give you a way to fight large enemies when we have to. Val, now that we’re talking about it, I am getting excited.”

She said, “You sure are,” and she wiggled against me again.

I said, “A fighting Monk, a beautiful Healer, and a deadly Huntress. We will be a marvelous team.”

Val smiled and said, “All well met for the purpose and for Harmony. It sounds wonderful. So, show me.”

I said, “Show you how to fight?”

She said, “Yeah. I see eight rats out there. Show me how you handle them. I don’t want you to be in too much danger though.”

I stepped from behind Val and stood at the fence beside her. I surveyed the situation for a moment and said, “I can do it. Watch. Remember, fighting a four legged beast is different than a man. Watch how I do it and look for the differences.”

She said, “Be careful.”

I smiled and kissed her on the mouth. I checked my belt and my boots. I pulled on the protective gloves that hung from my belt, and then took my sword in my right hand. My blood was pumping and I was ready for action. I turned and smiled and winked at my bride, and then I jumped over the fence and ran toward my first target. I might have been caught up in the moment, wanting to show off for the naked forest pixie that encouraged me to show her what I was made of. Normally I would have faced a battle with a lot more emotional focus, but I was distracted. I wanted to run out into the field, demonstrate my manly skills, and return to claim my prize. I wanted sex. And it clouded my brain a bit, I’m sure.

And I realized all of that as soon as I found my first target. My training kicked in as I began to plan my attack, and I quickly stopped myself and knelt on one knee to collect myself. That could have been a disaster. I was facing danger and possible death. This wasn’t a game that I could laugh at and treat like my time chasing Val from the house to here. What was I doing? And if I were killed or badly wounded, the rats could turn on Val and her injuries or death would be on me. I calmed myself, but as I tried to move forward again, I sensed that I was still not ready. This wasn’t good at all.

Fortunately, the rat that I had intended to strike first hadn’t noticed me yet. I stood quietly and made my way back to the fence and climbed to the safer side, next to Val.

She asked, “Is everything OK? What’s going on?”

I frowned and tried again to collect myself. 

Staring out at the field, keeping my eye on the rats, I said, “Val, you say that I can have you sexually whenever I want to, but not right now.”

She said, “Yes. And I will welcome you. And I had said that you should wait on Dawn’s account only.”

I stepped behind her and put my hands on her waist and leaned against her ear and said, “But Dawn isn’t here, and you are.”

Val leaned back into me and said, “Oh, I see. And Ronin …”

But I didn’t let her finish her thought. I was more bold than I had been as I reached my right hand down under the little fur skirt and slid my fingers through her slit, parting her lips and spreading the moisture that I found there. At the same time, I used my left hand to drop my pants and they fell around my ankles. Now I pulled backward on Val’s hips a bit and her head and shoulders instinctively lowered. Pushing downward with my hands, causing her rear to rotate upward, I grabbed my cock and lined it up with her vagina and thrust forward. The entire encountered had taken less than two seconds, and Val hadn’t even had time to react. It was as if this were every bit as planned and executed for efficiency as any battle that I would face. One, two, three. Slide behind her, find her slit to draw lubricant, twist her hips to provide entry, and pierce her sex with my sword.

Val gasped and shoved herself backward, making sure that I impaled her hard. She spread her legs and braced herself against the fence rail and I could feel her vagina squeeze me firmly. As I began thrusting, gripping the sides of her hips to hold her firmly in place, I felt my arousal growing and my cock straining for release. Every muscle in my body tensed, and as I thrust in and out of my wife’s pussy, my movements became a fierce ramming, insensitive to any need for tenderness. 

Val moaned and squealed and panted hard as my cock pounded her, my body slamming against her ass, over and over. I was certain that she was climaxing, but I didn’t pay much attention. As my grunting continued, and I came closer and closer to release, I shifted my hands and slid them to her chest, sliding under her bits of fur and grabbing her somewhat roughly.

Val finally spoke, screaming, “Oh fuck me Ronin! Fuck me hard. Squeezed my tits and fuck me!”

I squeezed her hard and pinched her nipples and twisted them firmly and she screamed again, this time is a massive orgasm. She screamed over and over, holding nothing back, and her screams crashed through my mind as I pulled her against myself with all of my strength, forcing myself as deep as I could go. I felt the very end of her canal, pressing against the tip of my penis as I exploded into her. As I came, I roared loudly and that set Val off again and she climaxed another time as well. Val let go of the fence in front of her now, and her body doubled over at the waist. I was forced to quickly grab her by the hips again to keep her from falling to the ground, but I continued thrusting at her behind for another minute while my orgasm pumped more of my seed into her. As the moment went on, I lowered her to her knees on the ground and staying in position, I rocked against her more slowly, my climax being finally finished. And Val had one more orgasmic spasm, clenching her pussy hard on my shaft.

In all, it had lasted only a few minutes. Probably less than five. I was still behind Val, slowly grinding away, waiting for my erection to subside when she spoke, her head  still resting against the ground.

She was breathless as she said, “Ronin, that was pure fucking. That was pure fucking. And I like it. Oh, I like that. A lot.Yeah, I like that.”

She wasn’t really saying anything. Neither of us could form an intelligent sentence yet. We had left our brains at the door and now we just stayed where we were, trying to make sense of it. She babbled a little more, and I thrust slowly a little more, and then I gently pulled out and sat back on my knees. And that meant that Val’s ass was directly in front of me. And I could see the juices from her sex running down the insides of her thighs. And I reached out and stroked her with my fingers. And then I moved forward and bent down and kissed her directly on lips of her pussy.

I helped Val turn over and sit down, facing me. I pulled her toward me and onto my lap and we sat and kissed for a few minutes. Eventually, we were finished and untangled ourselves and stood up. It was awkward because my feet were still twisted up in the legs of my pants. I redressed and adjusted my clothes and collected my sword and knife that had been tossed to the side just before our lovemaking.

I took Val in my arms again and kissed her and said, “We can talk in a little while. I have work to do.”

She seemed still stunned by what happened, but she looked happy as she said simply, “OK”

I jumped over the fence again and surveyed the situation. I saw two possible battles, each a group of three to five of the monstrous rodents. One was off to the right, and another to the left. The group to the left was a bit farther from the fence where we stood, and I decided to attack that one first and then circle back for the nearer. My head was clear. I could see my moves before they happened, just as I had been trained to do. If it had been just two opponents, I could have fought them with my eyes closed, seeing them only by the movement through the air that their bodies would make and the sound of their breathing and heart beats. My grandfather had tested me while I was blindfolded many times. And I had never been as clear and confident as I was in this moment.

I didn’t run. I moved quietly, but deliberately toward my prey. If they noticed me and attacked, they would just die all the quicker. I wasn’t in a hurry, but if they were, so be it. As I came closer to the nearest rat, when I was twenty feet from it, it looked up from its meal and growled in warning. It meant nothing to me and I kept walking at the same pace, directly toward it. At the sound of its growl, three more looked up and spotted me. The first froze in place, waiting for me. When I was ten feet way, it sat back on its haunches and raised its claws in warning, and I ignore them. But I did spring forward the short distance between us and struck the center of its skull with my sword, using all of the force of both of my arms.

The force of the blow wasn’t fully dependent on my strength. Strength was a part of it, but it was more about the combination of power from my technique and the speed that my blade whistled through the air. My strength played a part, but I could teach somewhat not as strong, certainly both Dawn and Val, to be nearly as deadly. 

After the first rat fell to my sword, I moved toward the next. Three were watching me, and then they ran at me. The first one to reach me I struck across the left jaw. My sword crashed through his bones and destroyed his left eye in the process. I stepped to the side and behind him, and brought a second blow down on his skull, sending him to the ground in a heap. I didn’t have time to look long at the body because I knew that another beast could be no more than a few feet from me by now. And I was right. As I turned in the direction of my attackers, I saw that the next was nearly upon me. All I could do was set my feet and thrust my sword straight forward, hitting the thing in the throat. The point of my sword hit it hard, but didn’t actually pierce the hide. I was sure that the throat was crushed and the animal would likely starve to death, but it wasn’t dead. Again, I stepped nimbly and hit its skull, at least stunning it.

Then I heard a scream as Val cried out, “Ronin!”

I turned to see what danger I might be in, but it wasn’t me who was in danger. Apparently, Val had followed me onto the field, and what I saw now was a giant rat, about thirty feet from me, and Val running for her life in the opposite direction. She was twenty feet ahead of the animal, but that wouldn’t last long. I ran toward them both, and as soon as I was racing at full speed behind the rat, I slung my sword horizontally, low to the ground at the monster’s rear legs. My wooden blade whirled through the air, and connected with both legs, one at the ankle and one at the knee. I had thrown as hard as I could and, when the blade struck, the rat stumbled. It twisted to see where the attack had come from, and as it tried to find its feet, it yelped in pain, finding that at least one of its legs was broken. Rats have relatively thin bones in their legs, and they snapped like twigs when struck properly. It was a lucky throw. Yes, I had practiced the technique for this very situation, but some amount of luck played into my success at halting the thing’s attack on Val.

But now it faced me, and I had only a knife. When armed with a knife, I would rather face a man than a beast. This one had sharp claws and moved with lightning speed. He had ten sharp knives, and I had only the one. I had but an instant to act as the injured rat hurried toward me, slowed only slightly by its broken rear limbs. Facing it head on was suicide. I quickly yanked my shirt over my head and held it in my left hand as I grabbed for my knife with the right. I held the shirt in front of me, like a small curtain as the rat charged me. And at the last minute, with the creature’s nose no more than a foot from the cloth, I spun to my side, holding the cloth in space where I had been an instant before. As I had hoped, the rat charged the cloth, not my body. My shirt fell across its face, temporarily blinding it, and as its shoulder rushed past my side, I drove the point of my knife into the space where its neck met its skull. I turned in the direction it was traveling and pushed hard, forcing the sharp blade far up into the space where its tiny brain would be. It collapsed and convulsed at my feet in the throes of death. I watched it for a second, and then felt Val at my elbow.

I said, “Are you OK? Are you hurt or bitten?”

She was breathing hard as she answered me, “No. I’m fine. I’m fine. That was close. Thank you.”

I held her in my arms and said, “Val, what were you doing? Why are you here?”

She said, “Let me show you”, and she led me back to my first kill.

She pointed to where it lay and I could see that it had bled out onto the ground, fresh wounds open at its neck and thigh.

Val said, “When you hit the first, it was nearly dead, but not quite. When you faced the second, the first clawed its way in your direction, and even if it didn’t bite you, I was afraid that you might stumble over it, not knowing that it had come closer to you. I ran and drained it’s blood and it lost consciousness quickly. I was doing the same to your second kill when the fourth monster rushed at me instead of you. Don’t be angry. I did what I thought was best for both of us. And besides that, you saved me and we are fine.”

I held her and said, “I am so glad. But,…”

Val interrupted, saying, “Are we a team or not?”

I hesitated and then said, “We are. We are party of Adventurers and we live or die together. But let’s be sure that we stay on the side of living and not dying. Are you ready to go back to the house now?”

She looked at me and said, “No. I’m ready to learn more. So far I have seen that timing is everything. I have seen that it is the way that you use the sword, not the strength behind it that gives it power. I have seen that fighting a rat is different than a man and that breaking his legs doesn’t stop him. I have seen that you must keep several targets in mind at the same time and not focus only on one, not knowing that others may be ready to surprise you. I have seen that you don’t stay far from your target at the moment of the strike, but strike from a position where he cannot strike you. What have I missed? Oh, and I have seen that a good fuck prior to battle can help clear the head. I think a good one after a battle may be in order, too.”

I smile and said, “You saw more than I would have expected. You are going to learn more quickly than any student I have ever known. It is a lot for one session. So, we killed four so far.”

She said, “And we have four more over there, if you think that we can do it.”

I said, “There were only three. Oh, the number has changed. Val, you astound me. Well, if you are set on it, let’s do it. But this time, stay with me and we will fight together. I will do what I do, and you do what you do. Are you sure that you want to keep going?”

She grinned and said, “More than almost anything.”

I said, “Then let’s do it. Come with me and I will explain how it’s done.”

We walked back toward the next group of rats and I whispered, “First, we get the positions of each one. We decide how we will attack. In what order. Even seeing in our minds where each strike will happen and what the next monster will do. One strike is preferred, but sometimes three are required. Here, all four are in a group, only a few yards from each other. Look, there are two young ones. Now we have six together.”

Val whispered in return, “Is it too many?”

I thought and said, “No. Fighting several close together is the same as fighting one. One has four legs and a set of jaws. This is a beast with six jaws and twenty four legs. One can be killed with a good blow to the head. This one has six heads. It is not six different beasts to be handle separately, it is one beast with six heads that must be handled as one.”

Val said, “Ronin, I don’t understand. You said that you are a novice. You talk like a master.”

I said, “I talk like my grandfather and my father. Let’s hope that I can move like them as well. If my grandfather had been here, you might have seen the rats all run with fear or just lie down and die on their own. You would think that he killed them with a look or a command. He would run in one direction and you would see him in a different direction and never know how or when he moved. I assure you, I am a novice. It’s funny. If he were here, he would look at the six and say to me, ‘Boy, go pick up your toys while I drink lemonade. There are only six of them.’ Val, you won’t believe me, but my father would kill these with his bare hands and not breathe heavily or raise a sweat.”

Val said, “I think that you are exaggerating. But then again, if you are a novice, perhaps a master is able to do what you say. So, how will we attack these six toys for your toy box?”

I said, “That one, that one, and that one will be struck first. One of them, or perhaps two will die, but all will be stunned. I want you to be with me, but you have to be very quick. Can you duck out of my way as I turn and strike here and there? We haven’t practiced it. Perhaps we should wait.”

Val said, “I can stand behind you. If you turn, I will flow like water. As long as you don’t mistake me for a rat, when you strike, I won’t be there.”

I said, “That is exactly it. You need to be there, but invisible. Picture yourself wheeling and ducking, staying out of my line of sight, always behind me, always moving. If I turn to the right, duck under my arm and come up behind me. If I turn to the left, crouch and slide away. Can you do it?”

Val said, “Better than we expect. Already, I see in my mind how it will be. Like a barn dance. I already hear the music playing in my head. Ronin, this is marvelous. I never expected my life to be this full. I love the thought of what we are about to do.”

I said, “Tell me when you are ready.”

She said, “I am ready now.”

I said, “Then, first that monster with three heads. I will hit the one on the left, then the right, then the center. Then the center again, then the left, and then the right. Assuming that any still move. The next one will come to us and it will drop in two strikes. The other two, the young ones may run. If they do, I will let them. If not, I will have a plan when I need it. I can say what will happen, but what we do may be different. Stay behind me and flow like water.”

I moved quickly forward, running at a medium speed. I could feel Val at my back, two paces behind. The three closest to me noticed us rushing them and turned to face me. I kept running, and as I came near them, I slashed with a one handed strike at the head of the one at my left. I wheeled to my left and struck the one that had been on my right. And continuing my turn, I ran past the one in the center and spin and struck it hard with both hands on my sword. And turning as quickly as I did, I hardly glimpsed Val as she ducked low and avoided me. 

The rat that I had just struck lay still in a heap, and I heard Val whisper, “All dead.”

I was surprised, but I didn’t stop to think about it. I turned toward the remaining four and saw that the two younger ones had rushed toward the action. Those two were dispatched with three strikes between them, and then the two adults were left. One was closer than the other, and it charged me head on, and I met it head on. It’s head was lowered, intending to bite rather than claw me, and I stood my ground. My sword came down powerfully on its head and it lay at my feet dying. The last one was more cautious, and stood up to threaten me, waiting for me to come to it. As I ran at it, it got down and ran at me. I slowed my pace so that it ran faster than I did. That gave me more time to act.

As the rat was just ten feet away, I saw Val rush past my left side. As the animal ran on toward me, ignoring her for the moment, I watched as she plunged her little knife into the thing’s back and it was dead before it took another step.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 12 Bathing and Playing

When the monsters were all dead, Val and I laughed for a moment, the battle finished, happy to be alive and unhurt. I looked at the beast in front of me and saw that Val had perfectly separated two vertebrae and severed its spinal cord, killing it instantly.

I grabbed her hand and said, “Get your knife and  come back to the fence.”

She retrieved her knife from the thing and I led us back to examine our other kills from this encounter. It looked to me like most of the kills were due to Val’s handiwork more than my own. Apparently, as I twisted and struck stunning blows to their heads and shoulders, Val had deftly opened veins and arteries that drained their life.

She said, “The blood is good fertilizer.”

I stared at her in awe and said, “My goodness. What kind of a goddess have I found for a mate!”

She smiled and said, “One that loves her man more than life. You see? Two of us are wonderful. When Dawn has her bow and I have my sling, we will be very powerful. And when we have truly bonded with harmony, we will be legendary. Well, at least locally. And I don’t want to be legendary, but it can’t be helped. Legends are created about you, not by you.”

I grinned and squeezed her hand and said, “I think that you’re right. Val, you look stunning, by the way.”

She beamed and said, “Oh, this little piece of fur? Why thank you. Do you want to make love again?’

I said, “Well, I kind of do.”

She led me by the hand more quickly and said, “Then let’s run to the river and bathe and play. I have you and myself all down my legs and we should wash it off. And then put more on me, over and over.”

I said, “That sounds wonderful, but Val, stop for a minute. We have killed ten so far. And we have plenty of daylight left. I would feel better if we took the opportunity and cleaned out several more before we go play together.”

Val stopped and frowned and then said, “That will be fine. I forgot myself. This is our occupation, not our hobby. We need to work before we play. Tell me what you want.”

I said, “We killed the two largest groups in this field. The others are farther away, but more scattered. And only one or two together. I only see three groups from here. The more we kill, the sooner we will be rid of them. If we kill them, they can’t breed. We killed two young ones today, but there are more in their lairs. If we killed a female, we stopped about six or seven from being born every month or so. And that means the three or four less females to breed more every month. There are other factors, but killing one female today may kill a hundred or more in the number that don’t exist a year from now.”

Val smiled and said, “Hah, I see what you mean. Every female alive tomorrow is a hundred or more alive next year. And ten that are alive just a month from now.”

I said, “Your father said that if I kill one a day, it will be enough for him, but if this colony is a hundred now, and I think that it is at least that, if not two hundred, if half are females and they give birth to seven every month, then three hundred and fifty are born every thirty days. That is nearly twenty more rats added to their number every day, and that number accelerates as the pack gets larger. I need to kill two dozen every morning to keep the population stable, let alone reducing it.”

Val said, “Ronin, I could make a poison. I use plants to heal, but they can kill as well. But it needs to enter their blood for best effect. Leaving it on the ground to be eaten is no use. If Dawn were able, she could pierce them with arrows and they would die in a day, even if the wound was not severe. Even a scratch will be fatal eventually, in no more than three to five days. And it renders an animal incapable of reproduction. Even those already pregnant will not have a live birth.”

I said, “Val, do you know what a blowpipe is?”

She said, “No. A pipe delivers water, or is for smoking.”

I said, “Not this one. You say that you can use a sling, I will teach you to use a blowpipe as well. It is made from a piece of hollow wood or clay. They are easy to make from bamboo or a stiff reed from the river bank. Small darts, about as long as a finger, are sharpened and placed in the reed and you blow in the end very hard and the dart shoots out. It can be very accurate and is easy to learn. Much easier than a sling and stones in my opinion. The darts are very simple and can be carved very quickly. I think that you would be able to hit a target and puncture the skin at as much as thirty feet. It isn’t terribly far, but it is good enough. We can get that close, or draw them to us, and you can shoot them one at a time. It isn’t as fast to take multiple shots as a bow and arrow, but you can do one shot on each count to ten, at least.”

Val said, “That sounds very good.”

I said, “And I can do the same. Both of us can stand side by side and shoot darts at many of them every day. When we go to the river, we can find the reeds, or if you know where bamboo grows, show me, and I can make them this evening.”

Val said, “And I can find the plants we need on our way to the river as well.”

I said, “And tomorrow, we can come here again and I can teach you to use the blowpipe. If your mother will care for Dawn again. But for this afternoon, I should work a bit more. Do you want to come with me or to watch from here?”

Val said, “I go where you go from now on and forever,” and we started walking toward the rats in the field again.

Val said, “Ronin, the ones that we kill by poison will return to their lairs to die and we won’t have bodies to prove our tally each day. My father will have to take us at our word as to how many we hit.”

I said, “True. But the count isn’t that important. He is our father and we will work on his farm doing what we are best suited to. But, if he takes pleasure in paying us, I will suggest that we take two coins for every one we kill and three coins for every two that we let die from poison. Our only need for money is for weapons and protective clothing, and we will have to make most of that ourselves, I think. Someday we may want another house, but anyway, I am not concerned about the exact amounts of our wages.”

Val said, “My father has had to pay workers six coins a day to work here, because of the rats. Well, except that now no one will come no matter how high a price. So far, we made twenty coins today. Not bad for novices.”

I laughed, “Not bad at all. Not bad by ten times! Two coins is what I got the first few days away from home. Two coins and a meal. But we aren’t done yet. Here, my first target is there.” 

I indicated a single large rat, larger than the others, about forty feet from us.

Val said, “Like last time, I will stay behind you.”

I said, “But there is no need to stay as close. Leave a bit of room, and rescue me if you must,” and I smiled. 

We hadn’t been especially quiet, and the rat noticed us before we were very close. He was exceptionally large, probably an older male. He ran toward us, and as he reached for me, I twisted to the side and brought my sword down hard across the back of his neck. I could feel a bone shatter, but it wasn’t enough to bring him to his death. He wheeled in his tracks, moving to face me again, but I jumped backward out of his range, swinging my sword at the space between his eyes. Again, there was a cracking of bone as his skull caved in slightly, but still he stayed on his feet. He took another halting step in my direction and I used a one handed strike at a spot on his head, behind his left ear. That caused him to stand where he was and I casually turned my back and motioned Val to follow me to the next target.

Val hesitated, watching the huge best warily. I took her hand and led her away from it and the rat stood where it was, breathing raggedly, but not moving. We walked several paces and then I stopped and turned and pointed just in time for Val to see the monster take its last breath and fall on its side, dead.

I said, “It was already dead, it just hadn’t realized it yet. In one respect, it was dead when I chose it as my target, but it didn’t know that either. OK. Eleven. Let’s do some more.”

In the next hour, I killed a dozen more. About one every five minutes or so. It was fairly unremarkable and describing it would be more of what we had done for the past two days. After the first hour, there were several left, but much farther apart. I discussed it with Val and chose five more targets and ran to dispatch them as quickly as I could. It took less than ten minutes as I struck one, and went as fast as I could to each successive task. Now we had scored twenty eight kills for today. On the way back to the house, I made it an even thirty. Then I rushed back into the field and finished off one more to bring my two day count to and even thirty five. But after I had done the math, I did another two.

My agreement with Gerald was for the first kill each day to pay for my food and lodging. Now I had thirty five kills, plus two for the two days that I had been with him. It was a nice round number and I mentioned it to Val with a smile as we finally headed toward the river for a bath and to look for plants and reeds.

Val whistled and said, “That’s seventy coins. Almost a full gold piece. Seven silvers!”

I said, “If we were traveling, it would last us perhaps ten days at an inn. But for now, we have nothing to spend it on. I needed a knife and clothes and a bow and arrow. Your father has provided the clothes and knife, and that is all we needed. Of course, he provided me with his very beautiful daughter as well, and that is more than I could ever deserve.”

She smiled and said, “Unless you saved his life, his farm, his fortune, and his family from monsters who were bankrupting him. Doesn’t a king always offer the hand of the princess to the warrior who saves his kingdom? My father knows what he is doing. And as for giving me to you, I am the one who did that, not him.”

We stopped a few times to harvest the plants that Val would use to make her poisons, and more of the healing herbs that she and her mother would make into medicines. She explained that if we had extra, the potions would be valuable and we could easily sell them.

She said, “Ronin, I like this. I like it that we are making our own money from what skills we have. I feel more like a woman and a partner to my husband. I like this very much. We are our own hose and make our own way in the world. It’s marvelous.”

I agreed that it was and that I liked it very much as well.

At the cove that we had visited earlier in the morning, we undressed and swan together, making love in the water with Val’s legs around my waist. This might not have been possible, the water naturally washing away any lubricant produced by Val’s body, except that Val’s body produced more than adequate lubricant, even for this. 

We searched the banks for appropriate reeds, but didn’t find any. And Val didn’t know anywhere that we would find bamboo. I would have to make the pipes the harder way. We could still do it tonight, but it would take longer. And then, at the last moment, by accident, I spied a suitable patch of reeds and I pulled up several and we laid them out carefully to begin to dry. That was a bit of luck, and it made me happy. 

We had been away from the house long enough, and finally pulled our clothes back on and gathered our things so that we could start back and be in time for dinner. It was strange how much more naked Val seemed, wearing her tiny rabbit furs, than she seemed when wearing absolutely nothing. I liked it.

As we headed for the house, I said, “Val, I love you. I know that we have only just met, but it is as if you are part of me and we have been part of each other for ever. Like a part of myself that I was searching for.”

Val smiled and said, “And, you will see that Dawn is the same. You love her too, but you don’t know that you love her as much as you love me. But you do. You’ll see soon enough.”

I said, “I do love her. Yes, we are bonded as well, but you are right, it is not yet the same as with you. I love you so much. What surprises me is that you love me.”

We were holding hands and she squeezed me and said, “You have always been part of me. I have always loved you. We just didn’t know what we were waiting for. But a week ago, I knew that you were coming. So I got ready for you. I like making love. I am going to tell you again, do that whenever you want to.”

I said, “About that. Was it OK?”

She said, “A little while ago out in the field? Ronin, that was fantastic. Couldn’t you tell?”

I smiled and said, “Well, it seemed  like you enjoyed it. I just wanted to make sure that I didn’t do anything that you didn’t like.”

She said. “I loved it. It was amazing to have you just want me so much and to just show me what you wanted. Do we really need to talk about it? I loved it. Do that as much as you want to. I know that I plan to do that to you when I’m in the mood. Didn’t I do that last night when I came to you? I climbed into your bed and had my way with you without even asking. You won’t disrespect me or force me. I know that. Just love me. Sometimes tenderly and sometimes more urgently, but always lovingly. We don’t need to think about it. We know what to do. You knew just what to do, anyway.”

We walked along and arrived back at the house. I asked Valeera about tools so that I could work on making a blowpipe, and she showed me to a barn where I might find what I needed. She left me there, assuring me that I didn’t need to go see Dawn at the moment and that she and her mother would get dinner ready and then come and get me when it was time.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 13 Weapon Making Before Bed

When she was gone, and I had watched her leave, enjoying the sight of her pretty rear with only the tiny fur over the very smallest part of her bottom, I turned my attention to finding tools.

I did find a brace and bit for drilling holes in wood and a saw and a spokeshave. That would be good for making wooden swords, but what I wanted for cleaning the reeds was a long straight metal rod or a hard wooden dowel. I would use it to smooth the inside of the reeds so that a dart would slide easily through them. I didn’t find what I was looking for. But I did find something even better.

Gerald was a wealthy man, and his house had running water. And in a corner of the workshop, I found the remnants of copper pipes. They were of various lengths, between a foot and eight feet long. Most were bent, and even coiled, but not kinked. If I could straighten them sufficiently, they would make excellent weapons. I started with what looked like a six foot piece. It was difficult to tell the length because it was bent into a loop, but It looked about right. 

Straightening the piece would be slow work. I had to be very careful not to do too much at a time, too quickly, or the inside of the pipe would be deformed and a dart wouldn’t flow properly. And then I spotted a box with tools that had been used for making the plumbing and was elated to find a pipe cutter, a length of steal the same size as the inner diameter of the tubing, and even a flaring tool. What luck this was! Surely Gerald wouldn’t mind me using up these pieces of what the plumbers had considered trash.

By inserting the rod into the end of the tube and working carefully, I was able to straighten it by pushing the rod farther and farther, a bit a a time. The rod was only four feet long, but I was able to reverse the pipe and work from the other end to straighten the entire length. I was correct, the full length was about five and a half feet. Just about right for a very accurate, but manageable blowpipe. I could have wished that the pipe was a bit smaller in diameter, but it would be fine.  A smaller diameter would need less breath and propel the dart faster, but this would be good enough as it was. This was about the diameter of my little finger.  We would make the darts a little bigger than I was used to, and I was sure that Val would have the lung capacity to be quite deadly with a little practice.

About the time that I had finished straightening the first pipe, Jean appeared in the shop, carrying a little basket. 

She said, “Val is caring for Dawn, and I suggested that I bring you dinner out here and you can continue working if you want to while you and I eat. There is no lighting and it will be hard to work with a lamp when it gets dark. If you can do it, perhaps you can bring your tools to the house when it is dark and continue there.”

I said, “That sounds very good. Thank you for bringing me dinner. Are you going to stay and keep me company? I found pipes and tools and this is going to be easier than I had expected.”

Jean started setting out food on a workbench and pulled up two stools for us to sit at. She asked about the fact that I wasn’t wearing a shirt with a smile, and I explained about having lost it in a fight with one of the rats.

I brought my pipe and a second length of tubing and the straightening rod and sat down at the bench. I continued working as we ate. The dinner was a stew and some bread, and it was quite tasty.

Jean said, “Val tells me that you had a good afternoon. She told me that she had a wonderful time at the fence and that you drove her to climax several times and then the two of you killed over thirty rats. I’m not sure which of those she enjoyed more. She seems very excited at learning to fight alongside you. She does look good in her crazy fur outfit, doesn’t she? She might as well be naked. I am going to borrow it tomorrow when Gerald comes home and take him for a walk in the evening. Maybe to the fence. We’ll see. Ronin, our lives are changing because of you.”

I was nearly done straightening the second pipe now, and Jean continued, “We have been worried a great deal of late. None of us like to let the others know how we really feel, but it has been hard. The rats and other monsters have driven away all of our workers, and all of our income. And because of the worry, my husband and I haven’t been as interested in each other at night. And yet, last night, before Gerald left for Marjan’s Dock, he made love to me for an hour. He was a new man, and it was only a few hours since he met you. And Val. We had despaired of her finding a mate who truly suited her, but even so, she began to make preparations a week ago. She is a very special girl in my opinion, and you suit her perfectly. She loves you and is happy and you encourage her to become more than what she was. We are all happy, and Gerald will be thrilled when he comes back. Show me what you are doing and tell me how it works.”

I had straightened the second piece of pipe now and I showed Jean as I used the pipe cutter to make both pieces the same length. This way, either could be used by the same person with no need to get used to differences in the aiming point. I used the flaring tool to carefully expand one end of each to a small cone shape. That would be the end for the mouth piece. If I had access to a lathe, and more time, I would have made mouthpieces out of a fine hardwood. As it was, I asked Jean if she had bees wax. She knew of wax pieces kept in the barn for various purposes and brought them to me. Softening the wax with my hands for several minutes, I rolled a small round cylinder and wrapped it around the flared portion. Then I shaped it and smoothed it with my fingers until it was a shape that would fit against the lips as a mouthpiece. Finally I made another small piece at the other end of the pipe, just to protect the fingers from any sharp edge on the copper. I finished both pipes and then looked for materials for a dart.

I cut a sliver of wood from a scrap in the shop and shaped it with the knife that Gerald had asked Jean to give me, and when it was done, I loaded it into the pipe through the mouthpiece. I pointed the pipe at a small bit of fur hanging from the wall about forty feet away and blew hard into the pipe. The dart flew fast and true and stuck in the center of the skin. Jean and I walked across the barn and I showed her the dart where it pierced the hide. She was impressed. In fact, so was I. I had never make a pipe like this from copper and wax, but It seemed like it would work, and it worked perfectly. After trying it a few more times, I decided that it would be easier to carry if it were a bit shorter and I cut both pipes so that they were just five feet long. The difference in accuracy would be negligible and we would more than make up for it with practice.

Now all we needed was a large supply of darts. Jean suggested that both she and Val could help with the darts and that we could all work together at the house this evening. It was starting to get darker, and I gathered the pipes and some wood for darts and a few other tools, and we returned to the house. Jean held my arm as we walked and she told me that she loved me for how happy they all were now.

When we reached the house, Jean set out lamps on the back porch where we could work for the evening. Val joined us, now wearing a dress that came to her knees. She told us that Dawn was making wonderful progress but would be asleep until morning. She needed the medicines that Val and Jean would prepare from the ingredients that Gerald would bring tomorrow, or the healing would still take several weeks.

As we sat down to work, I explained what we were doing. I showed Val the pipes and the one dart that I had made and demonstrated how it worked. We separated the production of darts into three processes and each of us would focus on one of them for a while. First, Jean would take rough cut wood sticks and round them off to make dowels. I had found a small plane that would be easier to use than a knife for that task. Val would take the dowels and cut them to length and test that each one slid easily through the pipe. I told both of them that the diameter of the dart should be a bit less than the diameter of the pipe and that I would show them why in a few minutes. My task was to take the darts from Val and finish them to their final shape.

But, before we could get into a rhythm, we had to have enough of each piece for each of us to work on. I used an ax and cut the sticks to rough shape and both Val and Jean started making the long dowels. When I had cut perhaps twenty, I started on dowels. When we had four of the dowels done, Val and I started cutting them to size. And when we had two dowels cut, I started shaping darts.

The darts were trimmed to a sharp point. I added three circular grooves behind the point. These grooves would act like the grooves in a honey dipper to give the poison something to hold on to. Then I cut two little slivers close to the end to act as barbs to help in keeping the dart from falling out after it penetrated the hide of the animal. The final step was the addition of two rows of tiny feather like cuts behind the head of the dart that would act to center the dart in the pipe and catch more air as the user blew into the mouthpiece. I tested the final design and it worked perfectly.

The work that Jean did, making rods went fastest. When she had shaped all twenty of the sticks, she took over from Val, cutting them into rough darts. Val started making finished darts with me. It was important that Val be familiar with every aspect of making the darts so that she could replenish her supplies by herself if need be. She complimented me on the design. I was actually very happy with it myself. I had never seen a blowpipe or darts made quite this way before.

As we worked side by side, Val said, “Ronin, I am going to change the poison that we will use. And it will work well with the barbs and grooves that you have added to the darts. I had intended to use a poison that would make the rats ill, but would take a while to kill them, and expected that they might die even a day later. I have changed to a poison that causes sleep and causes the heart to stop.  It will be a more peaceful death, even for a rat. The victim will fall asleep in about five to fifteen minutes and then die in their sleep within an hour. They won’t even leave the field. They will feel only a minor prick and then become tired and fall where they stand. There will be no trouble counting the ones who fall.”

I smiled and said, “That sounds great. My way is to kill as quickly as I can and to cause as little suffering as possible. Even for a monstrous rat. Even the man who tortured Dawn died before he felt any pain. There may be times to inflict pain, but even then it is out of a greater kindness, not revenge.”

Jean said, “I like you so much! Both of you. I am proud to be your mother. Both of you. I wish that your father were here. I miss him.”

Val said, “Mother, I will sleep with you if you like. Ronin, will that be OK?”

I said, “Of course. Whatever you think is best.”

Val grinned and said, “Well, what I think is best is for Mother to sleep with us tonight, while Father is away.”

Jean smiled and said, “Oh, that would be very nice. Perhaps we should.”

I protested, “But, what would your husband say? Obviously it would be perfectly innocent, I mean as much as can be, but what would he think of it?”

Jean said, “A good question. If you were away, and Val or Dawn were alone and lonely, what would you say if one of them climbed into bed with Val’s father and I, and slept innocently as parents with their daughter?”

I said, “I hadn’t thought of it. I suppose that if Val slept in your bed for comfort, I’d find no reason to think it anything but natural. And if it were Dawn, you are her mother and father as well now.”

Jean said, “And Gerald is a wonderful man and I think that he would trust you and know that it was only for comfort and be happy that I found warmth in his absence. So, it is sad that poor Dawn sleeps alone, but that can’t be helped. Otherwise, she or Val could sleep with me, and the other with you. Normally Val and I sleep together when her father is away, and last night was the first time that I had a bed to myself since I went away with my husband.”

I wasn’t entirely sure about the arrangement, but apparently Val and her mother thought that it would be perfectly natural.

Before we finished for the night, we had completed about two hundred of the little darts. Val and I went to bed early and Jean insisted that she would look in on Dawn and stay up to prepare the sleeping poison for the darts. When we got to our room, and had taken a bath together, as we started to get into bed, I asked what I should wear to sleep in.

Val said, “To sleep in? Last night, didn’t you sleep naked?”

I said, “I did, but I didn’t expect visitors. Certainly not my mother-in-law. And Val, what will she wear?”

Val laughed and said, “Ronin, you poor dear. You should sleep naked if that is what you’re used to. If my mother comes to bed with us, she won’t be offended in some way. And she has seen and even touched you already. But, to put your mind at ease, she will wear a sleeping gown. It’s funny. All I really know is how my own family is, not what others are like. Is it strange to be together with family and not be at ease, even about sexual matters? Didn’t you bathe together and change clothes and swim where you are from? You seem so nervous about those things.”

We climbed under the covers, Val as naked as I, and I said, “Well, no. We bathed and swam, but we were warriors and most of the time we talked about philosophy or the art of war. My parents and grandparents were happy and certainly loved each other, but except for the most basic information about sexual matters, we didn’t discuss it.”

She nuzzled against my arm and said, “Sweetie, I am a bit sore from our times together. Did we make love last night and three times today?’

I said, “It was four times today.”

She laughed and said, “And, I’m not used to it yet. So, five times in day? If it is OK with you, I can wait until morning. At least. And then I may need to be more gentle with you than at the fence today.”

I said, “More gentle with me? I am the one who wasn’t gentle.”

Val said, “Oh, you were only doing what I wanted. If I had hesitated, you would have been more tender. And I may be more tender tomorrow, but we will see. I’m sure that we won’t be thwarted though. Are you sleepy?”

I said, “The truth is that I am. Should I look in on Dawn?”

Val said, “Only if you want to see her while she sleeps. Ronin, her injuries are bad. We are keeping her asleep as much as we can. And even when she’s awake, she’s like a girl who has had too much wine. When my father returns, Dawn will get better quickly, but for now, it is a kindness to keep her asleep this way. Like I have said, she would be dead if not for your skills. But now, it is my skills and my mother’s that she needs. Do you miss her?”

I said, “I’m very concerned. I love her, but we hardly know each other. I was with her for less time than I have been with you. And that has only been a single day.”

She said, “But five times.”

I chuckled and agreed that we did know each other plenty well enough for one day. Val was asleep on my shoulder a few minutes later, and I followed her shortly after that.

At some point in the middle of the night, I felt the covers of the bed lift and Jean joined us, sleeping on my side with me in the middle. She lay her head on my chest and draped her leg over my thigh and I could tell that she was wearing some kind of a night dress. But I was asleep again very soon.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 14 Morning Hunt

When I awoke the next morning, I was alone in bed, but Val was nearby, pulling a cloak around her shoulders and fastening it with a tie at her neck.

She smiled and said, “Are you ready to teach me my new skill with the blowpipe? I want to go out early and test how long my poison takes to incapacitate and then kill. If we go out now, we can practice shooting and observe what happens. Then we can come back here for some breakfast and examine the animals again afterward. Can we go?”

I stretched and said, “Of course. That’s a good plan. The rats will be hungry. Maybe we will see where they come from and where their lair is.”

I put on my pants and shirt and boots and tucked my gloves, sword, and knife into my belt and we left the house quietly with our blowpipes, bag of darts, and two vials of the poison. As we walked toward the fields, I explained the plan.

I said, “Val, we will shoot those closest to us and then move around the sides of the fields, shooting the nearest again. We want to stay out of combat. We will stay as far as we can and still make our shots. About forty feet for now. Later, you might be more accurate, but a blowpipe is only good for about seventy feet at the outside. I might hit a target at a hundred, but not often enough to warrant the attempt and the loss of darts.”

Val said, “Good. I think that in the time it takes to shoot the ones that we can without putting ourselves in danger, the first targets will be sleeping on the ground.”

When we got to the fence, none of the rats were in range. 

We walked quietly farther into the field and after a moment I said, “There! Look! A hundred yards away. They are appearing from there. There is a hole I think. They have opened a tunnel there. We can’t get to it now, but now we know one entrance to their lair, at least. There will be more than one. But this is how they come to the fields here.”

There was no real reason to hide from them. They weren’t nearly as dangerous here in the open as they would be underground. Val and I took up a position between the hole and the fence and prepared to find out how effective our weapons would be. Val stared toward the nearest rats and pulled aside her cloak to free her arms from the heavy fabric.

She was naked, except for a small thong of leather tied around her right thigh and the little knife that hung from it. 

I gasped and said, “Val, you vixen!”

She simply laughed and said, “Show me what too do.”

I showed her how the pipe worked and had her take several practice shots without darts, learning to aim and blow correctly. We had about six rats in range, and I took one of the darts, dipped it carefully, and demonstrate loading it through the mouthpiece, being sure that none of the poison touched the pipe where it would be a danger to us. I lined up my shot and blew hard. The dart flew straight to the monster and he flinched as my dart pierced his side and stuck. Aside from the minor shudder, he didn’t seem to take any notice and continued feeding.

Val imitated me and her shot hit it’s intended target, but not where she wanted, and not with enough force to penetrate the tough skin of the rat. She frowned and tried again. And this attempt was better as far as the force of the shot, but it sailed over the top of the animal’s back. She dipped another dart and this time it stuck in the thing’s neck. I congratulated her, but she just shushed me and pointed. As I watched for no more than a half a minute, the animal, instead of slowly falling asleep suddenly crumpled to the ground as if it were dead.

I exclaimed, “Val, what did you do? The one that I hit is still standing as if nothing had happened to it. I thought that the poison would take time to work.”

She said gravely, “It will. I wasn’t happy that it took me two wasted darts to bring it down. So, I pierced the artery at it’s neck. The blood flow to his brain was cut off and he is unconscious. He will be dead soon enough. It was a bit of luck, but it is what I was aiming at.”

Without another word, Val reloaded and fired again. This time the dart stuck in the next of her targets, and she loaded again. I watched as a third and a fourth and a fifth rat was pierced by a deadly shaft. Now that Val had the feel for what she was doing, she was a perfect shot. At least perfect enough that she didn’t miss a single opportunity. 

Now I loaded my blowpipe and joined her in using our darts to best effect. The pipes were very good and since I had some practice and the distance wasn’t far and the animals were stationary, I had no trouble hitting my mark every time as well. We shot and hit twelve of the rats and then moved to our right to put ourselves in position to shoot more. We hit ten and moved on, circling the hole to their hideout. When we fired again, we put darts in fifteen. Then eight. Then eleven. Then three. By then, we were far from the fence and I didn’t want to find out what was in the orchards behind these fields yet. Our plan had been to test our darts and we needed to stick to the plan.

I had us move back toward the fence where we had started from. When we got there, we found that the first animal that I had shot was now lying on the ground near the one that Val had put to sleep. And others had done the same. Not all of them, but some. We decided to continue around the other side of the herd, and by the time we were done, we had shot another fifty seven. With the sixty four from the other side of the field, that brought our total to a hundred and twenty one. And as the minutes passed, more and more fell to the ground.

We could have kept going, but both of us were hungry and ready to rest and talk about how excited we were at our the success of our hunt.

Val closed her cloak and as we walked back toward the farm house she said, “Ronin, can you believe it?  We killed a hundred and twenty one of them! And I only missed four times and you didn’t miss at all. And every one of them will be dead by nightfall. And if we subtract one for the daily wage, we have a hundred and twenty kills for the bounty! Two gold, and four silver, plus seven silver from yesterday and the day before! Three gold and a silver left over! My father is going to be thrilled. This is wonderful. Three days, and the day is still young, and the fields are nearly empty! By tomorrow, if you come to protect them, he can have workers start to clean up the bodies. And they will do the work for no wages but the hides that they can recover and sell.”

I said, “Val, I don’t feel that we can ask your father for three gold pieces.”

She said gleefully, “We don’t have to! He already agreed to it. He knew what he was doing and he will think that he has a bargain. Ronin, he will be back in business in a few weeks. And the villages will be happy to have food again. Ronin, this is the third day that you have been here, and we have three gold pieces! But we will come after breakfast and earn another! My father will laugh so hard and clap you on the back and hug you and say that he wished that he had another daughter like me and that if he did that you would have both of us! We don’t even have harmony yet.”

I laughed at her enthusiasm and said, “Harmony is as important to you as to me I think.”

She said, “You have no idea. Harmony is the key. When we, you and me and Dawn, are with harmony, everything will be tripled. You’ll see. Oh, but even now it is so wonderful. But we have to finish the rats and go below and extinguish them and raid their lair and then clear my father’s orchards and then we will find harmony. It won’t be long now. I am so hungry!”

We walked through the back door of the farm house and as Val slammed it shut, Jean stepped from the kitchen, smiling. Breakfast was ready and we went straight to the table.

As Val sat down, she undid the tie at her neck and let the cloak drape over her chair as a seat cushion. She was naked except for the leather strap around her thigh. And all that did was draw attention to her hips, legs, and pelvis.

Jean said, “Girl, you are the most beautiful creature ever born. Are you going to eat breakfast naked?”

Val helped herself to a plate of food and said, “Oh, am I naked? I wasn’t paying attention. Mother, we killed a hundred and twenty one this morning! Before breakfast. And I did my share! I am so hungry. And to tell you the truth, a little bit horny as well. No, if I tell the truth, I’m totally horny. But too hungry. I need food and then a good fucking. Hey, why don’t you go somewhere and I’ll get both at the same time.”

Jean smiled and said, “You poor dear. But no, none of that at the breakfast table. And what’s gotten into you?”

Val said, “I have a husband and he’s a warrior monk and now I have deadly skills and another wife for him in bed in the next room and I am so alive and naked and happy with life and what will come after this that the world should step out of my way until I calm down and find compassion again. Maybe next week the birds will light on my shoulder again, but today I became a warrior, like my husband and nothing will stand in our way unless it wants to see our fury!” 

She was almost screaming by the time she finished.

Jean laughed hard and said, “Girl, you smell like sex.”

Val said loudly, “I bet I do!”

We finished our breakfast and discussed our plan for the rest of the day. Val and I would return to the fields and kill as many more rats as we could given our remaining supply of darts. Jean would continue taking care of Dawn as necessary. Val and I would help with bathing Dawn when we returned. It was hoped that Gerald might return as soon as midday if he had been lucky and not delayed for any reason. The hope was that the new medicines for Dawn could be ready before nightfall.

Val said that she wanted to change clothes before we went back to the fields, so the two of us went to her room, where Dawn was resting. Once we were in the room, I was concerned that Val might want to make love immediately, but she showed no sign that she was thinking that way. While Val tossed her cloak aside and got dressed, I sat on the edge of Dawn’s bed and stroked her hair for a moment. She was very beautiful, even now. 

Dawn stirred and opened her eyes. When she saw that I was with her, she smiled and said, “Ronin, good morning. I missed you. I feel so much better. But sleepy.”

I could tell that her feeling better was mostly due to what ever potions Val and her mother had given Dawn for pain, not that she was nearly healed. Val and Jean had explained to me again that Dawn’s body was badly injured internally more than externally. I held her hand and spoke tenderly to her for a few minutes while Val prepared herself for our next hunt. When Val was ready, she came and stood beside me and reached down to drag her thumb across Dawn’s forehead, around her eyes, and across her jaw. And Dawn responded by falling into a peaceful sleep. It looked like magic. I was sure that she had simply exercised certain pressure points or something like that, but it looked like pure magic.

Val patted my head and led me from the room. She was wearing the same clothes that she had yesterday morning when we hunted for herbs. A short skirt and a vest, tied closed at the front, but showing plenty of her ample cleavage. She spoke to her mother for a moment and I saw that she handed Jean the tiny furs that that she had made and then we gathered our things and set out for the field again.

The walk to the field was pleasant and as we walked, Val said, “My Love, my um, fever, has left me for now. Know that you can touch me however you want to, but I am not as randy as I was at breakfast.”

I smiled and said, “You are very beautiful, but I am ready to hunt as well.”

When we reached the fence, it was clear that all of the animals that we had shot earlier were all dead or sleeping. And not many had wandered very close to the fence. The nearest ones were at least sixty yards away. Val and I went over the fence and marched quietly into the field toward the rats. We were careful as we approached each of the dead or sleeping, but stepped between them and continued on our way.  Our strategy was similar to the morning. We came quietly to within forty feet or so and fired our darts at those that we could reach and then moved to the side to find more targets. 

There were a lot less in the field now. When Gerald and I had first surveyed the farm, we saw eight immediately, very near the fence. If we had looked hard, we might have counted at least a hundred, but only those closest interested us at the time. And there were so many that counting them would have been impossible. The herd was much smaller now. I still couldn’t know the size for certain, but it was less by far than it had been. 

Val and I worked our way around the edges of the beasts, and struck down perhaps thirty. At one point, we were actually in range of where we thought that their tunnel opened, but we couldn’t see it directly. I told Val to change our tactics and aim at those closest to where we thought the hole to be. Those would be the ones most likely to escape, and but hitting them first, we would have more time to hit others farther away  from the hole if the beasts started to run for home. We hit another twenty, and started to get low on our darts. 

I suggested that Val practice with what we had left, and only shoot at moving targets. She hit about sixty percent and improved very quickly. By the time that her darts ran out, she was firing at moving targets over fifty feet away, and hitting them every time. 

Our total count for the day was one hundred and eighty. A hundred and twenty one earlier, and fifty nine more just now. Well over two hundred in the few days that we had been working. From here on, my work would be to protect the workers who came to clean out and restore the fields, and to further reduce the herd. I would have to go underground when they stopped appearing above. Val and I would come every morning and shoot at those who came out of their tunnel, but it wouldn’t take long to hit all that would venture out now that the pack was so much smaller. At least I hoped so.

There was more to rescuing Gerald’s farm than these rats though. The fields of grain and vegetables were one thing, but the orchards were different and might not be as easy. And, no one knew what monsters were there. Workers had seen things, but all of them were too afraid to be able to describe what they saw with any accuracy. If I could interview them, I might be able to get some information, but at the moment all we knew was that people had been injured or killed.

The next step was to have Gerald hire workers to dispose of the bodies of the rats. I had offered to haul and burn  them, but I hadn’t thought about having to deal with over two hundred of them so quickly. They weighed between eighty and a hundred pounds each and it would take me forever to do the work. Val had said that Gerald could have men take care of it in exchange for the skins. I couldn’t image what value rat skins would have, but this was a different place than I was used to. I was used to hides from cows, beavers, and things like that, but I supposed that rats were more plentiful here. Though much harder to harvest than cows. But we had two hundred of them lying dead in a field, so we were fortunate that someone ascribed value to them. 

As we walked, Val sighed and said, “I’m tired. Exhausted. I’m not as much wanting sex as I had expected that I would. In fact, what I want is a nap. Tonight we need to make more darts. And I will be busy preparing medicines. Ronin, let’s go to the house and rest.”

I agreed and we walked on.

She said, “I need to warn you. When we give Dawn the healing potions, it will accelerate her recovery, but there it will be unpleasant for a while. Her body will go into an feverish state for a day. Possibly more. She will sweat and sometimes convulse. She will be fine and we will keep her unconscious, but it will be hard on her. Her bones will knit at perhaps five times their normal rate and her muscles and blood will be excited by the process. If we aren’t careful, she could have hallucinations and nightmares. If we do things right, she will sleep through it all. At times we will have to keep her in a bath of cool water and at other times we will pile on blankets and light a fire to keep her warm. My mother and I will be with her every minute, sometimes sleeping in shifts so that she is never alone. While she is in this state, we will take the opportunity to work healing on her skin in ways that would have been painful if she were awake. Ronin, she may scream and cry, but rust me, it won’t be from anything that is harming her. She will be two people. One will be her body going through a violent healing. The other will be her mind, feeling rested and at peace. It’s a tricky business, but I promise that she will be fine. I keep telling you that she is in bad shape, but I never really tell you just how bad. Ronin, if you had brought her to me, and my mother were not here, Dawn might have survived, but she would be crippled. And if my father hadn’t gone to get what we need, she would never be completely whole, even with what my mother and I can do as a team.”

I said, “Val, you make it sound terrible.”

She said gravely, “Ronin, no one has ever been injured on a simple adventure to the extent that Dawn was tortured, even if it was mostly by neglect and not active beatings. For nine days she was dying. We have kept her alive and sane for three. For the next two or three, we will bring her back to life. And I won’t be around to be with you for all that time. The farm, and even meals will be up to you and my father. My mother and I will be fine alone, and it might be best if you and my father go off on some business or other during the day. And even overnight if possible.”

I said, “Val, I’ll stay with you.”

She said, “No. You won’t. You can’t. You can’t help us, and unfortunately, you would be in our way for this. When this part is over, you will do your part and help Dawn and I get stronger and better at our new skills. But that is several days from now.”

She added sadly, “I miss you now. This afternoon, I will be too busy to miss you. Remember my love for you. Now, hurry,” and she started to  run for the house.

I called out as we raced for the house, “Why are we running? What has happened?”

She said, “Dawn is near death and my father is nearly home! We are racing to save our beloved. Until now, we had no reason to hurry. Now we are on the brink and we run to Dawn’s rescue. Don’t forget my love for you!”

It took us just a few more minutes to reach the house, and as we did, Gerald pulled up in his little cart and Jean ran out of the house. Jean kissed Gerald quickly and took a bag from him and she and Val sprinted into the house. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 15 Afternoon

Gerald Nodded at me and climbed out of the cart and put his arm around my shoulder in a fatherly manner. He called the burro to follow him and led me to the stable to put the animal and cart away.

He said gently, “Come on Son, help me with the cart and tell me everything that has happened.”

I followed him to the stable and he unhitched the burro and I went to find food and water for the animal. Gerald put him away and I pulled the cart to a corner where Gerald pointed. I pulled his other bags and a few boxes from the cart and set them on a table. When the burro was cared for, we picked up his packages and walked back to the house. Gerald had us leave them on the porch and started walking toward the field.

He said quietly, “Come on, I need to walk for a bit. I have been sitting for a day and a half. Well, not the whole time, but long enough. Tell me what has happened.”

I wasn’t sure where to start and Gerald finally smiled and said, “Let’s start with this. Are you and Valeera mated? And if so, how is it? And if not, what is wrong you? Go on, tell me.”

I said, “Father, if I can call you that, Father, we are mated, and I love her. She is wonderful and I am so happy. And she says that she is as well.”

He smiled and said, “Ah, I knew it. She has chosen a good man, finally. And it makes me happy. If she is like her mother, you will be busy at night. And during the day if she has her way, I’ll bet you. Good for you! Welcome to the family.”

I said, “So, I won’t take your money.”

Gerald smiled and said, “Of course not! I wouldn’t put up with you if you did. But, you will take your money and I won’t hear of anything else. Your wages are your wages, not ‘my money’. You need a start on your fortune, and we agreed on our arrangement before you were my son, so there is no going back now. You can’t sponge off your father-in-law forever, so you better have a job. And your job is Adventuring. And I am paying you a poor sum to do it.”

I said, “Um, we will see what you think about that in a minute. I am afraid that you will think that you pay me too much.”

Gerald frowned in concern, but we kept walking toward the fence. 

Before we reached it, he said, “The rats! Where are they?”

I climbed over the fence and had Gerald follow me and I started pointing into the fields, saying, “There are some of them. And there. And there.”

We kept walking farther and farther across his land, and I kept pointing out the bodies as we went. 

When we came to a pointing where we spotted a few live rats, he said, “Ronin how many? How many are dead? I can’t believe this or think of how you did it. What has happened here?”

I said sheepishly, “Um, we killed roughly two hundred so far. Slightly more. I can’t take your money.”

Gerald laughed and said, “You talk like you are ashamed for some reason. Over two hundred. In two days. No, in a day and a half. And look how far they are from my fence now. I should double your pay as a bonus for accomplishing so much so quickly. And I don’t even care how you did it. I’m sure that it wasn’t a plague that wiped them out in a day. This was your doing.”

I said, “And Val’s. She did a lot of it. We worked together.”

He looked across the fields in wonder and said, “And I bet that she loved it. Tell me the details.”

I explained about having killed many yesterday with my sword as Val fought beside me with her little knife. Then I told him about the blowpipes and sleeping poison and how many we had taken down this morning. I made sure to give Val as much credit as she deserved.

Gerald said, “Son, this is amazing. I would give you a gold piece, or ten, for teaching Val what you did and making her feel so alive and powerful. And three more for making such quick work of it. And you will take your wages and that is the end of it.”

I said, “As you say, I will take my wages, but no more. One kill for my lodging and two for each additional.”

Gerald smiled and said, “Well, it was our agreement. But here, the two coppers was for rats. What is in the orchards is worse. There can’t be as many of them, but the price will be at least a silver for each. And my farm will be saved. Ronin, we were in danger of losing not only my farm, but the little village of Sturgil’s Mark as well.”

I said, “Val said that you might get men to take away the bodies.”

He said, “We can’t stay here anyway, so we will go to the town this afternoon and arrange it. They will be happy for the work. I will let them keep the hides in exchange for the service. They will sell the hides as far as four villages to the east. Ronin, do you think it’s safe for me to hire men to build another fence out here and to have this field begin to be planted again?”

I said, “I’ll come every day and make sure that none of your workers are in danger. Put the fence a bit farther. Fifty feet more from where we stand. Your workers will be perfectly safe as long as they come with me. In a few more days, I will be at the very hole to their lair and a day or so later, I will go underground and see what waits down there. If possible, the entire colony will be wiped out.”

Gerald was astonished.

I asked, “Do you know what is in the orchards?”

He shook his head soberly and said, “No. Three men died there. We assume. We never found their bodies. I gave money for the support of their widows and some of the other men’s wives took pity and brought the women into their homes. We were all very saddened by it, but no one blames any other for what happened. As for what is there, no one knows. It happened at the same time that the rats appeared, and no one has been there and back to report anything.”

We walked out into the field and just wandered among the dead for a little while. I didn’t have any darts, so I couldn’t shoot rats, and there was no need to fight them right now.

I said, “Gerald, Val says that she and her mother will be very busy taking care of Dawn for the next two or three days, now that they have the medicines that you brought. We are on our own for meals. Val even suggested that we stay away over night. I hate to do that.”

Gerald said, “If she says that it will be best, then we should do it. Is Dawn very bad off?”

I said, “Apparently much more so than we realized. It is a miracle that she was able to walk at all when you found us. I supposed that she would be dead now if you hadn’t stopped to help us.”

He smiled and said, “All of our lives would be very different if some other kind person had come along before I did. So, on our own, you say? Well, let’s not waste the time. Sturgil’s Mark is only five miles. Less if we go cross country, but it’s more dangerous now. I would rather walk, if you don’t mind. I have been in the cart for too long. Let’s go back to the house and say goodbye and get what we need for a night away. Come on.”

We walked back to the house and were off again in less than half an hour. We would be at the little village about mid-afternoon. I didn’t take a pack. All I had was my sword, my knife, and my small bag of coins. Gerald carried a bag of money and a staff for walking. We didn’t need food or a change of clothes.

It was a mile and a half from the house to the main road, and three and a half more miles to where we were going.

As we walked, Gerald asked, “Ronin, can you teach me to use this stick that I am carrying as a weapon? For protection?”

I said, “Certainly. A medium staff is a fine weapon. I plan to teach both Val and Dawn to use the sword like mine, and learning a staff would be a good addition to our training. Gerald, when we get to the village, I want to see a woodworker and see how much he will charge me to make the dowels for our blowpipes. Not the complete dart, but the raw dowels, cut to size. If he can do it at a good price, can I have a bit of my wages to pay for them?”

Gerald laughed and said, “Son, you will have as many as you need. You don’t have to ask for pennies. Tell me what you want and let me provide it.”

I said, “You are very generous. Thank you.”

He said, “You are very humble and gracious. Thank you. When we arrive where we are going, I will take you to the woodworker and I will go to the foreman who will bring workers to take away the rats and build a new fence and start to replant the fields. I suspect that they will skin the carcasses in the field and burn the flesh in a large fire. It will take several days. I will suggest that he have workers who do nothing but collect the dead and carry them to the skinners and then carry away the bodies and take them to the fire. We won’t replant until the fence is done and the field is clear, but those men can do other things until time to plow and plant. We may not have more than four or five the first day, but if they give a report that it is safe enough, we will have thirty workers very soon. The men aren’t cowards, but they remember the men who were injured or killed. But everything is changing now.”

I said, “And we’ll stay at an inn?”

He said, “Yep. The finest little inn in this part of the country,” and he laughed. He said, “Of course, the finest one is the only one and it isn’t fine at all, but it’s friendly and the food is good. Do you think that I should take a second woman now? Jean says that perhaps I should. You have two, what do you say?”

I said, “I have no idea. I have only been with the one, and only for a day or two. I love them both, and I want them both, and it seems that we will be better together than we would be alone. By far. And Val thinks the same way. But as for you, I don’t know. I didn’t have a plan for this.”

Gerald smiled and said, “I don’t either. Jean is a wonderful woman. If I had a second, she would have to be very special. I think that maybe I am as particular as my daughter in that respect. What about it? Do you have a widowed aunt at home as much of a catch as yourself? Should we go to your village and find me an exceptional addition to my house?”

I smiled and said, “Well, since you ask, I do have a relative. My father’s cousin is a good woman and I am sure that you would like her.”

He laughed and said, “But would she be happy as a farmer’s wife? Or is she a monster hunter like her nephew?”

I said, “She is actually a very good cook and very good in the garden. She knows how to use a staff, but she uses it to herd animals, not to fight monsters. Gerald, do you really want to go and meet her?”

He laughed again and said, “Not right now. It is an intriguing thought, but just an idle thought. For now.”

We walked for a bit more and the tiny village came into view through the trees.

Gerald said, “Well, here we are. I’ll take you to the woodworker. Then wander around however you like and if you want something, tell the merchant to put it on my account. They all know me. Oh, you should at least buy Val and Dawn some little present. A night dress or something. They will like that. There is a woman who makes things like that. She doesn’t have a shop, but sells by request. Ask around for Lucille. You can’t get lost. The place is very small. I’ll find you soon enough. And, if you haven’t found anything to buy, I will want to know why.”

I said, “I might want another bow and more arrows. And, Val offered me some of your clothes, but I should get my own.”

Gerald said, “Oh, pish. I have so many clothes that I won’t know that they’re gone. But if you find something that especially appeals to you, buy it. But, I bet you don’t. We don’t have the finest of anything but friends here. Here is the woodworker. Hey, Tark, this is my son-in-law!” 

The man smiled and held out his hand and said, “Son-in-law? Gerald, he must be something special. Unless you have another daughter besides Valeera who isn’t so particular.”

Gerald said, “My friend, Valeera thinks the world of him. And, he has already nearly rid my farm of giant rats. We are here to hire back my workers. He is a hero like you have never met. He killed two hundred rats in the past two days. You know that I don’t lie. So, give him what he wants and don’t take his money. And spread the word. Whatever my son the hero wants is on my accounts. And we will have food again soon. It’s a new day, Tark. A new day indeed.”

Tark looked a bit amazed at what Gerald said, but shook my hand more firmly as Gerald walked away, humming to himself.

I showed the man what I wanted in the way of darts and described how I had made mine. He showed me faster ways using tools that he had for making dowels and a saw for cutting them to length. He should me various soft and hard woods and suggested that he make what I wanted from scraps of oak that he had in a pile. I tested the wood to make sure that it would take the small cuts for the feathering and it worked well, but I found it too hard to shape as quickly as I wanted. He understood then that these were disposable and that I needed a different wood. He suggested a hardening oil that I could apply to the tip and let dry to make it stronger. When he asked how many I wanted, I told him a thousand. He was surprised but said that it would be easy enough. When I tried to negotiate a price, he looked uncomfortably around the street and said that he would work it out with Gerald, since it was to be on his account anyway. I asked if he were concerned about the money and he avoided the question as best he could. He said that the dowels were easy to make and that the saw would cut them to length and that one of his young apprentices could handle the job well enough and that the price was not easy to set until he spoke to Gerald but that I shouldn’t worry and that he would settle it fairly. 

It was evasive and odd, but I felt that he wasn’t trying to  cheat me or Gerald and that for some reason that I didn’t understand, he very much wanted to deal with Gerald and not me. I supposed that it made sense for him to deal directly with the man who would pay for an item, not a man that he had just met and was unknown to the village.

After that, I asked about a lathe and showed Tark my blowpipe. I described how a wooden mouthpiece could be made to replace the wax one and he agreed to make four of them for me. And four small pieces for the other end as well. Before we were done, he had cut a dowel for me and I demonstrated how the pipe worked, firing the blunt dart at a wooden target nearby. In this little town, the woodworker was also the bow maker, and we looked at a bow for me and I placed an order for three hundred arrows. He said that it would take several days for those, but that was OK with me, as long as I had a good supply of at least five hundred darts immediately. When I agreed to let him handle it as he wished, he seemed at ease again and was as friendly as ever. I sensed that there was something here that I didn’t understand as an outsider, and I let it go at that.

When we were done, I left my blowpipe with Tark so that he could get the mouthpieces and sizing of the darts rights, and I left to wander around the market by myself for a little while. There wasn’t much available. The workmanship was adequate, but not exceptional in any respect. Even the bows and arrows that I saw at Tark’s shop were fine, but the ones that I made myself were better. The only reason for buying them instead of making them was that I needed them now, and a good bow would take me several days to finish. I would make better ones when I was not needed for my primary occupation of Adventuring.

I visited the blacksmith. I had seen him when we were here a few days ago, but I hadn’t had time to get to know him at all. The man’s name was Rufio, and he was a big, friendly fellow. He made all types of metal goods and a small selection of weapons. The swords and knives were somewhat crude, but sharp. The metals weren’t folded as many times as a proper sword like my clan used, and the balance wasn’t as good, but for many people it would be good enough. They were more suited for cutting weeds than actual fighting, but I didn’t fault him for providing what his customers needed. These people were farmers and laborers, not warriors. What Rufio made was appropriate for the need.

The rest of the market was mostly food. But, the food was sparse and expensive. I gathered from talking to the sellers and some of the buyers, that Gerald had been a primary source of vegetables and fruit, and the town was suffering from his current misfortune. And it wasn’t only this village that suffered. In the past, wagons would come to Gerald’s farm and load up with food for villages far away as well. Now, they were idle, and the markets even forty or fifty miles away were lacking fresh food because of the rats and other infestations here.

I wandered a little more and was surprised an hour later when the blacksmith found me and said that he had something to show me. I followed him to his home and he took me inside and asked me to wait in his front room for a moment. When he returned, he was carrying a large bundle, wrapped in cloth.

He set the item on a table and said, “I remembered this after you left. I didn’t connect it to you until I thought about the wooden sword that you carry, and that you said that you are a Adventurer Monk. And then I recalled this. My father had it. He had it from his father, and I don’t know where it was from before that. It is strange stuff to me and I thought of you. If you want it, you can have it.”

I looked puzzled at the wrapped items as he undid ties that held it together. When it was open, I was even more puzzled. What lay on the table before me was a collection of weapons that could have been made by my own clan. And as I looked more closely, I saw that they in fact were. The maker’s mark was plain. These were from my own family. I mentioned it and Rufio said that he had thought that he spied the same mark on my wooden sword as on these.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 16 Desparate Villagers

I examined each piece. There was a very fine two-handed, razor sharp, steel version of the sword I used. It was actually very fine quality. Among the best that I had ever seen. Better than my own Master’s Piece that I had made to show that I was ready to graduate from my apprenticeship. This was made by a real master. It was oiled and preserved perfectly. The blade showed several nicks where it had been used in battle, but it could be repaired with a bit of work. There was also a wooden sword, made from exceptionally hard woods and wonderfully balanced. The final pieces were a short sword and a knife. Both had the same basic design as the long sword, but the short sword was only half as long as a long sword, and the knife had a blade about nine inches in length. Then I noticed a little cloth bag, and opening it, I discovered three metal star shaped items that were used for throwing.

I said, “Rufio, these are very fine weapons. You are correct, they were made by my own family at some point in the past. The maker wasn’t my father or grandfather, but perhaps another ancestor. Are you wanting to sell them?’

He said, “Don’t they belong to you?”

I said, “Well, no. The were bought from my house, but belonged to someone else for sure. Now they belong to you. But if you like, and if you have no need for them, and no emotional attachment, I would gladly buy them back. It might take me a while to earn enough to afford it, but I am very interested.”

Rufio said, “I have no need for it. You can have it.”

I said, “But, it has value. I can’t take it for nothing.”

He frowned and said, “Ronin, let me be honest. The village is dying. If you pay me for this, I will spend it on food. If it is a lot of money, I will spend it on a lot of food. If I buy a lot of food, the others won’t have enough and the prices will go up again. None of us can afford to make money now, because if we do, it will raise prices. We work for each other by agreement and we provide for each other as we can. I understand that you feel that this is valuable to you. And for that reason, I need to give it to you. We are already hearing that you are rescuing us and that fifty men will go to work tomorrow if they are brave enough or desperate enough. Gerald says fifty. He will have eighty show up, even if thirty have no hope of being paid. If he will feed them for a day, that is one less mouth to feed when he goes home tomorrow night. These weapons are useless to me for putting food on my table. And if they will help you put food on our tables, the other men would stone me if I take your money for them. Please, do me, and all of us a favor, and take them from me.”

He was almost in tears as he begged me for help. Did this have anything to go with the way that Tark had acted when I tried to pay him a few coins for the darts and arrows? 

I said, “Rufio, let’s be friends. Did you know that I have Gerald’s daughter, Valeera, as a wife now and that I am Gerald’s son-in-law? I am part of your village as much as my father-in-law and my mother-in-law. Certainly you respect them, and now I want to be a friend to you, and every other man here.”

Rufio stared at me and didn’t say anything for a moment. 

Then he said, “Sir, I want that very much, and so will every one here before nightfall. Um, if you aren’t busy, we could go and I will let you see what I’m talking about. But, please take these things with us.”

I picked up the items and followed the man back to the market. At the first stall that we came to, he gave the shop keeper a look and a nod, and the man nodded in response, wiped his hands on his apron and removed it and laid it aside and began walking beside us without a word. After a few steps, Rufio repeated the same thing at the next stall and the new man called out a simple, “Hey” to the man across the street, and both shop keepers joined us. I had no idea what was happening, but at each shop, the owner was given a nod and immediately left his work and followed us down the street. Two men ran ahead and a little later, another crowd of shopkeepers met us from the other direction. It wasn’t a lynch mob, and I was glad of that, but I didn’t know what was going on or what warranted everyone abandoning their shops like this.

As the group from the other end of the street approached, I was relieved to see that Gerald was with them and smiling, rather than frowning like everyone else around me.

When we came together, we stopped and Gerald said, “Son, what kind of a ruckus have you caused?” and he laughed. He went on, “No, no. Don’t worry. We just need a quick town meeting. There’s a little confusion and we need to clear it up.”

He addressed the crowd of about fifty men and said, “Friends, this afternoon, I told my new son that Sturgil’s Mark is the friendliest place on Earth and that every man is honest and honorable and generous and tells and appreciates a good joke, a good story, and a good beer. It’s true, isn’t it?”

There was a small cheer an some smiles and Gerald continued, “And it is true. But, it’s also true that we have fallen on hard times of late. And we lost good men and better friends in the past months.”

Again, there was a kind of murmured acknowledgment of the loss that they had suffered.

And Gerald said, “But, in the past two days, my son has become our hero. First of all, my daughter has chosen him for our mate. And that means that your own sons are safe again.”

There was a laugh at that, and Gerald went on, “But, your daughters may not be! We have a hero and you should lock them up lest they climb out their windows to come see what Valeera has hidden at my house. And much more important to all of us is that in those two days, our hero, his name is Ronin, has littered my fields with over two hundred dead giant rats.”

A cheer went up, and when it died down, Gerald said, “I walked through my vegetable fields perfectly safe this afternoon. Now, the work isn’t entirely done, but it is much better. Did you hear me? Two hundred dead in just two days! So, if a few are left, how long will it take to deal with them. Ronin has said that every morning at sunrise he will go and kill any that show their heads above ground. He has even found the entrance to their lair. And if workers come to work again, he will roam about and keep every man safe all day long. When no rats can be found, he plans to chase therm into their own home and eradicate the colony entirely.”

Another cheer.

Gerald said more gravely, “But, there is still the orchards. And what’s there may be worse. So, when it comes to it, if he only kills ten a day instead of a hundred, who can fault him for that? Our problems with food will be over in a little while. We still have some lean times ahead until we can plow and plant and harvest, but we will live again. And we will send our food to other villages and the merchants who come to get it will buy from the market in Sturgil’s Mark, as they did before. We have our rat problem solved, but now we have others. First, I have over two hundred hides of giant rats to be skinned and tanned and prepared for some one to use and sell. And all of the bodies to be burned and spread as ashes for fertilizer. We are going to have a very good harvest, I assure you. And the first harvest will be for our village alone, and no one will pay me for it. But listen, I will not take money for the food, but you must, I say you must, let me pay you for working at my farm. I have the funds and we have taken them from the merchants from elsewhere, and it is they who pay these wages, not you. No, you will be paid, every man and woman and boy who wants work. Because our next problem is that my fields are devastated and when the bodies of the monsters are gone, we have to plow and plant them. And we need to do it very quickly. And then all of our problems are solved.”

The crowd was unexpectedly silent until Rufio spoke up and said, “Not quite.”

Gerald smiled and said, “No, not quite. Our last problem is that our hero is not a very good hero. If he were, he would try to take advantage of the village and demand food and beer and fine clothes and he would mistreat our women and say that a feast in his honor was warranted. But our hero tries to pay for scraps of wood and other trash that we have lying about. What kind of a hero is that, I ask you?”

Everyone laughed now, and Gerald asked, “So, what are we going to do? Rufio, you started this riot. You speak first.”

Rufio cleared his throat and said, “Gerald is a wonderful neighbor and we have all owed him our lives many times over the years. And if not him, then his daughter or her mother when one of us was ill or injured or in a difficult childbirth. That we ever let him pay us for anything is a strange thing, especially now. And now, I have something that I have no use for, but this son of his, our hero, Ronin, does. He says that it is valuable. But what value does it have to me? What good is his money if I have no food? And so, I have tried to explain that if I have it and he can use it, that you would all be justified in shunning me or worse if I keep it from him or accept money for it. And the reason I know it is because I would do the same to any of you who don’t do everything we can for him. Has he tried to buy from any of you? You know what I mean, and we had better all be in agreement. And what if my wife found that I had taken money for what I could freely afford to give away under these circumstances? She would throw my money down a well and leave me for someone better.”

The crowd laughed, but agreed.

Tark spoke up and said, “Men, there are some who have no work. Ronin has asked me for a thousand small wooden dowels, five hundred arrows, and four other items that will all fit in my hand at the same time. And if I am too busy to make what he needs, I know that you would make them all day long just for something to do. I can’t take money to do something that another man would do as a favor for free. If anyone wants to learn, and has enough skills to do it right, my shop will become a dowel and arrow factory and your new dining tables will have to wait until I return to the furniture business someday. And if older men who really know how to carve wood, but no longer carry heavy bags want to, Ronin will show us how he wants the dowels turned into darts and we will save him that effort as well.”

Gerald said, “Tark, what an idea! Yes, we have plenty of men who make wonderful toys for our little ones with nothing more than their pocket knife and a little stick. Let them make what we need to restore our village to the happiest place on Earth once more. Splendid.”

Another spoke up now and said, “Gerald, you are a very generous man. Thank you for honoring us and not insisting that we take more from you than we want. We have hope now. Let us do our part.”

Gerald said, “I will. We should decide though. How much can Ronin ask for before it is too much? Shall we set a price?”

There was a minor uproar at that and it was shouted that no amount was too much and that anyone who put a limit was to be considered to be a thief among them. I tried to protest, but Gerald jumped in.

He said, “Men, I think the same way that you do. If we had a better hero who would take advantage of us, he would need limits and amounts. But our novice doesn’t know how to take advantage of us properly, and from what I have seen, he will never learn it, and that’s all the better for us and everyone. But our problem is worse. We will be hard pressed to get him to take anything at all. So, here’s what I propose. You may all give him what he needs and he won’t ask for more. But, if he needs a few pair of pants, then he needs them and he will promise us that he will tell us and not deprive us of our happiness in providing them for him. Ronin, do you agree? That you will take what is reasonable? And that you will refuse what you don’t need?”

I nodded and Gerald said, “Then, there we have it. Tark will get the darts and arrows that we all need and Rufio will contribute what he has in mind, and others will labor, but let me pay them. Spread the word. Every man, woman, and youngster who wants work will have it starting tomorrow. Let a few come and when you see that it is safe enough, bring others the next day. We will rebuild our village as quickly as we can.Now, for various reasons, Ronin and I need lodging for tonight. And perhaps for the next few days. We will be at our fine inn and we will pay for it. No, we will, and here is why. A night at the inn is something that we would need even if we didn’t have this trouble. The arrows we need because of the trouble we share. The room and supper we need regardless and we pay for that. If it is for our common good, we provide for each other, but if I want a new dress for my wife, I pay for it. And speaking of that, Ronin has business with the woman Lucille, if someone will let her know. She can find us in the market, or at the inn. Probably sitting in front of it, drinking cold drinks. Are we done? Except for drinking cold drinks? Good. You are the best friends that a man could have.”

The villagers let us go at that point, and the conversations that I overheard as we left seemed to be mostly agreements about what had been said and how the people thought that they could help the situation. Gerald and I chatted with them for a few minutes and then he dragged me away toward the inn. He made arrangements with the owner and we sat down at a table outside where a girl brought us something to drink.

Gerald smiled and said, “So, how do you like our little village? It’s pretty great, isn’t it? And what did Rufio give you?”

I showed Gerald the swords and knife and told him that it was from my family and that it was worth a lot of money and I didn’t know that I could keep it. He asked me why ever not.

I said, “I left home with just a wooden sword and the clothes on my back. I am supposed to earn my money and buy or make better weapons and gear as I gain experience. I’m not allowed to rely on strangers like this.”

Gerald grinned and said, “Are you not? Well, that could be a big problem. I suppose it’s fortunate that these aren’t strangers any more. But let me ask you a few questions so that I can understand your predicament. If you were on an adventure, and you happened on a monster, and you killed him, now if he has a treasure in his lair, can you take it?”

I said, “Yes. That is where my own treasure should come from.”

He said, “And if he has a fine sword among the loot, do you refuse to use it?”

I said, “No. In that case, it is mine and I benefit from it.”

He smiled and said, “And if a girl is kidnapped and her father offers you a reward for rescuing her, do you take it and buy what you need?”

I said, “Yes.”

He said, “And if a whole village is in trouble, and you rescue them from their oppressors, are they allowed to give you a reward? Even if that is a fine weapon? Better than  the one you have?”

I said, “Yes, but …”

He cut me off and clapped me on the back and said, “Then I cannot for the life of me see a problem. And besides, how coincidental is it that the very treasure that you get is from your own house? Ronin, you killed not one monster, but hundreds. You save not one damsel, but every young maiden in the village. Won’t this sword make it more likely that you will survive whatever is in the orchards? Isn’t that how this occupation of yours works? You start with little and take little jobs, but as you get better skills and equipment, you take better jobs? However much this sword is worth to you, it was only valuable to Rufio and the rest if it can help them help you take on the job that we have for you. And, are you going to forbid Val and Dawn from helping you as well?”

I said, “No. Val and Dawn are my mates and we will face our fates together.”

He said, “But, did you work very hard face enough danger so that you feel that you deserve them?”

I said, “Gerald, do you think that I don’t deserve them? I hadn’t thought about that. I felt like I was blessed beyond belief to have them.”

He said, “Well, Val and Dawn aren’t swords, but they are helpers on your quests and you couldn’t do what you will if they were not with you. Ronin, the swords are the same. They are a great boon to you. They are the fair wages for your work. They are a small reward for what you are doing. They are the treasure that you take as is your right for plundering a monster’s lair. As I told the village, you are a very poor excuse for a hero. Refusing what is freely given to you and feeling ashamed at every little honor. My boy, you need to learn to let people feel good about what they can return to you for your service. You would help them for free. And they would help you if you needed it. You need a good sword. Don’t refuse it because it came so easily. It is not more than you deserve.”

I thought for a few minutes and agreed. I said, “I see your point. I have helped them. They want to reward me. The sword, being from my own family, is a fantastic coincidence and there could be purpose in all of it. I do need more than a wooden stick if I am going to face your orchards. Making my own sword would take months. But what we need has to be done now, not half a year from now. You are right. This is a boon, and I am grateful for it.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 17 Lucille's House

Gerald smiled and said, “Then show more gratitude and less hesitation. Be a little bit more heroic. Just a little. Be a gracious hero, not a shy one. The afternoon is getting on. I have a few more friends to see before evening. Go find Lucille and let her sell you something. On my accounts. And, if you find Harmony, that will be something as well.”

I asked, “Harmony?”

He said, “Hasn’t Val mentioned Harmony to you? I would have thought that she did.”

I said, “We have spoken of finding harmony several times. It just surprises me that you mention it now. Does this whole village give thought to harmony the way that my own clan does?”

Gerald looked puzzled and said, “Um, I don’t know what your clan thinks of Harmony, but yes, Harmony is precious to all of us who take time to see the wonders around us. Not many do, but those who do see a great treasure there. You make me curious now. Again, something strange is here. Um, but we will see about that later. Go that way,” and he pointed down the street. He continued, “And find Lucille first. And buy something from her. She has no other income. Buy as much as you want. Be a good hero and bring a blessing to Lucille. Go on. I will be here, or not, when you come back.”

I shrugged my shoulders and said goodbye and headed in the direction that he indicated. I walked for a bit, looking at the village, passing various houses. And suddenly I stopped. It was as if a hand were pressed against my chest, preventing me from going farther. It was the kind of intuition that I had experienced many times in the past. Try as I might, I could not easily bring myself to take another step.

I heard a voice call out from an upper window, saying, “Hello hero! Come in. The door is open. I will be down in a moment. Go through the front room to the garden and I will be right down. Go on in. I’m happy that you are here.” 

I looked up and a woman was standing at an open window and then she turned with a smile and disappeared.

I went to the door to the house. She had told me to go straight in, but I hesitated to do so, but when I tried the door handle, it was open, just like she had said, so I went in. The door opened onto a nice living room, and at the back of the room were windows and a door to a garden behind the house. I went to the back door and let myself out. The garden was well kept and had a table and chairs and flower beds. The unusual thing was that there was a log set in the ground, about seven feet tall, with a branch sticking out about three feet about waist high, and another, about two feet long at the height of my shoulder. The very surprising thing was that a young girl was standing in front of it, practicing fighting it.

She moved and ducked and punched and slapped the wood as if she were dancing with it. It was clearly some kind of exercise; what my clan would call a kata. It was crude, but I could see that she was serious about it. She apparently had no teacher to guide her, but was making up her movements on her own.

I walked up to her without a word, and when she noticed me, she simply stepped aside. I approached her dummy and sweeping my right arm down hard against the fake leg, I stepped to my left and punched the head with my let fist, standing behind my imaginary opponent. I moved toward the front again, and this time swung my left arm against the leg, spun to my right so that my back was against the body of the log, and brought my right elbow hard into the area where a man’s face would be. 

I felt strange around this girl for some reason. I had no idea why. It was like there was a pull of some kind, but I fought against it and shook it off. Maybe it was because she was pretty and I was away from home. I determined not to pay any attention and just show her what I could with as little interaction as possible.

I stepped back, and the girl stepped forward and tried the first move, imitating what I had done. Her first attempt was awkward and aborted before she finished it. She calmly reset herself and tried again. The second attempt was better. The next even better than that. When she felt like she had the basic movement down, she attempted the second one that I had demonstrated. She repeated it several times, and then began alternating them, practicing over and over.

I stepped forward again and said, “You are small. Fight like a small person. Get inside this man’s range. He can’t hit you if you are too close for his arms and legs to stretch. Get to where you are closer than his fist and foot.”

I stood in front of the dummy and demonstrated stepping close, grabbing the elbow with my left hand and striking very hard at the upper arm with my right hand. I showed a knee to the groin, a punch to the throat, and a fist to the proper place on  the jaw. I demonstrated the correct way to throw a punch straight and how to make a proper fist. Then I stepped back and the girl started practicing again.

I heard pleasant voice behind me say, “Welcome hero. I’m Lucille. What brings you here today?”

I turned and the woman gestured toward the table and chairs and had me sit down. She was a bit older, perhaps in her forties, but very attractive.

She showed a wonderful smile as she said, “So, my hero. I have heard of you. The whole village has. Oh, this is my niece. She and her sister are orphans. And her sister is missing. We fear the worst for her. She was walking in the meadows a week ago, and no one has seen her since. This one is different than her sister. She wants the Adventuring life, where her older sister wants the life of a queen in a wealthy man’s house. But you came to me with something else in mind. Tell me about your mate. What kind of girls is she? What does she like to wear? How vigorous is she at night?”

I cleared my throat and said, “Well, um, I um, she is very beautiful. Five foot nine. Um, very beautiful and graceful and um, well proportioned.”

Lucille grinned and said, “Well proportioned, you say? Well, how well proportioned? In comparison to me?” and she sat up straight and pushed out her breasts a little.

I glanced at her quickly and said, “Um, well, she is a little um, bigger. Wait, you must know her. Valeera. Gerald and Jean’s Daughter.”

Lucille said, “Val? Really? Well, that makes sense I suppose. I had heard that you were working at the farm, but I had no idea that you were their son-in-law. OK, that makes it easy. Yes, I know Val, and how well ‘proportioned’ she is. She is maybe the most well proportioned woman who ever lived. What a pair of breasts that girls has. And the hips and ass! OK, this is easy. And, as for how vigorous she is, I bet I can guess.”

I said sheepishly, “But, um, I have another as well.”

Lucille leaned forward and whispered, “Oh? Tell me.”

I said, “I rescued her a few days ago. And I didn’t compel her, but we truly fell in love and want each other and Val loves her too. She was badly tortured and near death. She is still recovering, and well, we have not been together as mates yet, but we are bound.”

Lucille smiled tenderly and said, “Oh, I am so sorry for her.”

I said, “Val and her mother are caring for her now. Her name is Dawn. She is very ill and I am very worried.”

Lucille said, “I will go see if I can be of any help. I’ll go this evening. Tell me what she looks like.”

I said, “She is about five foot seven. A few inches shorter than Val, but um, has the same type of body. And she is very beautiful.”

Lucille smiled and said, “Good. Will you trust me? I have just the thing for both of them. Two different things for each, to start with. And I will take a few things with me when I go tonight. Is money an issue for you?”

I said, “No. Gerald says that whatever I buy is on his accounts and he will pay it and take it from my wages. I am not limited at all. I will pay whatever you ask.”

She said, “Then what I ask is for a reasonable price, which I will collect from Gerald later, and an escort to the farm this evening. You can take me. I will go pack what I need and make packages for what you need, and you go tell Gerald that I am taking you to the farm and that you will be back soon. Come back here when you are ready. I will be ready in twenty minutes.”

Lucille stood up and hurried me into the  house and then out into the street and closed the door behind herself. I walked quickly back to the inn and told Gerald about my encounter, and he encouraged me to trust Lucille and agreed to wait for me at the inn, until I returned later. I went back to Lucille’s house and she rushed out her door and we set off for the farm.

Lucille walked quickly toward the edge of town and we were soon on the road.

She said idly, “Across the meadows would be more pleasant, but too dangerous now.” 

She took my arm and held onto me as If I were a close friend, or a son, or even a husband.

She said, “Ronin, you’re a good man. And my sister is a lucky woman. Gerald is a good husband to her. They would have me move in with them, but I like my little house and my niece likes it there too. She’s my husband’s sister’s girl. My husband and his sister, and her husband, were traveling and there was a storm and they were trapped in a blizzard and didn’t make it home. It’s been four years. The girls are doing fine. And so am I now. It happens and we try to be happy.”

I said, “I’m sorry for your loss. You are Jean’s sister? And the girl is Val’s cousin? She’s training very hard. Is she OK?”

Lucille said, “She’s a wonderful girl. In some ways, she reminds me of Val. They are both very much loved in the village, and they love each other. Val is five nine, as you say, and her cousin is just five feet. Not an inch more. She is so beautiful and kind, but a fighter to be sure.”

I asked, “Is she seeking revenge somehow? You said that it was a storm that took her parents and your husband.”

Lucille laughed, saying, ”Seeking revenge? No. She’s looking for adventure. Like your Val, she isn’t a shopkeeper’s wife, and no seamstress like me. Well, I have other skills as well, and I have taught her some of those, and she can cook and sew well enough, but she would be happier at your side than any other I think.”

I asked, “What kind of skills? If it’s OK to ask.”

Lucille said simply, “Sex magic.”

I kept silent, not knowing how to respond.

Eventually Lucille said, “Yes, I have specialized in the arts of lovemaking. Clothing, massage, techniques for kissing, for multiple orgasm training, for exercises to enhance pleasure, cooking special meals and potions, those things. And I have taught my niece all of it. Of course, she has no man to practice on, but she will be adept, that is for sure. My own regret is that I have no man to share my magic with.”

I stammered, “Um, I um.”

Lucille squeezed my arm and laughed and said, “You dear boy! How sweet. No, I don’t have my sights set on you, young hero. Do you want to know a secret? Since I’m your aunt? I fancy Gerald. Very much. Jean and I have discussed it. He has no idea. But, goodness me, he makes my heart race. And sometimes, if he would just pay attention, he would see that my nipples betray me sometimes. Oh what I could do to that man between the sheets!”

She sighed and smiled and then said, “But, now, you have a poor damsel and we will see if I can help to revive her. Val is the best at certain things, and my sister is almost as good, but if I can help, I will. And besides that, Val has a man now and I think that I will have some tips for her. You’ll be happy, I promise you that.”

It took us about an hour and a half to reach the farm house, and after a brief greeting, I left again for the inn where Gerald and I would spend the night. It was dark now, but there was a moon and the walk wasn’t bad. I walked a little more slowly than before and enjoyed my time alone.

So, Lucille was Jean’s sister. And Val’s aunt. And she fancied Gerald as a mate. And both Jean and Gerald had already told me that they were open to taking another woman into their family. Certainly Lucille was what Jean had in mind, even if Gerald didn’t yet. What did Lucille mean about sex magic? I had never heard of it. I could imagine what she had said, but I didn’t know that people studied such things. It was very intriguing. And sounded like something that I did want both Val and Dawn to know more about.

When I reached the inn, Gerald was sitting in the common room talking and laughing with a few other men, and when they saw me, they motioned me over to join them. We talked for a while and I told all of them that I intended to leave very early in the morning so that I would be at the fields by daybreak so that I could deal with the rats as they exited their hole. I assured them that I would be with anyone who came to work all day and that no one would be in danger. Before bed, I had a chance to talk to Gerald. 

I said, “Lucille is a fine woman.”

Gerald said, “She is indeed. You liked her?”

I said, “I did. We had a nice time. Gerald, you asked me if I had a aunt that might be interested in meeting you. It seems that I do.”

He smiled and said, “Oh, how is that? Has one of your aunts wandered to Sturgil’s Mark?”

I said, “Well, my aunt is Jean’s sister.”

Gerald looked surprised and said, “I suppose that Jean’s sister is your aunt, that’s true. What are you saying? Do you think that Lucille might be a good match for me?”

I said, “She is a widow and she knows you, and if I can say so, she’s pretty. And, she has certain skills that a man could enjoy apparently.”

He said, “Oh, she told you about her skills, did she? It’s true that she is very pretty. And a good friend. And she lifts our spirits when she is nearby. But what you don’t know is that she won’t have me. She loves her life here, and though we have invited her to live at the farm, she stays where she is.”

I said, “But what you don’t know is that you invited her to share your house, not your bed, and she might take that invitation very differently.”

He was thoughtful for a moment and said, “Do you think so? It’s true that I tied one invitation to the other and thought that she would reject both. Do you think that if I made her a better offer that she might consider my proposal?”

I said, “I can’t know that, but I thought that she was wonderful and if I were an older man, I think that I would have been quite taken with her. I’m going to embarrass myself and say that for a fleeting moment, I toyed with the idea of falling for her myself. Obviously there isn’t a man in the village who catches her eye, but if you did, I would consider you fortunate. Since you asked me if I had a pretty aunt, I thought that I would tell you that I do. I have a very pretty aunt and I love her now and I want her to be happy with a fine man. And as my father, I would advise you to consider it and not let someone else buy a treasure from under your nose.”

Gerald laughed again and said, “Well, you may have a point. I’ll sleep on it. But, what did you think of her niece? Did you meet her?”

I said, “The tiny fighting girl? I don’t know. Her techniques were very crude. She needs a good teacher. I felt sorry for her. Losing her parents, and her sister, and not having a good teacher to help her accomplish her training. It seems a pity. I said a few things to her, but she never spoke, if I remember right. You know, I looked only at her technique, not at her. I suppose that I should have been more kind and paid more attention. I didn’t even introduce myself.”

Gerald said, “I think that you are correct. That was a pity. But you will have another chance soon enough. Val is very fond of her. Don’t get me wrong, but at times people have joked that neither of them would find men, and that their only hope would be to live together. Hey now, you are leaving early, and we should get to bed. Your room is across the hall from mine. I will say goodnight and see you at the farm tomorrow. Oh wait, did you buy things from Lucille?”

I said, “I think so. I’m not sure. She said that she knew what I needed and would charge you for it. She never told me what I bought, just that she knew what it was.”

Gerald laughed and said, “Ronin, my boy, I take your sense of trust and comfort with ambiguity to be a sign of a greatly civilized man. Well, goodnight. I will see you at the farm.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 18 The Fifth Day

I slept in my own room and slept well. And I was up before daylight and on my way straight to the field at Gerald’s farm. But before I left, I found a package at my door with my blowpipe, about a hundred darts, already finished in nearly the same fashion that Val and I had made before, the bow that I had bought, and a supply of thirty arrows.

The blowpipe was a surprise. Instead of a simple mouth piece being fitted as I had suggested, I found that the entire pipe had been encased in a fine hardwood and the mouth piece built in. A note explained that Tark had considered the pipe to fragile and too easily bent, so he had made it sturdier without adding too much weight, he hoped. Actually, it was even nicer with a little weight like this. And I would be much less concerned about damaging it. I liked what he had done to it very much.

Instead of taking the road, this time I set out straight across the countryside. This way it was just three miles, not five. But it wasn’t because it was shorter that I did it. I wanted to see what was here, and what made it more dangerous to come this way.

I saw a few foxes, and even a small bear, but nothing that really created a danger. Of course if a villager were attacked by a bear, several people would be injured or killed, but it wasn’t a real danger to me. The bear and I respected each other and let one another alone, in peace.

As I approached the hole where the rats hid, I could just see the first of them emerging. I set down my bags and loaded the blowpipe and the six that were visible were tagged with poison darts in a minute. None of them stopped when they were hit, but kept moving toward a better source of food. As each new rat showed its head, a dart stuck in it’s neck. This went on for an hour, one, two, or three of the beasts appearing every minute, and every one being hit with my lethal projectiles. After and hour of this, fifty two of the rats had left the hole and were spread out above ground. The first to show themselves were already asleep. No new ones appeared for at least thirty minutes, and I thought that it was possible that no more would show themselves today. None of these had moved more that a hundred feet from the hole.

For the first time in weeks or months, not a single giant rat was on it’s feet in Gerald’s fields. Not one. And I would make sure that it stayed that way. And now that the field was essentially cleared, I started to be interested in finding out what was in the orchard. I would wait until the rats’ lair was completely cleared before dealing with that, but I felt like I wanted to find out soon.

About an hour after sunrise, people started to show up. First two wagons full of men. Then another four. Probably forty five men in all. Then more wagons. And then still more.  Some of the wagons were just men. Some were entire families. Men, women, teens boys and girls, and children. Perhaps thirty wagons and a hundred and fifty men. Plus another two hundred or more women and children. Gerald had asked for fifty and it had been suggested that he would have eighty instead, but this was over three hundred.

They were well organized. First twenty of the wagons, with about five men in each went out into the fields and collected rats and then dumped them in piles spread out around the fields. When the bodies were in piles, men started skinning the bodies and tossing the hides back into the wagons. At the same time, others cut weeds and cleared the ground near the piles, heaping up the weeds to use as fuel for fires. As each pile of rats was finished being skinned, the grasses were tossed on top and a fire was set. Logs would have made a better firewood, but no one dared go cut trees for fear of other creatures, so they cut weeds and grass. Even the children used hoes and sickles and cleared the fields of rubbish.

Other men built a new fence. The idea wasn’t to keep the rats from crossing it, but just to make it easier for the rats to choose to stay closer to their lair. So few were left now that I wasn’t even sure that it was necessary, but it would make them feel better and certainly served as a line that shouldn’t be crossed until it was safer. By mid day, all of the rats had been skinned and the burn piles were going full. 

And they kept working. Clearing more weeds, burning them, removing the first fence. Then they started to build stations for food and water to be served to the workers for the next week or more. I didn’t know what everything that they did was even for. There was constant activity, and it was all very efficient, but how it worked together to achieve the ultimate goal wasn’t clear to me. For one thing, I had never heard of using burnt animal bones for fertilizer.

Gerald was busy all day. Mostly, he was going from here to there greeting people, thanking them, and being a friend to all of them.

As the day went on, I ventured closer to the hole, and when still no new rats were seen, I went right to the edge and peered down into it. Inside, several feet away in the darkness, I spotted the glowing eyes of what was probably a few young rats, still too small to venture out on their own. I fired darts at anything that moved, and I know that I hit several of them. I waited for a quarter of an hour and then let myself carefully and cautiously down into the hole. It was a sloping tunnel and I had no trouble getting down and there would be no trouble getting back up. As my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I found that I had shot five twenty pound youngsters and that they were already dead. I threw them up and out of the hole to the surface. And then I crawled back up myself.

There were several good reasons to get the bodies out into the sunlight. One, so that they could be skinned and taken away to be burned. But more importantly, so that they would not become food for others still down below. I was convinced now that the only ones still in the lair would be the very young, the females about to give birth in the next day, and any that were farther from the hole who had a different path to the outside and fed in a different place. I wasn’t especially familiar with rats, but it made sense to me. Of course, I had been told about giant rats, kobolds, goblins, orcs, and forest animals like bears, giant spiders, and giant ants, but I didn’t know everything. And the tougher and less common creatures were know to me only by name and vague descriptions.

I called some of the men with a wagon to come close to the hole and pick up the bodies. None of them wanted to appear afraid in front of the others and it seemed to me that they were hiding their nervousness by talking and joking more loudly than they might have otherwise.

I wasn’t allowed to do any of the physical labor that every one else was engaged in. And it wasn’t just that they didn’t want to burden me with things that they could do. It was that they didn’t want me occupied in case I needed to do something that they couldn’t. Namely, protecting them from monsters from underground. I wanted to work, and I thought that it was safe enough now, but Gerald encouraged me to go along with it; to go about making friends and checking on every one of them and making them feel safe where they didn’t yet trust that they were. So that’s what I did.

I missed Val and Dawn.

The people had brought food for both lunch and supper, and Gerald called an end to the day when the supper was finished. It was summer, and we had several hours of daylight left, and the journey back to the village should be easy. I suggested that we all go cross country and show that it wasn’t so dangerous, as long as we traveled together. I thought that it would be a good indication that things were going back to normal. Gerald agreed. He asked everyone to get ready to go back home and to wait for he and I while we went to the house for a few minutes. There was some fear about going this way, but I reassured them, and so did Gerald in his jovial way.

Gerald and I went to the house and were met at the porch by Lucille. She wore a simple dress and as she came toward us, she immediately hugged Gerald with a smile.

She said, “Well hello farmer! And hello my little hero! Here, let me hug you as well.”

Lucille let go of Gerald and put her arms around me and pressed herself against me in a way that I had never felt before. It was like the first embrace of a lover, but amplified a hundred times. I melted in her arms and thought for a moment that I might faint. It was amazing. As I gave in to her warmth, I felt the arms of my mother, but so much more as well. And it was disconcerting. My aunt was holding me and I felt loved. And at the same time, I felt her body pressing against me. I could feel the points of her nipples pressing through her dress and the fabric of my shirt, as if we were naked, and I looked down to make sure that it wasn’t true. My mind’s eye saw the hard pink nubbins, puckered and swollen, dragging across my chest, calling to me. What they called out, I had no idea. Her arms were around my neck and my arms slid to her waist and pulled her against me. And I felt a burning heat from between her legs warming my crotch and my penis responded by engorging involuntarily. Not fully, but some. I wanted to kiss her. Badly. I didn’t dare, but every fiber of my being strained to be closer to her, to feel our bodies and lips and tongues intertwined in loving caress. And even to feel my shaft slide into her wetness. It was confusing. All of it was sensuous and warm, but less sexual than could be imagined. Even in knowing that my penis desired the heat of her, it was for a sense of oneness and belonging, not sex. It was very, very confusing.

After a several minutes, she smiled at me and started to let me go. And I instinctively reached for her to stay in her embrace. She slid from my grasp and straight into Gerald’s arms again. And I watched without any thought of shame as he experienced at least some of what I had.

After a few more minutes of silent connection between them, Lucille pulled away and said, “Now, my fine handsome men, we aren’t ready for you yet. We feel ready, every one of us, but we have to take care of our dear sister and our desires are to see her well and our other desires must wait. Go off to the village. Ronin, if you are lonely, look for Harmony. But, I think Harmony will come to you later, after you have been to the orchards. Go on. You are both loved more than you can imagine. Come back tomorrow,” and she disappeared into the house. 

Gerald and I looked at each other and were clearly out of breath and our pulse was high.

He said, “Um, we better go,” and we started walking toward the fields.

He said, “Ronin, you felt that too, didn’t you?” 

I nodded and said, “Father, I, I didn’t mean to, I, it got confusing.”

He said, “Indeed it did. After what you put in my mind last night, talking about what a fine woman my wife’s sister is, I had thoughts of her in my mind all day long. I cursed you playfully several times for disconcerting me so much. But Ronin, I am half convinced that we mated just now!”

I didn’t say a word. If he hadn’t been a factor, I would have sworn that perhaps Lucille and I had been mated, and more than just half way.

He went on, “Boy, you treat me as a father, don’t you?”

I said, “Of course!”

He said, “And you would do what I ask you as your elder?”

I said again, “In all things!”

He said, “Then, you won’t get in my way?”

I said, “Get in your way? What do you mean?”

He said, “Son, you are in nearly as bad a state as I am. And if you felt her nipples on your chest like I did, and the heat from her loins, and the pull of her love, I can’t blame you for being confused by the experience. But, Son, I am about to beg you, let me have her and don’t try to take her to your own house. Please. You put her in my mind, and now, after this, how can I live without her. And what a fool I have been! How many times has she embraced me and my heart was too hard and I missed my chance. Ronin, step aside and leave her for me, and I will give you a thousand gold pieces as a thanksgiving.”

I said, “Father, I am not in your way. I admit, I did feel something very powerful, but she told me herself that she is my aunt, not my lover. But Gerald, was that the sex magic that she has? She could kill a man if she chose to. I think that I nearly died already.”

Gerald whistled softly, “I don’t know. It must be. I don’t know. I don’t know anything. I almost know, but I’m not sure. Ronin, do I have two mates now? Boy, don’t embarrass me further, but I had a small climax while she held me. And she knew it. And she did it on purpose! Have you ever climaxed and not ejaculated? How is it possible? What am I saying? Ronin, we mated on the front porch of my house and you were there and acted as best man at my wedding. So you felt it?”

I said, “I felt more loved than I could have ever imagined.”

He said, “I think it was like this: you stood by and saw my bride as she was and felt her love for us and it is natural that you would feel aroused by her inner beauty as she and I took our vows. Weddings and vows are usually not public events now, but within a family, there might be a welcoming ceremony. How could you not respond, seeing her there, embracing you, about to become my wife while you were our witness. Ronin, what am I saying? I don’t even know if it happened. Did it really happen?”

We had passed the fence some time ago, and the wagons full of people had quietly fallen in behind us as we walked across the rolling plains of grass toward Sturgil’s mark.

I said, “It happened. Gerald, while you were away, Jean suggested to Val that you should have a second mate. She told Val to put the bug in your ear and convince you to consider it. And yesterday, Lucille told me that she and Jean had discussed it many times and that she had an eye for you and wished that you would notice. It’s what gave me the boldness to speak to you about her.”

He said, “She did?”

I said, “What she said to me was that she couldn’t understand how you failed to notice how her nipples betrayed her affection for you every time you were near each other.”

He said, “Should I go back? Should I tell her my intentions?”

I said, “I don’t think so. She knew when you did not notice her. She will surely know now that you did. She told us to go away. You should do what she says for now.”

He said, “You’re right, of course. My heart is pounding. But, did I hear her mention Harmony?”

I said, “It was good advice. If I get distracted, I should meditate.”

Gerald looked at me strangely, and said, “Um, if you say so.”

After that, we climbed onto one of the wagons and rode the rest of the way. When we stopped, there was a short discussion that we would do essentially the same starting in the again morning. When I went to bed at the inn that night, I was initially distracted and my mind wandered to Val and Dawn and what had happened with Lucille, but then her words came back to me and I settled into a restful sleep.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 19 The Sixth Day

Again, I was up before daylight and headed across the grass toward the farm. Today I ran, rather than walked. I decided that it was time to be more serious about my aerobic training and from now on I would run several miles a day. And when Dawn was recovered, she and Val would join me. I had my steel sword, my short sword, and my blowpipe in my hand as I ran. 

I liked the blowpipe a lot. It took longer to kill, and therefore couldn’t be used when there was imminent danger, but it was silent and my prey didn’t even know that it was dead until it stopped breathing. An arrow was deadly more instantly, but the animal could still cry out and alert others. It was the same with my swords: there were advantages and disadvantages. The steel sword was more deadly in certain circumstances and had the ability to kill with a thrust. But it was also messier and drew a lot of blood. The wooden sword was a crushing weapon, and deadly in its own right, and had the advantage of leaving no blood, but it might take more strikes to kill an opponent, and a thrust was mostly useless. In the open, the wooden sword was wonderful. In more enclosed spaces, the sharp sword was better.

I sat by the hole to the rats’ lair and waited. Sometime after sunrise, a few started to appear. This time, I let them roam as far from the lair as they wanted to before I shot my darts at them. I wanted to lure out as many as would come. I was right about what was left. The ones who came this morning were females who had given birth in the past few days, and young ones ready to venture out for the first time. I let them wander out as far as they would go, and waited until it seemed like no more would come out. And then I shot them with my poison darts. I took down twenty seven of the rats this morning. By the time  the workers and their families started to arrive, all of them were dead. I called a wagon and the bodies were quickly removed and taken to a new spot for a burn pile.

Again, the day was spent clearing weeds, but also spreading the ashes from the previous day. Then, teams of horses, oxen, and burros were hitched to plows from Gerald’s barns and the ground was broken up and the ashes plowed into the dirt. There was hope that we might get a little rain overnight, and if so, it would help. This was all happening just at the right time for planting new crops to be ready in a few months for a normal harvest season. The plan was to plant every inch of field available, even areas that hadn’t been used in the past for growing. 

The children and women had been mostly idle during the morning. But after our lunch, they became busy planting new seeds. Each field was plowed two or three times, and then the seeds were sown. Normally, it would have taken much longer to do all of this, but Gerald had nearly six times as many people as he would normally employ today. It was decided by the men that every household would work as one man and receive one man’s wages. And if a widow worked, her house would receive the same as a man. In this way, where a single man might have worked before, now his wife, or wives, and his children, all worked beside him, and he took home what he would if he had worked alone. It was actually a fair arrangement given the desperation of the village. Gerald wasn’t taking advantage of them. He was providing as best he could for every house here.

In the afternoon, I heard a cry and a few people running toward me to me warn that a few rats had appeared at the hole. I sprinted to the spot, drawing my sword as I ran, and three young ones were dead before I paused in my stride. I didn’t bother with darts. These were a danger to the people and they died immediately. They were all very young. My guess was that they ventured out looking for food when the females had not returned to feed them. I took it as a good sign. I examined the entrance to the lair and found a few more rustling about at the bottom and I shot them from where I stood. When they stopped moving, I descended and threw their bodies up to men who waited at the top to dispose of them. That was five more of the creatures who would not grow up and reproduce.

An hour later, I heard a warning and another small rat showed itself. I decided that it was time for my farmer friends to take a hand in keeping their village safe and I called the men who skinned and burned the bodies. I had them all take a pitchfork in their hands and instructed them to let the rat move away from the whole and then get behind it, to cut off its escape, and then to kill it with the forks. Three of the men were willing to try, and three more joined them so as no to be seen as afraid, and I walked them through their first kill. When it was done, I congratulated them heartily and made a big deal of their bravery. We stood back from the hole and waited to see if more of the monsters would come out. And a while later, one did. Again, I coached them through what they should do, and they killed it eventually. Gerald had sent word to me that I was wanted near the house, and I told the men to stay at their posts and protect the workers, and I left them there. I was glad to hear one of them seem to take charge as I walked away.

As I came to the edge of the fields, I saw Val, standing and waiting for me with a big smile on her face. As I approached, she didn’t embrace me, as I might have expected, but said simply that she needed my help with a bath. I walked to the house with her, expecting that the women needed my help lifting Dawn or some such thing.

When I entered the house, Jean and Lucille were no where to be seen, and Val took me directly to her room, where Dawn was being cared for. Upon entering, I expected that I would see Dawn lying in the bed, ill and feverish. What I actually saw was much different.

Dawn was standing in the center of the room, dressed in a fine white robe, that was partially see-through. She was smiling and as I looked at her, she immediately undid  a tie at her neckline and laid the garment aside, leaving her completely naked. And then Val was at my side, also naked. 

I said, “Oh, I um, do you need help getting into the bath? I, but you look so wonderful. Dawn, you look healthy. Um, very healthy.”

Dawn smiled and said, “I feel very healthy.”

Val was unbuttoning my pants and shirt and removing my clothes while I stood dumbfounded staring at Dawn’s perfect beauty. This was the first time that I had seen her looking well. She was beautiful, even as she lay dying, but now she was a different person. 

She said, “Help me into the bath? No, we needed you so that we could help you take a bath.”

Val cooed, “You have been working out in the fields for several days and you need a bath. And we want to help you.”

Dawn smiled and said, “And I have missed you and want to um, connect with you again.”

Val whispered as she licked my earlobe, saying, “And aunt Lucille has been teaching us how to do it.”

I was stripped of my clothing now, and Val bent down and lifted my feet from the legs of my pants where they lay on the floor. She handed my shirt to Dawn and she took my pants and both of them turned their backs to me as they folded my clothes carefully and then bent from the waist to lay them neatly on the edge of the bed. It was meant to make me notice their behinds, and the peeking of their little lips between their thighs. The girls put their hands on the bed and stretched, arching their backs downward and pushing their hips and shoulders upward. I started to take a step forward and to reach out for them, but they quickly stood up and turned to face me.

Val said, “Come here, Prince, and step into the bath that we have warmed and oiled for you.”

I was a little sad that she meant the tub of water, but I could tell that it wouldn’t be long before I would bathe in a more intimate pool. Perhaps with both of them, between the covers of the freshly made bed. I stepped into the tub and sat down, the warm water covering all but my shoulders. Dawn moved behind me and encouraged me to slide down and relax, and she began to rub my shoulders and scoop water over them with her hands.

Val was beside the tub, sliding her hands under the surface, stroking and washing my legs, from the knees to my feet. She said, “Relax. Breathe. Rest.”

I slid down lower in the water and gave into their hands on my body, relaxing and breathing. Dawn rubbed my neck and head and face. Val washed my feet, calves, and thighs. After a few minutes, Dawn moved to the other side of the tub and knelt and she and Val washed my chest and arms.and stomach. My eyes were mostly closed, but when I did open them now and then, I had the pleasure of seeing both of the girls smiling lovingly, their large beautiful breasts displayed above the edge of the tub, Dawn on my right and Val on my left.

I said quietly, “Girls, that feels wonderful. Dawn, are you really better? Val, how well is she?”

Dawn just smiled and Val said, “It was hard, but she is doing wonderfully well. She is a very strong woman, and she has recovered remarkably.”

Dawn said, “Val and Jean, and now Lucille, have taken wonderful care of me. My bruises are all gone, and my skin is like a baby. Even my broken ribs are knitted. There is a little tenderness still, from my ribs, so you won’t be lying on top of me when we make love, but I am doing very well.”

Val said, “And tomorrow, she will take walks with us and begin to exercise to regain her strength. It won’t take long.”

I felt their hands move from my stomach, farther down, and start to wash and fondle between my legs. I drew in my breath and arched my back slightly at the sensations and closed my eyes tightly. Then I relaxed and heard both girls giggle softly and I felt them give my manhood a squeeze and a few gentle strokes with their fists. Someone was reaching under me and caressing my buttocks and washing my back as best they could. Val told me to sit up and get on my knees and lean over so that they could wash my back more easily, and I repositioned myself as she told me to. Then I felt hands rubbing my back and other hands my ass, and at least one hand between my legs cupping and massaging my balls and fully hardened shaft.

Val said, “Now, stand up.”

I stood up, dripping water, and before I knew what was happening, Dawn had her mouth around my penis and it seemed like she was going to swallow me. I nearly fainted as I gasped in surprise at the feeling of it. I had never felt this before, and it was intense. I had heard of it, but I had never experienced it, and it was too much. The bath had gotten me very aroused, and not being prepared for Dawn’s mouth on me, I climaxed suddenly. I heard Dawn moan and felt her grab my hips as she sucked on my member, me still standing in the tub and she kneeling at the side. I shuddered and convulsed as my semen poured out of me into Dawn’s lips, and it never occurred to me to do anything but stand there as it happened. Dawn was suddenly eager, and pushed her mouth up and down the length of my very hard post, apparently drinking my seed as if it were delicious to her.

When I settled down, Val said, “Come lie on the bed.” 

She led me out of the tub to the fresh sheets of the bed. I wasn’t clear for the moment where I was or what was happening, but it was wonderful and erotic, and I was happy. I probably could have fallen asleep at that moment, but as I lay back on the bed, still wet from the bath, I felt lips between my legs again, and I looked down to see a head of blond hair. It was Val, and she had her face in my lap and her rear in the air. It was as intense as a moment before when Dawn had done the same to me, and it had the effect that my erection didn’t subside for even a moment. After several minutes, Val suddenly pulled away from me. I was surprised and disappointed, but only for an instant. 

As Val pulled away, Dawn threw a thigh over my middle and grabbed my shaft and pressed it to her opening. She pushed down and didn’t stop when she hit the resistance of her virginity, but pushed even harder and plunged herself down to sit fully on top of me. She moaned and gasped, but didn’t show signs of pain. She stayed on me for a few seconds only, and then rose up as if to leave me, but pushed down again, just before the head of my penis was free of her vagina. She pushed all the way to the root, and then rose up again. This was repeated over and over. And since I had just climaxed a few minutes earlier, I wasn’t ready to do so again so quickly.

Val came and sat beside me on the bed and leaned down and started kissing me on the mouth erotically. Dawn increased the pace of her movements and suddenly burst forth in a massive orgasm. Then she started going again. I was highly aroused, and without thinking, I reached down between Val’s legs and rubbed my fingers along the slit of her pussy. It was wet and slippery, and I pushed two fingers inside, again without planing what I was doing or considering it at all. Val grunted and forced herself onto my hand and I felt her body squeeze my fingers and fill my hand with more slippery juices.

Val pulled back from kissing me and leaned into my ear and whispered, “Come, My Prince. Fill the Princess with your seed.”

And so I did. I climaxed hard and thrust upward into the woman on top of me. Was that Dawn? Yes, Dawn. She bounced vigorously and gave a cry of joy and had another orgasm of her own. And I felt Val gasp and breathe hard in my ear and squeeze my fingers again as she had one as well. The three of us had climaxed together, and we all felt something special in it, I think. Dawn lay down on my chest, and Val lay her head on my shoulder as I removed my fingers from her and put my arm around her.

We lay together like this for a little while and eventually Dawn rolled to the side and she and Val both hugged themselves to me, a head on each shoulder. 

I said finally, “Girls, that was amazing.”

Dawn said, “I liked it. And Val, it does taste good, just like Lucille said. Kind of salty, but nice. I liked it.”

Val said, “And how about the other?”

Dawn said, “Oh, my yes! It hardly hurt at all and it was just for a very little and then I was in paradise. Thank you for letting me have my time today. But I want you to have him too.”

Val said, “Oh, I had a good time, believe me. While you were riding him, he had his fingers shoved in me, giving me three or four good orgasms. I was well satisfied, I assure you.”

Dawn said, “Wow. So, that means that we can all fuck at the same time? That’s wonderful. Oh, that’s wonderful. Did you know that we could do that?”

Val said, “No. I didn’t. But I like it. I like it a lot. Ronin, how did you know?”

I said, “Me? I didn’t know anything. I didn’t even know what I was doing. I just wanted to touch you like that suddenly. So I did.”

Val nuzzled my shoulder and said, “And you can do that again, any time at all.”

I said, “My loves, this was wonderful, and I’m so happy that Dawn and I have mated, but now I am afraid that I have obligations and I need to go make sure that everyone in the fields are safe. I am afraid that I should go.”

The girls laughed and agreed and helped me dress and sent me on my way, assuring me that they would see me in bed that evening. They stayed at the house, and I went back to the fields.

There wasn’t much to do. The men stationed at the hole had killed two more very young rats and they were very proud of themselves as I praised them for it. For the rest of the afternoon, I simply went from one place to another, shaking hands and saying what a great people they were and offering to help and expressing my gratitude for them. It was what I had seen Gerald do, and I thought that as the son-in-law that I should do the same.

When evening came, the men seemed confident to lead the wagons back to the village without me or Gerald, and the two of us returned to the house, saying that we would see them all again in the morning as usual. Supper was served privately in our respective rooms and we all slept well, I think.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 20 First Underground

I slept in the same bed with both Val and Dawn, but at daybreak, I woke up to go out to the fields. I tried to be silent so as not to wake them, but the two of them got up as soon as I did., insisting that they were ready for fresh air and a walk. The girls put on thigh length skirts and vests that tied up the front, and boots that came to the top of their pretty calves. I dressed and we took up our weapons and left the house.

We were in good spirits as we walked in the cool early morning air, the sun just rising over the hills. I told the girls what had been done for the past two days, and the situation with the rats. Val was astonished at how the bodies were all gone, burned, spread, and plowed under already. The three of us walked through the fields without seeing a single rat, living or dead.

When we approached the hole, we could see five adults and seven young who had come to feed this morning. I suggested that we get behind them to keep them from running back into the hole, and if necessary, drive them farther into the field, and if any more appeared, to drive them away from the opening as well. I wanted to give Dawn a chance to exercise with her bow and arrows, but I was concerned that an arrow would alert the rats to danger, and the young might run.

We positioned ourselves on the far side of the hole, and then had Dawn get ready to show us what she could do. She took out her bow and a collection of arrows and planned her shots. She fitted an arrow to the string, and pulled it back. As she pulled, she gasped and let it relax without shooting. Apparently, it was too much for her, given her ordeal. She tried again, but found that she just couldn’t do it. I encouraged her to remove the arrow and to focus on just drawing the bow over and over, to get used to it again.

Dawn watched as Val and I made short work of putting a poisoned dart in the hide of each of the rats, and she thought that it was wonderful. We talked about the merits and weaknesses of the blowpipes and darts and how the bow was better when an instant kill was desired. I asked Val about a non-lethal sleeping poison that could be used for hunting and wouldn’t poison us if we ate the meat, and if she could make it faster acting so that the animal would fall more quickly. Val thought for a moment and said that she believed that she could make a recipe that would cause the target to sleep or at least become lethargic within ten seconds or less, last for about fifteen minutes, and leave no harmful poisons behind. We could use it for hunting, for putting enemies to sleep, and to slow down pursers if necessary. It could be used on large monsters or beasts to make them slower and less agile as we fought them.

As we waited, one more adult female, and three more young climbed out of the hole and we dealt with them quickly.

Dawn continued to practice pulling back her bowstring, and she was improving. I expected that it might be a few days before she was ready to shoot again, but Val said that she expected that Dawn would be fine in a few hours. The medicines were continuing to work healing in her, and she would gain strength hour by hour. I asked if the girls could possibly be ready to go underground later today, and both excitedly said that they would. If possible, I wanted to start on the task of clearing out the lair today. 

We discussed what we would need: lamps, our weapons, knives, healing potions and bandages for emergencies, a small pack for each of us in case we needed to carry anything out with us, and a little food and water. Val said that she and Dawn would get all of it ready. I was a little nervous about taking the girls on such an adventure so soon, but I would have felt the same about our first time, no matter what. Dawn was healing quickly now, and we needed to get this done before the rats could multiply again. Today we would explore the lair and tunnels. For the next few days, we would come early, deal with any who came out into the open, and then make a journey below to see what we could find. Because of the habits of the rats to hide underground, I didn’t expect that we could find and kill all of them in a single day. Just like we had been doing, we would kill what we could find each day until we had eradicated every one of them. But it would take patience and time. If we didn’t get all of them, they would breed again. We had to get every last one of them.

No more rats appeared for the next half hour, and then the workers began to arrive. Val greeted them, and we introduced Dawn, and Gerald showed up, walking with Jean. I asked about Lucille, and was told that she had returned home last night. I didn’t get a chance to ask Gerald any more about it. I explained my plan for going into the lair and, surprisingly, Jean thought that sending the girls with me on the adventure was a splendid idea. 

Work continued, weeding,  plowing, and planting. The few rats that had appeared this morning were quickly dealt with, skinned and burned and out of the way.  

A few men were even excited to be posted near the hole as guards, and some asked about filling in the opening. I explained that it would do no good. If we filled it in, the rats would either dig out again, or more likely, dig out in a different place. The only answer to our problem was to completely clear them out. Some of them nervously offered to go with me underground, but I assured them, that though I appreciated their bravery, I would be better off with Val and Dawn who were trained for the job. Everyone was needed to do the job that they were best suited for and there was no more honor in one than another. They knew that I was lying, and that saving a village from monsters was more important than leading a team pulling a plow in some respects, but they were encouraged by what I said anyway. Yes, we all had our parts, but it was easier to learn to drive a wagon than to use a sword or bow and to have the courage and spirit do do so.

My plan was to go down into the hole at the warmest part of the day, a little after noon. The rats are naturally nocturnal, but giant rats often come to the surface during the day for periods of time. At night, they might be active in their lairs, mating and digging and such, but the ones in the lair now would be sleeping. And that would make hunting easier in some respects. The part of all of this that I was not looking forward to was the cleanup. Each of the dead would have to be removed and disposed of, or it would become food for others. And there was probably going to be collections of trash or treasure that we would need to go through. And it was all going to be unpleasant. I mentioned it to Gerald and he called a little meeting.

When a small crowd was gathered he said, “Men, Ronin and my daughters are going underground to clear out the rats there. But they will need help taking away the bodies. I want the skinners to follow them when they say that it is safe and deal with the dead. Perhaps tomorrow. Anyone who will do it will receive a twenty percent bonus for the day. And any trinkets down there are for the adventurers who have made us safe, but ten percent will be shared with those who help them.

One of the men spoke up and said, “Gerald, if it is safe, there is no call for a bonus. If it’s not safe, we can’t go. There is no bonus based on our fear. If it is safe it is and if not then it is not. Are you asking us too go where it is safe to go or to put our lives and families on the line?”

I said, “Men, I will ask you to go only when it is safe. Every rat you see will be as dead as a fence post. Nothing will harm you. The place will have a foul stench, but nothing worse than that.”

The man said, “Then, it is our job as skinners to take the bodies where they fall. If they fall underground, we will go with your help and haul them out and take no bonus or treasure. Our village is wealthy again with friendship and work for all. We should give back a portion of what we will make from the hides based on the pure volume of what we have collected. We have been perfectly safe so far and our work is easier than it should be. We will do what you need. How many men do I have to go with me? You three, and you make five, and seven with myself and you there. Good. Seven of us will go down when you tell us. None of the loot will be touched, but if we uncover something by mistake, it will be delivered to you whole. Anyone who holds something for himself in secret will be no friend to any of us. We all swear to it.”

Gerald said, “Didn’t I tell the truth when I told Ronin that the people of Sturgil’s Mark were the best people that any man could call a friend? Of course I did. Thank you all.”

Later, Gerald took me aside and said, “Ronin, you have an effect on them. A month ago, I am not sure that the talk would have been the same. Then they would have insisted on a bonus, a portion of the loot, and there would have been pilfering as well. But now I trust that they’re saying what they mean. You set an example somehow that makes them want to be better than they were. And it’s Val’s doing for the most part.”

I asked him, “How so? What has Val done?”

He laughed and said, “All of the women love Val for her kindness. She is like a princess or a queen to them. Since she has chosen you, you become their prince and they secretly wish that they were in Val’s shoes. Now, any man who betrays you, or acts like a coward, is disdained by his wife and they sense it. No one blames you or holds it against you, trust me. They want an excuse to be better men. If their wives were unhappy, they would feel compelled to try for more wages and to take advantage of us in order to satisfy their women. But now, Val calls out for them to be better women and they tell their husbands to be better men, and none of them even know that they are doing it. No one feels hounded or nagged and everyone feels proud of themselves for doing what’s right. We’ll have a baby boom by this time next year, I guarantee it. And more matings between both the young couples and older widows. If you want to be a happier person, eat a happier chicken, as they say,” and he slapped me on the back.

I wasn’t sure what he meant by the saying about eating happier chickens. Apparently it was a saying here, and meant that people would be happy this year. And he felt that happy people had more children and were more willing to find mates. That sounded good for the village, and I didn’t ask for an explanation.

About noon, Val and Dawn met me at the hole with our gear and provisions. I told Gerald that we would return before nightfall. This was a short excursion and wouldn’t last more than four to six hours, as long as everything went well. Val said that no more than four hours or five at most because she had something important to do at that time.

I examined the hole by looking down and spotted four or five young rats at the bottom. Val and I stuck darts in them and waited for a little while for them to stop moving. When everything was quiet, I jumped quickly down the entrance to the lair and tossed the bodies of the five rats to the surface. Dawn handed me a lamp and I searched the area ahead of me. The way seemed clear and I told Val to come down.

I stepped forward, holding my steel sword in front of me while Dawn handed packs and weapons down to Val who stood behind me. When all of our gear was down, Val stepped to my side, holding a lamp and a knife and said that I should help Dawn down. I turned back to the hole and Dawn sat on the edge waiting for me. As I approached, she playfully spread her legs wide, her bare sex in front of my lips, and I took hold of her waist and she jumped down to the floor of the tunnel.

When she was down, we moved farther in, Val and I in front with lamps, and Dawn behind us with her bow and arrows ready. I told them to stay in this formation, me in front, on the left side of the tunnel so that my weapon in my right hand was in the center in front of us; Val, a step to my side, and just barely behind me with her knife; and Dawn behind the two of us, ready to shoot over our heads if we ducked down.

When I felt that we were out of  hearing of those above I said, “Dawn! You are hairless! What happened?”

She said brightly, “Oh, didn’t you notice yesterday? Val shaved me. It feels really nice. Do you like it?”

I said, “I don’t know. I didn’t really see it.”

She said, “I think you will. I like it. Val did hers too.”

I looked to Val who smiled and said, “Yeah, I did. She’s right, it does feel nice. You didn’t notice when we were making love yesterday? You had your hand there.”

I said, “Well, I was a bit distracted at the time. But now that you mention it, I think it did feel very smooth.”

Dawn said, “Unless you tell me that you don’t like it, I’m going to keep doing it.”

Val said, “I think that I will too. It feels different, but more naked, and I like it a lot.”

I said, “Dawn, how are you for going farther though? Are you strong enough? We don’t have to push it beyond what you should do.”

Dawn said that she felt fine and Val said that it would be good for her now, so we kept going. The tunnel went downward a little more and then leveled off about twenty five feet below the surface. We could only see about fifty feet in front of us, and we scanned the walls and ceiling continuously for side tunnels or chambers. After a hundred feet or so, we found a branching tunnel on our right. It was empty, and I didn’t find any other passages inside. There was a bit of nesting debris, but I didn’t stop to examine it closely. I wanted to go as far as we could before our time ran out. We could come back for garbage later. After that, we found little chambers every twenty or thirty feet. Two of the first eight had adult females preparing to give birth. At the first one, Val and I both shot at the first sight of them, and both darts quickly put the animal down for an eternal nap. We waited outside until it was clearly sleeping, and then entered the cave to make sure that there were no others to be seen. This room had no passages, and we moved on. The second inhabited room was the same and the rat was dealt with in the same way. 

After an hour underground, as I turned to look into a side room, a rat suddenly rushed at us, and I thrust hard into its chest, killing it with my sword buried a foot inside its flesh. Val gave a warning cry and I heard her puff hard as a dart shot past my ear into the chamber beyond. Dawn pushed me to the side and followed up with an arrow, hitting something that I didn’t see, but I heard it as it screamed in death. And then a second arrow flew and another death cry erupted from within. I had my sword free of the body of the one that I had killed, and went to enter the room, but Val was already in front of me. I grabbed my lamp and was just in time to see Val slice the back of the neck of the last of the five young rats that had been nesting with two adults in the chamber. Seven rats lay bleeding from deadly cuts, and Val was spattered with their blood on her ankles, gloves, and forearms.

Again, there were no passages leading in from the back of the hole, and we moved on. Val started to take the lead, excited by her solo kills, but I asked her to let me take our positions as before and she fell in to our order as before. The next three rooms were empty, but in the room we explored now, we did find a hole going farther back into the dirt. It would have been better if we had one more person with us now. Two could stay on the main tunnel, and two of us could follow the new tunnel and clear it. I wasn’t willing to leave anyone alone in unexplored areas. The new tunnel was too small for us all to go at once though. I told the girls that I would go alone, but that I would be careful and call out if I needed help. They were to come after me if I went quiet and didn’t answer for even a moment. Dawn stayed at the entrance to the main passage, and Val stayed at the opening to this new one as I went on hands and knees to see where it led.

I crawled along, my short sword in one hand, and my lamp in the other. After just fifteen feet, the way opened up on a very small room, but no rats. The tunnel continued and circled back toward the main passage.

Val called out, “Ronin, Dawn says that she sees light ahead.”

I yelled back, “Good. Both of you go along the main tunnel and I will meet you.”

I crawled farther along the tunnel and eventually came to a larger chamber, and a short hallway that led me back to where the girls were waiting. Making our way deeper into the lair, we encountered several more females and a few young, and all of them were taken down with darts from our blowpipes. It had been about two hours, and we found very little adventure, but all in all, we killed twenty seven rats, counting adults and young.

Then we came to a large central cavern, perhaps fifty feet across, with three tunnels leading away in different directions. 

Standing in the center, I said, “We can’t leave without at least looking for some  trinkets to show for our first underground excursion. We should search the debris, but be very careful. There could be spiders, small rats, or other dangers of some sort. Poke around with your bow, and Val, use the wooden sword. If you find something, just throw it here in the center and we’ll examine it more closely later.”

I moved to the far end of the room and peered down each of the tunnels to look for danger, but didn’t see anything within the light from my lamp. I wasn’t confident that nothing would come from that way, so I posted myself as a guard, leaving the searching to the girls for a while. They had brought extra lamps, and I lit two of them and set them near the openings so that I could more easily keep watch. I was an accomplished bowman, like all of my clan, and I took the bow and arrows from Dawn and stood back away from the tunnels where I could watch all three of them at the  same time.

I heard a scuffling and when a pair of eyes appeared in the tunnel on the left, I fired and my arrow went deep into the brain of a rat. And then it was quiet. A little while later, a second appeared and it died like the first. And later, a third died exiting the tunnels, but it was followed by three more very quickly. A second arrow hit the closest in the chest and it went down, but there was no time for a third shot and I drew my sword just as the next was almost upon me. His head fell from his shoulders as my razor left its sheath, and a follow up strike came down on the neck of the last. 

I flicked the blood from my blade as Dawn and Val asked if I need help. I asked them to drag the bodies away from where I stood so that I could have room to move, but I quickly grabbed the bow again and let fly at another rat from another hole as it was climbing over the body of one the the first that I had killed. I handed the bow to Dawn and I rushed to pull the dead from the entrances of the tunnels that they came from. I heard another arrow whistle from Dawn’s bow, and another rat fell. When the area was clear of carcasses, the three of us faced the holes, ready, but no more appeared. The girls went back to searching, and I stood with an arrow on the string in preparation for further attacks.

No more rats came for the next hour, and the girls announced that they had search everything that they could. I stepped to where the pile of loot was, between me and the tunnels, so that I could take a look at what we had and watch for enemies at the same time. 

The pile of what might have value was about a foot high and three feet in diameter. Much of it was rags, left over from the clothing of unfortunate travelers over the years, but some was hard items that might have been here for a very long time. Possibly a century or more. When the cloth had been thrown aside, we found two short swords of normal quality, five daggers, one good, and one with small jewels in the hilt, about two gold pieces worth of coins in various denominations, a bracelet of silver, and three necklaces of different values. None of it was especially useful to us, except for two of the daggers. All of it was placed in a pack for us to take back with us. My guess was that maybe we had seven gold pieces, but the little bit of gems might add to that. Oh, and the jewelry might have enough gold to raise the price as well. Maybe we had ten or eleven pieces worth.

It was time to head back and I wanted us to move quickly. This time we needed guards at both our front and rear. We didn’t know what was beyond where we had explored so far. Well, we knew that there were probably more rats in the direction hat we had been going, but no idea how many. I put Dawn in the middle with her bow, and myself at the back, and Val at the front with my short sword. The plan was to move as quickly as we could, Val checking each of the rooms that we had previously cleared as we went. We took a few breaths and readied ourselves, and the moved out quickly.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 21 Recovery

We moved fast, trotting as we went. At each hole, Val would look in and call clear and then start moving again. We were about six hundred yards from the surface, and it took us only twenty minutes to cover the entire distance. When we reached the tunnel to the surface, we had Dawn go out first.  Gerald and another man took her hands and pulled her up and then did the same for Val and then for me. We dusted ourselves off and took deep breaths of the fresh air and stretched our arms.

Val hugged her father and said, “We killed dozens more! I don’ know how many. Arrows were flying everywhere. I rushed a room and fought five by myself. Most of them were small, but still there was a lot of them. And I didn’t get a scratch. And look at the blood on me! Isn’t it marvelous! And we have treasure too. Not a lot, but we have it. And Dawn was so fast and deadly, and Ronin’s sword flashed this way and that and heads were flying everywhere and it was so exciting!”

Gerald and the other men didn’t know quite what to say, and didn’t say anything at all. After a minute, Gerald said, “Um, that’s wonderful, I guess. Val, but, everyone is fine? No one is hurt?”

She said, “Only a pile of monsters who know better now than to mess with our farm because we have a fierce warrior band who isn’t afraid of anything. Of course, we had to be careful and work as a team and Ronin was a brilliant tactician, but we were perfectly fine and never really in danger.”

Gerald said, “But you are spattered with blood.”

Val said, “Well, yeah, that’s to be expected. I mean, yeah, we were in danger, and it got pretty dicey there for a while, but we made it there and back and we have a little pile of our very own treasure and everything and it’s wonderful.”

Gerald smiled weakly and said, “I suppose it is. It may be a thrill that a farmer like me can’t relate to. Val, I think that you have found your man for sure. Dawn, are you OK, as well?”

Dawn smiled and said, “I’m great. I never expected it, but yes, this is the life for me. I knew that it would be the moment that Ronin saved me, but now I have felt it in my own body. It’s like sex. You can imagine it, but when you have your first orgasm, you know that you want more and all your fear is gone.”

The men chuckled and looked a little embarrassed but Dawn said, “I don’t care. If I am embarrassing you, go play with the children. Val and I have a hero for a husband, and we don’t care what anyone thinks of how in love we are now. Ronin, now that we are safe, and they know it, can we go again? Just for an hour? We can make it farther if we hurry.”

I started to answer, but Val jumped in and said, “Dawn, not now. We just barely have time to make it back to the house.”

Dawn said, “Why?” and then her eyes rolled back in her head and I rushed to catch her as she fell toward the ground.

Val looked surprised, but said simply, “Oh, I expected another ten minutes at least before that happened. No matter. She’s fine. Carry her back to the house.”

I put Dawn in my arms and started walking, but within a few minutes, a wagon came and I laid her in the back and we rode the rest of the way. Val assured me that Dawn collapsing was nothing to worry about and that she would be fine. The medicines that she had been given were very strong and this was the effect of having been so active today. I asked why she hadn’t stayed in bed, but Val told me that the energy that was working to make her well needed to be released so that it didn’t harm her in other ways. She compared it to a lamp giving off light, but also throwing off heat as a byproduct. Dawn was being healed by the light coursing through her body, but she needed to use the heat by moving, thinking, and being active, or it could harm her in other ways. I trusted Val, and would do whatever she thought was best.

When we got to the house, I carried Dawn in. The other men offered to help, but I had her in my arms and didn’t need their assistance. The truth was that I was concerned about the short skirt that Dawn wore, the lack of any undergarments, her smooth shaved femininity, and the awkward position she was in while being carried. I didn’t want anyone but me to be aware of any of that, and I was as careful as I could be to make sure that she remained modest until we were inside the house.

Val had me take Dawn directly to her room, and told me to lay her on the bed while Val went for water and more medicines. I lay Dawn on her back and tried to make her comfortable. When Val returned, she set her pitcher, glasses, and powders on a small table. She turned to me and held my hands. My back was to the bed, and Val stared into my eyes.

She said lovingly, “Ronin, I am so happy. So is Dawn. This is all so wonderful. Today was wonderful. Let me undress you, and then we can get cleaned up. You were amazing today, and as soon as Dawn is settled and resting, I want to be with you. Here, take off your shirt. Oh, you do look nice. Your chest feels so nice beneath my fingers. I want your hands on my chest soon as well. Let me undo your pants. There, let them fall down your legs. You are such a beautiful man. How did Dawn and I get so lucky as to be your women? Oh, I forgot your boots. Let’s get those off. Good, now step out of the pants. Oh Ronin, let me look at you. What a man.”

She turned me around so that I faced the bed, and hugged me from behind. I had my eyes mostly closed, but when Val whispered, “Now, take care of Dawn’s need,” I opened them to look at my sleeping beauty.

I was very surprised at what I saw lying on the bed in front of me. Dawn wasn’t unconscious, but awake. And completely naked. She was lying on her back, with her head on a pillow, her big breasts pointing at the ceiling, and her legs spread. Her knees were bent in a way that left her sex wonderfully open and exposed, as if a set of double doors to a wonderful chamber were thrown open to an honored guest. Her skin was pale and white, and sure enough, her pubic hair was entirely missing. She was beautiful. I couldn’t help but gaze at the space between her legs. It was so enticing, and obviously inviting, and even beckoning me to not only look, but touch, and ultimately enter the hidden grotto. Dawn’s sex was closed and tight and looked very much like a perfectly formed peach or nectarine. A fleshy, rounded fruit with a little slit waiting to be stroked. As I watched for a minute, the folds of her lower lips parted of their own accord and the inner lips peeked out, forming the little door that would be my way into paradise.

Val, still holding me from behind, whispered sensuously, “Go on my king, your princess waits for you. Be kind and help her burn off the heat that flares between her hips. Go.”

Val released me and I stepped toward Dawn’s waiting wonders, crawling up onto the bed between her ankles. Dawn moaned before I ever touched her, and I saw the muscles or her groin clench in anticipation of our lovemaking. I moved upward, closer to the flower of my woman. She shuddered and her hands went to her breasts and squeezed them, pulling and pinching her own nipples, making them hard and puckered. What a show this was for me. And my body was responding in its own way, filling my cock with iron. 

When my hips were above hers, Dawn’s body thrust upward, and I slid easily inside. She was tight, and I went slowly, but surely, all the way in to the bottom of her vagina. Jean had assured Val and I that I wasn’t overly large, but large enough, and it seemed to me that I felt the very end of Dawn’s canal press against the tip of my penis as my bones rested against hers. Dawn put her legs around my waist, and ground her mound against my pubic bone, starting to orgasm almost immediately.

I held relatively still, supporting myself on my arms, not wanting to put any weight on Dawn’s tender ribs, as she thrashed wildly beneath me. She seemed to have orgasm after orgasm, moaning and panting, treating her breasts roughly, twisting her nipples and bouncing her hips. Her face was an expression of ecstasy and frustration as she writhed and shuddered. I watched as she tried to bring one of her breasts up to her face so that she could lick it, but she clearly wasn’t able to get what she wanted. I saw the pleading look in her eyes as she begged me for help, and bending down, I put my mouth over her tit and sucked hard. Dawn exploded and began bouncing very fast, driving me in and out of her slick and hungry womanhood. I helped her by driving my shaft into her peach vigorously, licking her nipple as I sucked at her wonderfully big tit.

Dawn’s climax continued much longer than I would have thought possible. I loved every minute of it, but I was surprised at the woman’s stamina. And at her incredible enthusiasm. Val was right in saying that Dawn had energy to burn right now. I have no idea how many times she climaxed, but it was at least a dozen, and maybe several dozen. Eventually, she slowed her rhythm, had a final slow shudder, and seemed to pass out entirely.

Unfortunately, I had held back as she enjoyed our lovemaking and hadn’t climaxed myself. And now I didn’t feel that I could, not with Dawn unconscious this way. I was so close though. Maybe I could just take one more stroke, and finish it, even with Dawn like this. Certainly, she would want me to do so.

But suddenly, I was shoved forcefully from the side and had no choice but to roll onto my back beside the sleeping Dawn. Immediately, Val was between my legs with my shaft in her mouth, sucking me, bobbing up and down, and forcing me far down her throat. I orgasmed in less than half a minute. I nearly screamed in my excitement and surprise as a massive release hit my body and my ejaculation poured into Val’s eager mouth. I gripped the back of her head, and spasmed several times before my body was done.

Val continued sucking at me until it seemed that she was satisfied that she had gotten every bit of my juices, and then she raised her head and looked at me from down between my legs, my fingers still entwined in her golden hair.

She said, “Dawn got to suck you last time,” and she smiled.

I tried to say something in return, but couldn’t quite manage it yet.

Val kissed my penis and sucked on it a little more and then pulled away from me and stood up. She was still dressed, but started untying the laces at her chest now.

She said, “Darling Prince, we do need a bath. I’m still covered with rat’s blood.”

It was true. Her arms and legs still showed signs of spattered blood. And she needed to be washed. And as soon as I could get myself together, I intended to wash every bit of her with soap and water. I was sure that her breasts and hips and buttocks especially needed my attention. And I was convinced that she needed very much to wash my cock for me.

I grinned and she said, “Oh, you like the idea of bathing together all of a sudden. Well, that sounds like a good idea to me, too,” and she pulled off her skirt and tossed it aside.

She helped me off the bed, trying not to disturb Dawn for the moment, and led me to a corner of the room with a tiled floor and a curtain. As we stood in the corner, Val pulled the curtain and it enclosed us in a space about five feet across. 

I said, “Val, this is a nice bit of privacy, but shouldn’t we get clean before anything else?”

Val smiled and reached up to a chain above our heads and when she pulled it, water rained down onto our heads from above. It was cool at first, but we quickly got used to it. I noticed that there was a drain in the floor and the water ran out through it, instead of flooding the room. 

She grabbed a bar of soap from a little shelf and said, “Haven’t you ever had an indoor shower before? Here, take the soap and wash me. I need it more than you do.”

I smiled and said jokingly, “Oh, Sweetie, of course you do! I’m sorry. I had pleasure, and now you need to have yours. I promise, I’ll give it to you as soon as I get you washed up.”

She giggled as I applied the soap to her luscious breasts and said, “Oh, yeah. Um, I didn’t mean that exactly, but oh, that feels good. Oh yeah, get me good and clean so that you can give me what I need, since I already gave you what you needed. Oh Ronin, I think I need it pretty bad, and very soon. Oh, yes! Oh, Ronin!”

I soaped her chest and arms, then her face and neck, I kissed her mouth as I reached around and washed her back and then let my hands wander over her stomach. Before going lower, I quickly knelt down and washed her feet. Then her calves and the backs of her knees. Val was breathing hard now, letting my hands arouse her more and more. I washed her thighs, running my hands up and down both the outside and inside of her pretty legs. As my hands reached the top of each thigh, over and over, I pressed the fingers of my hands against her vulva, washing it over and over. The water came down over us and rinsed Val’s body continuously. 

As I finished washing her legs, I positioned myself directly in front of her hips, with my mouth very near her hairless pussy lips. Lifting her left leg and placing it over my shoulder, I stuck out my tongue and kissed her between the legs. Val groaned and grabbed my head, forcing me hard against her groin. I licked and kissed her, stroking between her lower lips, probing as deeply as I could with my tongue. I found that I got even more enthusiastic responses by concentrating on the area beside and directly on top of her outer lips, and then by very gently licking or sucking the edges, but not the actual tip of her clitoris. After a several minutes, when she had already climaxed multiple times, I sucked directly over her tiny bulb while I licked the area underneath, and Val seemed to enjoy it very much.

Val had climaxed many times, and I was ready for more activity now myself. I hadn’t washed her ass yet, and now I stood up and turned Val to face the wall of the shower. I quickly soaped her back, and then her rear, rubbing her buttocks with my slippery hands. I wasn’t slow or tentative now. I washed her firmly, and a moment later, with Val bracing herself against the wall with her hands, I spread her cheeks and pushed my stiff cock hard up into her wet pussy, parting the lips as I went. I rocked hard against my wife’s bottom, holding her hips and pumping firmly. Val moaned and pushed back against me in return, driving me deeper at every thrust. She grunted and arched her back, giving me a better angle, and I reached around her body with both hands, grabbing both of her breasts. Val made noises and encouraged me to go even faster and harder, and a little later, we climaxed together, both of us roaring like beasts.

When we were done, I slid from her warm, wet folds and turned her to face me, taking her in my arms and kissing her.

Val cooed, “Oh, that was good. Wow, was that good. Ronin, fucking you is better than anything in the world. According to my mother, and my aunt, the three of us are probably more excited by sex than many women, and my parents know how to have a good time in bed, but I’m sure that what we have is even better than what has been described to me. And what you have with Dawn is as well. Mother says that your cock isn’t much different than my father’s but you must do something better for Dawn and I than he does for her. She is happy and loves being fucked by him, but I’m sure that this is better even than that. I have no idea why.”

I said, “I’m happy that you think so, and I think so too, but I think that it’s you, not me who makes it so special.”

She breathed hard as she said, “What ever it is, I love it and we shouldn’t question it. Poor Dawn. She has been through so much. She will sleep tonight, but tomorrow she will be more healthy than she was today. And today, she did so well. Ronin, Fuck me again,” and she reached down and stroked me to hardness.

I was surprised that I did become erect again so quickly, but I didn’t mind at all. I just pushed Val against the wall and lifted her legs around my waist as she guided me into her slit one more time. I fucked her hard, with her back against the wall, and she climaxed several times. But after a few minutes, I was feeling spent, and I let her down onto her feet without an orgasm of my own. Val stood panting, leaning her back to the wall, and I sensed that she wasn’t quite done. I slid my right hand between her legs, and making a V shape with my fingers, I stroked her to yet another powerful orgasm.

When we were done, neither of us could hardly stay standing, but I managed to carry Val in my arms out of the shower. She reached for the chain and turned off the water as we left. I didn’t make it all the way to the bed, but fully exhausted, I dropped to my knees and lay Val’s naked body on a nice fur rug on the floor beside the bed where Dawn slept. Val lay on her back, and I collapsed, half on top of her, with my head on her shoulder. She put her arm around my neck and held me near her breast and I fell asleep for a few minutes.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 22 Second Underground

We both slept on the rug, for I don’t know how long, but during the night, we managed to climb up and spend the remainder of the night next to Dawn. We woke up, a tangle of nakedness, as the sun came up. 

Dawn was rested and ready to go, now. Val had both Dawn and I drink some kind of potions that she prepared, and we hurried to dress and go for breakfast. Gerald, Jean, and surprisingly, Lucille were all at the table, waiting for us. The women chatted about various things, mostly involving sexual innuendo, and I wasn’t too embarrassed by it now that I had m ore experience. In fact, I did take part, making a few comments myself.

Over breakfast, we discussed our plans for the day. The girls and I would go to the fields, shoot any rats that came above ground, and then get an early start going underground again. I hoped to accomplish several things today. I wanted to entirely clear out the lair if possible, and then to discover any more exits from the tunnels to the surface. And, I wanted to have the skinners come down and take away the bodies. Gerald said that workers were due to arrive soon, and that he was sure that the men were encouraged enough now to go underground for a short time, as long as I said that it was safe.

Just before we started out the door, I looked at the girls and called them back into the house.

I said, “Girls, um, today, when we go into the lair, there will be other men with us. And there will be a lot of bending, and even some crawling on the dirt. Um, I would like it if you maybe wore pants, or at least longer skirts. I think that pants would be easiest for what we need to do.”

Val said, “Oh, yes! Good point. Dawn, come get some pants on with me. I have some that will fit you just as well as they do me. And maybe a shirt under our vests.”

The girls went off to change, and Lucille said, “Pity,” and she winked at me.

I said, “Maybe we can go swimming after work, down at the river.”

Lucille smiled and said, “Now that’s a great idea. I was thinking that I might go home, but if it’s a swim party, I’ll stay. Gerald, can you put me in a bed for tonight?”

Gerald said, “Of course. Lucille, you are always welcome to our beds.” He looked suddenly insecure and added, “I mean, to sleep with us. No, in our bed. I mean…”

Lucille and Jean both laughed at Gerald’s unintentional offers to let Lucille sleep with them, and Jean said, “Let’s stop this. Gerald, what are you trying to say? Tell the truth. What is confounding your ability to talk like this. Say it plainly. I know what you meant to say, but now, if you have something that really needs to be said, say it.”

Val and Dawn came back at that moment and Val said, “Say what? What did we miss?”

Jean smiled and said, “I’m not sure, but I think that your wonderful father just asked Aunt Lucille if she will move in with us and let him make her happy as his mate.”

Val said, “He did? Oh, that’s wonderful. And about time!”

Gerald said, “Um, I didn’t exactly say that. Not yet. And, I …” and he paused. Then he took a deep breath and looked directly at Lucille and said, “Lucille, they are right. If you won’t reject me, I will say what the truth is. I love you and I am very drawn to you, and if it isn’t too late to ask it, I would like you to come and be my wife, along with your sister who makes me so much a better man than I would be. I waited because of your husband and your grieving, but now, now that I have started to say my true mind, I want you very much, and my heart is beating too fast for my own good.”

Lucille grinned and said, “Why Gerald, I had no idea. I suppose that I can consider it. Give me a little time to think.” She barely paused before she continued, “Of course I will have you. Men are so stupid when it comes to love. Children, I suggest that you run to what ever business you have, unless you want to see a demonstration of what a first fuck is supposed to look like,” and she stared fiercely at Gerald.

Val laughed, and Lucille said harshly, “I mean it. I have been alone waiting for the man I love for too long while he refused to notice me. I am telling you, if you aren’t gone by the time I count to ten, you are going to see more than you want to.”

I looked quickly at Gerald, who was staring as intently at Lucille as she was at him, and panting as if he were about to do exactly as she said. 

A quick glance at his crotch told me that I was right, and I grabbed Val and Dawn by the hands and yelled, “Come on,” and ran from the house. 

The girls followed me quickly, and I didn’t stop running until we were far from the house.

When we slowed to catch our breath, Val said, “Yeah, Aunt Lucille is very powerful when it comes to her magic.”

Dawn said, “I felt my tits pushing out my nipples before we escaped. And, I am a bit leaky down below.”

Val said, “Me too. I’m glad we changed clothes and have pants on. Ronin, if she moves in, there is going to be residual sex magic in the house all the time.”

I said, “Um, OK.”

Val laughed, “OK? That’s all you have to say?”

I said, “I mean, OK, I don’t mind.”

Val laughed again, “I guess I won’t mind either.”

Dawn said, “Val, will she teach us? You know, just so that she has someone to carry on her craft and all?”

Val said, “I bet she will. But more for fun than for carrying on her craft. Aunt Lucile is amazingly playful.”

Dawn said, “By now, you can assuredly call her mother. They have to be mated by now.”

Val said, “Several times. It’s been several minutes. Luckily my mother is a healer. Otherwise, he won’t survive.”

The girls both laughed and we hurried on toward the hole where the rats lived.

When we arrived, some of the workers were already there. No rats were to be seen. Not a single one. I called to the skinners and asked if they were willing to go down with us.

I said, “I will go first. A few of you at a time follow. When we come to a dead one, one of you drag it back to the surface and dispose of it. There are several little chambers, and some may have loot. If you will gather it and bring it to the surface, that will save me time and the girls and I will be able to clear more of the tunnels faster. Perhaps two of you can gather the loot while the rest gather bodies. Now, here is another thing. Far down the tunnels, the way splits into three parts. We need to explore each one. If a few men are willing to bring forks and guard the main tunnel, it will make it easier. If none of you want to do it, I won’t compel or coerce you, or think any one a coward.”

Several more men had gathered to listen and four of them, who were not skinners agreed together that they would go and act as guards.

I said to them, “The danger will be minimal. Any rats that we find will stand and fight, not run toward where you are guarding the way. But, if they do, you can easily handle them the same way that you bravely did here at the hole yesterday. You killed several, and I have no doubt that you can do the same today. Everyone get ready. We have brought lamps. Share one lamp between two of you. Those collecting loot should carry lamps, and a few of you who collect the dead. If anyone finds that they are uncomfortable with anything that is happening, report it to me immediately.”

The men organized themselves into three teams: six skinners, four guards with forks, and two looters with packs. I said a few more reassuring words and then jumped down into the dark tunnel. Val handed me a lamp, and I help she and Dawn to the ground beside me. The path was clear, and I invited the skinners to split their party and asked half of them to come down. I told the rest to follow like this: the two with packs, two with forks, three more skinners, and then the remaining two guards. I expected the skinners to be busy first. Then the looters, and then more skinners, but I wanted the guards close by as we went.

I moved quickly once we got started. At each point where a dead rat lay, one or two of the skinners grabbed the body and hurried back to the surface, returning as quickly as they could. At each empty room, the looters hurried to fill their packs with what might have any value. Soon, everyone understood the routine and the girls and I hurried to the large chamber with our guardsmen.

I said to them, Men, I appreciate you doing this and I will make sure that you receive something for your bravery.”

One of the men said, “No. Our wages are agreed. But if I am killed, take care of my family.”

I laughed and said, “They only way for you to be killed today is if one of your neighbors mistakes you for a rat. But even then, I swear that your family will be well cared for.” Then to the others I said, “So, that’s a good reminder. That dead thing over there is a rat. If it stands on two legs and wears pants don’t poke it with a fork. You are all good men, and I am proud to have you with me. Gerald and I are fortunate to have such friends and neighbors. Are we ready? Good. There are three tunnels, and the one we came through. Watch the two that I don’t go down with Val and Dawn. We will start on the left and you watch the center and right. When we come back, we will go down the next. We will be back as soon as we can.”

I stooped down and entered the first passage. After a short distance, it opened up a bit and I could stand upright. It wound up and down for about a hundred and fifty feet. And then a very foul stench hit us from the tunnel ahead.

Dawn said, “Oh my! What a putrid smell. What is it?”

I slowed down and crept quietly forward. Whatever we were smelling, it was beyond the next bend in the passage. And now that we were silent, I started to hear scraping, rustling, and squealing noises as well. 

I thought through my options. If I crawled ahead, even though my eyes were somewhat adjusted to the darkness, I would be plainly revealed by any lamps held by the girls behind me in the passage. If we extinguished the lamps, the blackness would be absolute and we would be blind. If I carried the lamp and held it in front of me, any creatures ahead would be well aware that something was here in  the tunnel. I considered borrowing Dawn’s bow and hanging the lamp from the end, but it wasn’t long enough to really do the job that I needed.

I whispered, “There’s something up ahead. Maybe many. Be careful and go quietly. They will know that we are here, but maybe they won’t attack. If they do, back into the tunnel here and we will make a stand.”

We crept forward, keeping low, and soon came to an opening to a much larger chamber. 

Looking in, I said to Val, “How many darts do we have?”

She said, “Two hundred.”

I asked, “And how many arrows?”

Dawn said, “Thirty.”

I said, “It might be enough. If we are careful. Move back away.”

We went back into the passage about twenty feet and stopped to make a plan.

I said, “The chamber is very large. I can’t see the walls. The place is a nest. I see at least one bull male rat, and eight to ten females. And a lot of young. At least fifty, but probably more. And there may be more females as well. We are going to have to kill them the way that we did before, picking them off with darts. I think that Val and I should be side by side in the passage and shoot the adults first. We will shoot twenty or so, me on the left, and Val on the right. Shoot only what moves. We will wait until the ones that have been shot stop moving, and then start again. Try to keep track of the last one you hit. Try to pick a target by itself. When it falls, shoot more, but only those that move. We may need all of our darts and can’t waste many. Dawn, we will shoot the first ones, and if you are confident, I would send you back to those behind us to assure them that we are fine but will be detained for a while.”

Val said, “Do you want me to go back and come down one of the other tunnels? I am sure that I could see an opening into the chamber to our right.”

I said, “Yes. And one more at the far end that goes somewhere else. But no, stay with me. And Dawn, if you go, come back this same way. Are we ready?”

The three of us crept back to the chamber and Val and I sat beside each other on the ground while Dawn stood behind us, able to shoot over our heads if necessary. I nodded at Val, and we took aim.

I shot the big bull rat first. Then I shot him two more times. He was huge, and I expected it to take more of the poison to bring him down than it would a smaller creature. Val fired at the adult females on her side, and I followed in the same way on mine. We shot first at any rats that seemed near the other entrances, and then at those in the very center. I hoped that killing the ones at the center would give us a better idea of what still moved later, but I didn’t know if that would be the case. The rats were disbursed enough that Val and I each shot twenty before we stopped to wait for the poison to take effect.

We waited fifteen minutes, and when the ones that we had hit lay down, we fired at another twenty each. When we took our second break, Dawn ran back to the others to report our status. We repeated this three more times. These last three times, hitting only thirty rats each period. We had a hundred and seventy not moving, from what we could tell. And perhaps twenty more that we could see. Dawn went back again, and this time, in addition to delivering hopeful news, asked if one of the men could return and see if they could bring us more darts for our blowpipes. But we were also running low on poison and no more was readily available.

When the last of what we shot lay sleeping or dead, we could no longer distinguish which were still untouched.

I said, “Val, I am going to have to go in and fight them. I will try to draw a few at a time.”

She said, “I will be with you. Even if we are back to back, fighting all of them at once.”

I said, “Let’s try not to do that.”

I stood up and we walked into the chamber. Dawn was at our back with her bow ready. I told the girls to stay where they were, and I slid along the wall to a point a quarter of the way around the room. I set down my lamp there, and returned to the passage opening. I took another lamp, and went the other direction, setting it near the entrance to the center tunnel. With the additional light, we could see that the chamber was perhaps a hundred feet across. And we could see at least three more adults at the far end. They were too far away for good shots with our darts in this very dim light, and we didn’t try to hit them yet. 

When we were ready again, Val and I stepped forward about twenty five feet and engaged a group of five young rats. I did most of the killing with my long sword, but Val protected me a few times with her knife. When those were dead, more would wander close, get it in their tiny brains to attack us, and they died too. We were patient and killed them one, two, or three at a time as they came near. When they stopped coming, we advanced. I considered circling the center of the room, starting on the edges, but decided to go straight for the center. We were close enough now that we had a good shot at the other adults, so we put darts in twenty more moving targets.

I said, “Val, I’m going forward. This is taking a long time. I think that there are only thirty left. Let’s finish them.”

Val said, “I’m at your side. You will be injured.”

I turned and looked at her in surprise and she said, “You will. I’ll patch you up, but it’s going to hurt.”

I said, “Really?”

She said, “Yeah. Really.”

I frowned, but was determine to advance. I instructed Dawn to shoot her arrows at any clear living targets, and then I stepped quickly toward the center of the room. 

I struck down three before they really knew that I was among them. Like before, when I turned, Val ducked. I saw the flash of her knife several times as it sliced through arteries or muscles, and I heard arrows whistle and thud as they found their targets and a rat screamed as it died. When I had killed enough that bodies started to pile up at my feet, I leapt to another spot and kept going. But I had been wrong about something. There weren’t just thirty rats left. There were more. And the fight went on and on. I had no idea how long or how many we killed. I did notice at one point that Dawn’s bow was no longer active, but I was still whirling and cutting furiously.

Eventually, I drove my sword straight down through the body of one last young rat, and then everything was still. I scanned the room for more, but it was deathly silent and nothing moved. I looked to Val, and she stood just a few feet away, smiling and looking none the worse for for the battle. I found Dawn, and she looked just as fresh. I, on the other hand, was exhausted and out of breath.

When I asked if either of them knew how long we had been fighting, Dawn said, “I would say an hour and a half. I counted thirty kills for me, twenty eight for Val, and a hundred and thirty four for you.”

I said, “Wow, that many? A hundred and ninety two? In this one chamber?”

Val laughed and said, “And the hundred and seventy that we shot with darts.”

I was still breathing very hard as I said, “What?”

She said, “We killed a hundred and seventy with darts and a hundred and ninety in battle. Three hundred an sixty, total. More or less. Are you OK? You have lost a bit of blood.”

I said, “What?”

She said, “Ronin, you have been bitten and scratched in several dozen places. Some of them may need to be sown up with needle and thread. Here, drink this.”

She handed me something to drink, and I downed it thirstily. 

Then she said, “Now, we need to get back to the surface.”

I was very tired, and now started to feel a good deal of pain from several different parts of my body. Val and Dawn helped me back down the passage to the chamber where the guards, and now the skinners and looters all waited. When they saw us, there was cry of surprise, and they rushed to help us. The men insisted that they carry me as much as possible, even though I protested weakly, and two of them picked me up as others ran to the surface to make sure that a wagon was ready.

By the time that we got to the surface, a large crowd had gathered, and that included Gerald, Jean, and Lucille. 

I heard Lucille say, “Well, we can swim some other day.”

Jean said, “Gerald, get him into the wagon. Val, what happened?”

A minute later the wagon started to move and I heard Val saying, “He killed a hundred and thirty four rats by himself with his sword. The total count today was three hundred seventy.”

Gerald whistled in awe. 

He said, “And his injuries?”

Val listed my bites and scratches as she had observed them so far, but she seemed sure that I would be fine. She was concerned apparently that I was losing so much blood, but she expected that to be fine as soon as she could get me home. She was already kneeling over me in the back of the wagon, applying bandages to the worst of my injuries.

I don’t remember much beyond that. I don’t remember getting into the house or being bathed or getting into bed. I wondered for a few minutes if I were going to die. Val said I wouldn’t, I think, and I supposed that she knew best.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 23 What Happened to Me?

Later, I heard a voice saying, “I think he’s dead.”

Another said, “He’s not dead.”

I recognized the first now. It was Lucille. 

She said, “Yep, dead as a dirt clod. Pity. He was a handsome lad. Shame to have him cut down so young. Couldn’t be helped. We should bury him and write an epic poem in his honor and see if we can’t find a man for you girls who will last a bit longer next time.”

Val’s voice said, “Lucille, don’t tease him like that. Ronin, you aren’t dead. And she knows it. And if you were, she would grieve as hard as anyone. And Lucille, even if he was dead, we might bring him back to life anyway.”

Lucille said, “Not if he was completely dead. Yeah, if he were mostly dead, then yeah, we would revive him, but not if he’s all dead. But even so, you might want to consider trading him in for something in better shape.”

Dawn’s voice said, “I like his shape. It fits me perfectly.”

Val laughed and said, “Lucille, you better hope he’s not dead. We need him for harmony.”

Lucille said, “Right you are. OK, let’s bring him back from being mostly dead. We have things to do, and we can’t stand around his bed here all day.”

Val cried out, “Lucille, put your clothes back on!”

I opened my eyes wide suddenly and looked around.

Lucille, still fully clothed, and Val, Dawn, and Jean, were all standing around my bed laughing now.

Lucille said, “OK. Not completely dead. I’m glad that I could bring him to life.”

Dawn said, “What did you do?”

Lucille said, “You heard. Val spoke a magic incantation, invoking the power of me without any clothes on. If that doesn’t raise him up, I don’t know what would. Here, look.” 

Lucille grabbed my covers and pulled them off of me. 

Then, looking at my naked form, and the fact that I wasn’t actually erect, said, “Well, looks like he might be dead after all. I’m sorry for your loss. Tell you what, you girls go start mourning, and I’ll stay here and see if I can do anything to get a rise out of him.”

Val laughed and put the cover back over me and said, “If he dies, it’s going to be your fault. Lucille, you terrible tease! Leave my hero alone. And for goodness sake, keep your clothes on!”

My eyes had drifted closed again, but snapped open again at her words.

Lucille laughed and said, “Val, you always know just what to say to him. Who is it teasing him now? And, tease your husband all you want, but remember, we are going swimming soon, and there won’t be any clothes on then, will there?”

Val said, “No, I suppose not. I’m glad that Dawn and I can at least hold our own against you two more mature women in the beauty of our forms, even if we don’t actually surpass you. Ronin, wake up!”

I opened my eyes a third time and Val sat on the edge of the bed and handed me something to drink. I felt instantly refreshed and shook my foggy brain and sat up. Val and Dawn shooed the two ‘mature women’ from the room and happily helped me wash and dress. I gave in to their ministrations, and didn’t say anything the entire time. When I was presentable, I was taken out to the dining room and seated for what must have been lunch.

I asked, “Is it lunch? How long did I sleep?”

Gerald passed food around and said, “You were asleep all day yesterday, and all morning today.”

I gasped, “A day and a half? How? I don’t remember anything.”

Val said, “I’m not surprised. How do you feel now?”

I said, “I don’t know. A little groggy. And my arms and legs seem to hurt a bit. But not bad. What happened to me?”

Dawn said, “You were bitten in several places. And you had deep claw marks on your arms. Don’t you remember anything?”

I said, “I remember a long fight with rats. You got me out and put me in a wagon. You said I was hurt.”

Val said, “That’s about the size of it. But, you’ll be fine in a few more minutes.”

I said, “Two days? I need to get back to the fields. And finish the rats.”

Gerald said, “We can go back to the fields after lunch if Val says it’s OK. We might have a surprise for you.”

I ate what was set before me, and by the time we were done I felt more clear headed. Gerald said we should go and he pushed back his chair and the rest of us stood up and followed his lead. Jean stayed to clean up from our meal, but the rest of us went out the front door and walked happily toward the fields. I tried to take my weapons, but the girls and Gerald told me that they weren’t needed and that they wouldn’t let me use them yet.

The farm was full of workers, just like it had been for the past several days. Plowing, planting, and weeding. Out farther among the area to be planted, I saw smoke from fires burning. We kept walking all the way to the hole, and I saw something I hadn’t expected at all. Half a dozen men above ground picked up the bodies of young rats and tossed them into wagon. More men down in the tunnel took turns throwing the bodies up to the surface. As we approached, a man was just climbing out of the tunnel and I recognized him. It was one of the men who had gone down with us as a guard a few days before.

He smiled when he saw me and said, “Well, there you are.”

I said, “Hello. What’s going on?”

He answered, “We’re cleaning up. We started yesterday. We went in at daylight. Twenty five men. After what we saw they did to you, we were determined to finish what you started. We went all the way to the main chamber and made sure that all three passages were empty. We found four rats alive. Full size adults, but we killed them like you showed us with our forks. No one was hurt. Since then, we have had guards posted day and night at the other passage across the cavern, but nothing has come. We are maybe seventy percent done carrying out and skinning the bodies. Ten men are collecting the loot and carrying it out to the women who are sorting and cleaning and polishing it.” 

He pointed to a place a little way away where large tarps had been put on the  ground and about two dozen women sat in groups of five or six on the ground doing something that I couldn’t see.

He continued, “Yep, maybe seventy percent of the dead are cleaned out. Maybe half the loot. I’d say two hundred and fifty pounds. We are leaving the trash. You know, old clothes and such. We are gathering it in heaps and it might be good to burn it once everything is out. The smoke would kill anything left down there. Oh, and the jeweler and a few of the merchants are making a catalog of the loot and estimating values. We were worried our hero might be in worse shape. Glad to see you up. When you are ready, you can explore that final passage. Until then, nothing goes in or out, we promise you that.”

I thanked the man and he smiled and left on whatever business he had.

I said, “What? What’s happening?”

Gerald said, “Val, I thought his head would be clear by now.”

I said, “Um, I think my head is clear, I just need to catch up on what’s happening.”

Lucille said, “But before that, I need to head home.”

Gerald looked pained and said sadly, “Home? What do you mean? Lucille, you live at the farm with Jean and I now.”

Lucille smiled and whispered something in Gerald’s ear and kissed him on the cheek and then came and kissed me on the cheek in the same way. Then she skipped joyfully across the meadows toward the village.

Gerald said quietly, “She reminded me that she has unfinished matters to take care of. She will move to the farm soon. I hope. OK, but as to what is happening, it’s just like you were told. Yesterday, a band of volunteers insisted on going into the lair and cleaning it out, just like they started the day before, but even without you or the girls. Val and Dawn told us that there were over three hundred dead and it has taken a long time to get them all out. And, the loot keeps coming. You can keep it if you like, but my suggestion is that you give the merchants their fee and let them take it to other villages and get you a good price for it. Look it over and keep what you want, but let them sell the rest for you. There seems to be a few pretty trinkets that the girls might like. So far, based on what has been seen so far, and the estimate of how much is left to count, after fees, you might have between three and eight hundred gold pieces. Well, plus the pittance that you have from me for wages. And, I think you will have a fine house before long too. We will see.”

I said, “Three to five hundred? Gold pieces? How?”

I noticed that Gerald was uncharacteristically subdued and not his boisterous self at all. I thought to myself that he must be saddened that Lucille had not moved into the house with him yet.

Gerald said, “He’s still foggy. Ronin, they have brought up two hundred and fifty pounds. Some of that is gold coins or jewelery or small precious gems. Some of it is simple flint or obsidian, rats don’t know the difference. Some of it is silver. Chains, rings, amulets, coins, and such. There are eight gold pieces in a pound. And gems are more valuable than that, depending on the type of stone. And half of it is yet to be brought up from the hole. And half of our fields are planted and the rest will be done in a few days. It’s marvelous.”

I said, “Um, I need to go back to the house.”

Val said, “Well, that may be how you feel, but that’s not what you need. Dawn, we are going for a walk. Ronin, come on.”

I followed Val and after a few steps, she and Dawn took my arms and we walked. It seemed like maybe we were headed in the direction of the river, but I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t sure of anything right now. 

We walked for about an hour, and we did end up at the side of the river eventually. My head hurt a little bit.

At the river, the girls immediately undressed, and then undressed me. It was warm, and I lay down in the sun to think while the girls played in the water together.

With my eyes closed, I started to breathe deliberately. My head was fuzzy, but I wasn’t convinced that it was entirely due to healing potions. Yes, I had some loss of blood yesterday, but that should be cleared up by now. And it wasn’t yesterday, it was the day before. What was bothering me? I calmed my body and rested. I explored my feelings calmly. I stood away from my feelings and explored them. And I spotted an unexpected answer.

I was unsettled by the work that was happening on the rats lair. Dozens of men were hard at work cleaning out the tunnels and collecting the loot underground. They were guarding the workers and watching a tunnel that went even farther. And they were doing it on their own, without me. That was my job. I was the protector and adventurer, not them. Those were my kills, not theirs. It was my loot and my unexplored dangerous tunnel leading to who knew what. In a way, I felt jealous and possessive. 

All of that was essentially true. But it wasn’t entirely true if I looked at it from a different angle. It was true, but something else was more true. What was more true in this situation? That was all true about my feelings. What was more true about the facts of the situation? Apart from my current emotions? My emotions were trying to tell me something. I would come back to see what that message was after I found the higher truths in the situation.

OK. Here was some truth: I am an adventurer. Not a skinner. It’s my job to go where no one else will and do what must be done. I kill monsters and explore dangerous caverns. I rescue damsels and protect the oppressed from bandits and tyrants. That’s my job. I’m not a farmer. I don’t plant vegetables. I don’t drive a plow. I could, but I don’t. If I did, then someone else would be out of a job that they are more suited to than I am. 

Right now, the skinners and laborers were working on the lair that the girls and I had cleaned out. Killing the monsters was our job. Right now, Val was healing my wounds. That was her job. I had removed the dangers from Gerald’s fields and from beneath his land. That had been my job. The workers were removing bodies and trash and loot. That was their job. A few of those men were making sure that the others were relatively safe. They were like scarecrows, keeping birds and mice away from the harvesters. That was their job right now. 

My job now was to recover from my injuries, received while doing my job as an adventurer, and then to get back down there and do what only I could do. I needed them to clear out what was safe to clear so far, so that I could take the next steps. I had no reason to be jealous. I had every reason to be grateful for the courage displayed and the work that was being done.

Gerald had pointed out that everyone was in much better spirits than they had been, except for himself it seemed, and it was due to me enabling them to get back to work and having given them hope that they weren’t going to lose their village and starve to death this winter. That was also my job. To bring hope to the hopeless. And I had done a good job of it. So let them take part in rebuilding now and in making my job easier. That seemed pretty well settled in my mind now.

There was still the deeper question though. Why had my emotions tried to tell me to be offended? The underlying message was that I needed to stop what was happening. Why? How was my inner security threatened by it? What danger to itself did it perceive? We have more than one ‘self’ inside us. The insecure one, the one that needs things to stay the same and never change, was trying to say that I needed to be afraid and uncomfortable with what was happening. Why?

For one thing, it looked like my job was done, and others were taking over. What if they forgot that I was the hero, not them? What if now that the danger was passed, they forgot how dangerous it had been and they were no longer grateful for my service? What if they patted me on the back and said that they were fine now and that I could move on? They needed to be reminded that I was the only one who could save them. That they would all be dead without me. That I was the hero and no one else!

I smiled to myself now that I understood. My insecure self was afraid that I would be slighted and not given the respect that I deserved. And now I could see through its cries for help, and hopefully comfort it. I acted like we were having a talk. I told it that we were fine. We didn’t really need that much respect. Some, sure, but not so much. And if some forgot how much we had done, it didn’t change the truth. I had a wonderful new family, two beautiful naked mates playing in the river in front of me, a fortune in treasure, and life was good. But what if they forgot about us now that the adventure was over? Well, the adventure wasn’t over. Only this one little bit of it. There would always be bigger and better adventures to be had. Yeah, this first one was exciting, but it was only novice work, after all. Tomorrow, we would continue this adventure and go to new places and kill new monsters. And after that, we would find something else. We still had the tunnel, the orchards, and who knew what else, and we hadn’t even left the farm yet. There was plenty to do. And, did we want to live on the reputation of what we did yesterday? Or the greatness of what we did today and tomorrow? The past should always fade into memory. We would live in the present.

After a bit of discussion, that insecure self, the one that wanted everything to stay as it was, calmed down and drifted away. I was left with my truer self, lying on my back naked in the sun, enjoying life and my new found fortunes. Val and Dawn came up out of the water and lay down on each side of me and we held hands.

Val said, “How are you?’

I said, “I am wonderful. I feel great. Everything is perfectly wonderful.”

Dawn said, “I think so too. Are you less fuzzy headed than you were?”

I said, “My head is perfectly clear. I see everything as it should be. Val, how much longer do I have to rest?”

She said sweetly, “Until the workers are done collecting the bodies and loot.”

I said, “Ah, good. That makes sense. We can’t go back to work until the others have done what they need to.”

Val said, “It will be done by this evening. We can go again tomorrow.”

Dawn said, “I hope so. I want to go again right now.”

Val said, “So do I. I have never been so alive.”

We lay quietly for a minute and then I asked, “Val, why did Lucille have to go back to the village? Won’t she live at the farm now?”

Suddenly I heard a voice behind me say, “Ah, of course I will, but not yet.”

I tilted my head back to see who was there, and was shocked to see Lucille standing almost directly over me, absolutely naked. Looking up as I did, I had a very clear view of her shapely legs, the mound and slit of her pussy, her toned stomach, and a nice pair of round breasts sticking out above it all. I quickly closed my eyes and tilted my head forward again.

Val said happily, “Lucille, we never know what to expect from you. Did you come to swim with us?”

Lucille moved to sit near my feet, and the girls sat up and made a small circle. I pushed up and sat with them.

Lucille smiled and said, “I thought that it would be nice. Ronin, open your eyes.”

I opened one eye and peeked out at Lucille who sat naked across from me.

She laughed and said, “Both eyes. You won’t go blind.”

I closed my eye and said, “I might.”

She laughed and said, “True enough. But, I think that if you haven’t been permanently blinded by the beauty of your pretty wives, the sight of me isn’t dangerous to you.”

I opened my eyes and the girls both laughed. 

I said, “Lucille, you are very beautiful. You are every bit as much of a goddess as Val and Dawn. I could go blind gazing at any one of you. But Lucille, your magic is more than I can handle. Yes, your body is beautiful, but the things you do to a man’s mind make me feel things that I don’t understand.”

She said, “Hah, it’s not so bad as that. You know what? If you and I had been alone in the woods, maybe I would have chosen you instead of Gerald. But relax. My task now is to teach these daughters of mine what I can, and not to tempt you myself. But, take courage and get used to seeing us like this. I hate normal clothing. And I won’t be wearing any when it isn’t necessary. Jean showed me the little rabbit furs that Val made, and I must say that I liked them a lot. By the way, girls, you don’t have any pubic hair. Why not?”

Val said, “Dawn’s crotch was in bad shape. I shaved it to make it heal faster. We thought that it looked nice and felt nice that way, so I tried it to.”

Lucille spread her legs and said, “You can see that I shave too, but not all of it.”

I glanced down and sure enough, Lucille’s crotch was shaved, except for a little strip of hair, just above the slit. She caught me looking and winked at me.

She went on, “It does feel good this way, but you need to be aware that it will itch as it begins to grow in again. I will give you a special ointment that will keep it smooth and soft. It isn’t a problem, and most women of my profession, as teachers of the arts of loving, shave, either like I do, or completely like yourselves. I would have been teaching you about it either way. I think that you both may have a talent to intuit what others must be told in these areas. What do you say, Ronin?”

I said, “Um, well, I like it. And I expect to like it even more as I experience its merits more often.” 

Lucille smiled and winked at me again.

Val said, “Lucille, you said that you had to go home. Why? And how are you here now?”

Lucille sighed and said, “Val, think for a moment.” 

Lucille leaned back on her elbows and smiled and wiggled her feet like a little girl.

Val sat quietly and then said slowly, “Oh, I see. But it won’t be so long.”

Lucille said, “Not long at all. I will run back and forth between my house and the farm and you’ll never know where I come from or where I go.”

Dawn said, “Lucille, I mean Auntie, no, I mean Mother…”

Lucille said, “Call me Lucy. All of you.”

Dawn smiled and said, “Lucy, I have heard of Sex Magic before, but, um, you seem especially adept.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 24 Bloodlines

Lucille grinned and said, “Do you want to know a secret? Do you promise not to tell? Lean closer. Let me whisper in your ears. Val, I don’t  think that you know this.”

Val said, “What?”

Lucille said, “My Dears, we are part elf. You, me, our young hero, and your mother, my dear sister.”

Val gasped, “No! You’re teasing us.”

Lucille shrugged and said, “You don’t have to believe me. Probably better if you don’t.”

Dawn asked, “But is it true?’

Lucille said, “Yep. And like I said, Dawn, that includes you. I can tell. And our bashful hero. Why do you think we have such a great time when we couple? All of us. That’s why you girls get so horny and that’s why he thrills you so thoroughly. That’s why I seem so much more powerful that way than you expected. It’s in our blood little birds. Elven blood runs in our loins.”

Dawn said, “But elves? Elves are all gone.”

Lucille said, “Hey, you can’t tell anyone any of this! Swear? Sure, they’re gone from here. But they were real, and somewhere, they still exist. Even pure bloods. We can pass for normals, but a full-born can’t. But even with what portion we have, some magic is stronger in us, even if we haven’t been trained yet.”

Dawn said, “But how do you know if I am?”

Lucille said, “I can feel it. And you have the signs. The skin, the sex appeal, the skill with the bow, the legs and breasts. Lot’s of things. And the way that both you and Val, and even me to some extent, were immediately drawn to Ronin. And on that note, Ronin, you don’t seem so surprised.”

I said, “Well, not entirely. I hadn’t truly believed it, but one of my grandmothers was more beautiful than most women, and she used to joke that she had elf blood. I thought that the elves were long gone, or had never been real, but if you say so, I believe you. And you say that our affinity is because of it?”

Lucille smiled and said, “Absolutely. And for that reason, you have to have children. You see, the elf in each of us is drawn to the blood of the others. It strives to be combined into a more full expression. I am perhaps one sixteenth part left. I know, that’s a lot. And let’s say that Val is one thirty-second part. Even that is potent. Now, if Ronin is one thirty-second as well, the child, because it is part elf, will be closer to one sixteenth. Now, the genetics for other things don’t work quite that way, but for us, it does. If a half-elf mates a half elf, the child is three quarters, more or less. At each combination, the blood moves half way to full. Of course, it can never reach full blooded, but it gets closer each time. You see? The elf in you girls sought out an elven mate. That’s why no farmer was for you.”

Val said, “But you and my mother are both with Gerald now. Is he elven?”

Lucille said, “No. That’s why he didn’t notice the pull toward me all of these years. There was no ancestral yearning. Your mother fell in love with him on her own. She has the same proportion as me, but it lies more dormant. She is a great healer, but my focus on Sex Magic awakened more in me than in her. And as for me and your father, I love him as well. But, my husband was elven, and so was his sister. And his sister’s husband was about the same proportion as he and his sister. Do you see?”

Val said, “So, you are saying that their children are one eighth. Twice what you are? Four times myself?”

Lucille smiled and said, “Exactly. One of them has wasted it, but still feels justified in her haughtiness. The other has more true character and will take a good mate and the child will be stronger in elven blood than either parent.”

Val said, “Oh, Lucy, this is amazing. Ronin, do you realize what we are saying?”

I said, “Um, not really. I mean, I am following the percentages and what you are saying, and that our children will be a little more elven blooded than we are. Is there more to it than that?”

Lucille said quickly, “Nope. That’s all of it.”

I thought that Val gave her a questioning look, and that Lucille shook her head slightly, but I couldn’t be sure.

I asked, “Am I missing something?”

Val cleared her throat and said, “Not at all. The children we have will be beautiful and marvelous and that’s wonderful.”

Lucille said, “But children, Jean doesn’t remember or doesn’t know. And neither does Gerald. And neither should anyone else. There are reasons that we keep it a secret. If I were not absolutely sure, and if Dawn hadn’t asked a leading question, I wouldn’t have told you. Not yet.”

She looked at each one of us gravely and we all nodded in an oath to keep this to ourselves.

Then she said, “But, I came to swim.” and she stood up and stretched. 

My goodness she was beautiful. As she stretched toward the sky, it seemed like it reached down and hugged her back. Val and Dawn were just as lovely, and they stood up as well. I wasn’t ready to get my wounds wet, and I stayed where I was. I did notice that Val turned her back to me and put her hands on her knees and stretched her back in a way that pushed out her bottom and gave me a look at her that was obviously for my benefit and nothing else.

As the girls went down to the little cove to splash and swim, I thought over what I had been told. All four of us, the girls, Val’s aunt, and even I were all part elf. But elves, if they had ever existed, were long gone from the world. But it was fantastic. Almost beyond belief. But if what she said was true, it was a better explanation of what was happening than anything else, then had I even been drawn to the very spot where Dawn was held captive by elf blood? Did my own body somehow smell her and track her? And did Gerald find us headed his way because we sought Val in the same way? It seemed like choices that we had made. Was there more to it? Val and I had sensed a purpose in all of it. Was it our elven heritage working to bring us together for the good of our ancestral race? I had a thought and stood up and went to the edge of the water.

I called out, “Lucy, can I ask a question?”

Lucille smiled, water running down her chest as she walked closer to me, and said, “What is it?”

I said, “Did you see my family crest on the sword that the people of the village gave me?”

She grinned and said, “I did. I know it well. Those weapons belonged to my husband’s great grandfather. He gave them to the blacksmith a long time ago as a wedding gift. They were passed down to the man’s sons. You are related to my first husband’s family. Now you tell me something. When you first came to my house a few days ago, you walked down the street, and suddenly you stopped in front of my door. Why?”

I said, “I don’t know. I felt like a hand had been held out to stop me from going farther. And then you called down to me.”

She smiled, her nipples glistening in the sun, and said, “And, did you think that was curious?”

I said, “No. I didn’t. It seemed like a strong intuition. So I stopped.”

She said, “And now, standing with us both naked, having this little chat, do you find that curious?”

I said, “That we are naked and having a talk? Um, no. Now that you mention it, I don’t. I find it curious that I don’t. But now, um, now that we’re family, not by matings, but by what you say about our ancestry, I feel very comfortable. You are beautiful, but why would that embarrass us? Now it seems odd that we would feel at all ashamed about it. Lucille, what has changed?”

She said, “You have fallen under a magick that makes you feel comfortable with me and prevents you from knowing that it is magick.”

I said, “No, that can’t be it. I just feel very connected to you. And why would we be shy about being with each other like this? It’s just natural for us.”

She smiled and said, “Of course it is. Do you think that I should shave my pussy?”

I said calmly, “I don’t know. Dawn and Val are very pretty like that, but so are you, as you are now. You have a very lovely pussy. Your husband is a lucky man.”

Lucille said, “So, it’s only natural, and no magick involved, huh?” and she winked at me and turned back to swimming.

I went and sat back down and watched the three lovelies frolic in the cove and admired how beautiful they all were. I thought about all of them, the most beautiful women anywhere. You know, Lucille really did have very beautiful breasts. And her pussy did look very fine with that little strip of fuzzy hair above the slit. 

What? Wait! What was I thinking? No, she was my mother-in-law now! I couldn’t think things like that. And standing there talking to her, both of us naked, as if it were what we do all the time. And me completely exposed to her. How had that happened? I needed to apologize!

I stood up and rushed to the side of the water and called out, “Lucille, can I talk to you for a moment?”

She turned and slid through the water and walked up to where only her ankles were covered and she smiled and asked, “What can I do for you?”

I looked at her wonderful beauty and said, “I um, just wanted to say thank you. For everything. I am learning so much from you. I wanted to say thank you.”

She smiled and said, “You are very welcome. You know, you really do have a very nice penis. The girls are lucky.”

I smiled at the complement and said, “Oh, it’s nice of you to say so. I try to please them. I look forward to learning even more about lovemaking from you, if you have things to teach us.”

She said, “I have some things. Is that all you wanted to say? Thank you?”

I said, “Yes. Thank you. For everything. And for making us all so happy. And for bringing us swimming. Do you really think that I’m handsome?”

She said, “I truly do,” and she went back to deeper water.

I sat back down and watched a while longer and thought about how wonderful my Aunt Lucy was. And how pretty. We were so lucky to have her. And having her take us swimming was a great idea on her part. No, wait, we were here first, but she must have told us to meet her here. And now we were all happy and she even said that I was a handsome man, and that she thought my penis was nice. No, wait. She thought I had a nice penis? What? I had gone and apologized for being so open about our nakedness. But no, that isn’t what I did. I just stared at her and told her thank you. What was wrong with me? I had to clear this up.

I stood up and went to the water again, but before I could speak, Lucille was coming toward me, and instead of waiting on the bank, I walked down into the water to meet her. When we were face to face, I reached out and took her in my arms and hugged her. It was amazing, our bodies pressed together, our skin melting into each other, our warmth passing between us, and our love mingling as if we were one person. I felt her breasts against my chest, and my stomach against hers. This was so right. My hands caressed her back and my right slid down toward her buttocks.

Lucille tilted her head and whispered something in my ear that I didn’t understand. It was like a song on the wind, or a bird from far away. I started to ask her what she was saying, but her face felt so good against my neck. 

I said, “I love you.”

She smiled and said, “I know. And I love you too. You won’t worry about this anymore. From now on, you have no reason to be ashamed or shy. And you won’t be.”

She was right. I was comfortable now. I think that I had been confused a few minutes ago, but not anymore. Lucille was right. Clothing was entirely optional and none of us needed it right now. I don’t know why I kept getting confused. She was right and everything was fine. We were all happy and that was good.

The three women came up out of the water after a while and we lay in the sun for a bit together on the bank of the river. Maybe I fell asleep. I wasn’t sure, but Lucille was gone now, and I didn’t remember her leaving. I sat up and looked out at the water. It was so peaceful now. And so beautiful. Val was on her back on my left, and Dawn reclined propped on her elbows on my right. Without giving it any thought, I rolled over on top of Val and slid myself inside her and made love slowly and tenderly. And when I was done with her, I helped Dawn onto her hands and knees and made love to her from behind. It was quiet and wonderful and filled with peace and comfort. Like nothing that we had done so far.

While I pumped slowly in and out of Dawn’s sex, she smiling with her face down on the soft grass, I said, “This is so nice.”

Val lie beside us with her hands behind her head and said, “It is. I love it.”

I smiled at her, and she spread her legs invitingly and I pulled out of Dawn and rode Val’s tender ride again. And when she was happy, I lay on my back and asked Dawn to come and ride me. She grinned and put herself down over my middle and took my post and rocked slowly to several quiet climaxes. Then she pulled off, and Val took her place. We went on and on, changing positions, never in a hurry, continuously loving and being loved. 

When Val was done again, she lay herself face down on the grass to relax, and I rolled onto her and made love again, pushing in between her thighs, rolling my hips against the beautiful cheeks of her bottom. She raised herself on her elbows and looked out at the river dreamily while I moved slowly in and out.

She said, “It’s so lovely here. So perfect. Ronin, that feels good. Thank you.’

I squatted on my knees, sitting up, but still making love, and said, “It is so nice. This is so perfect. Dawn, come here and let me kiss you.”

Dawn came and was going to sit down on Val’s back facing me, but I caught her hips and kept her standing. She spread her legs to the sides of my knees, and I kissed her wonderful mound, licking and sucking as if it were a juicy piece of fruit. And it was. It was sweet and marvelous. I had Dawn lie down on top of Val, face down and relaxing, and I pulled my shaft from Val and stuck it in Dawn. Then I told Val to turn over so that the two girls were face to face, and I alternated loving them, first in one, and then  in  the other, and then in the first again, over and over. And at each turn, my girls climaxed and I felt them hug my cock with their love muscles.

I don’t know how long we went on and on like this. At one point, both girls were standing in front of me, with me on my knees, licking their pussies together. And shortly thereafter, I was standing in front of them as both of them licked and sucked on my cock.

I said quietly and calmly, “My loves, I am about to spray you.” 

I don’t know why I chose those particular words, but as I did, the girls pulled back just a few inches and my ejaculation shot out an d hit them in the chest. Spurt after spurt sprayed their breasts, and they smiled as if it were streams of honey scented ointments. When I was finished, each of them sucked me briefly and I helped them to their feet. When they were standing, I idly began rubbing the gooey substance around their breasts and nipples and they moaned in delight. We hugged, and pressed our bodies together, feeling the warmth and love coursing through us. We were one with nature and with each other and this was a bubble in paradise, filled with love and sex.

After we held each other for a while, I noticed that it was dark and the moon was up. How had it gotten to be night so soon. We went down into the water and washed each other. We decided to head back to the house, and we picked up our clothes and started walking.

The farm house was in view when I noticed that we were still naked. We laughed and pulled on our clothes and went on up to the door.

No one was about when we went in. We had missed supper, and Gerald and Jean were apparently already in their bedroom. We weren’t hungry, so we went straight to bed as well. I slept better than I ever remember. But I also remember waking up in the darkness and all of us making love again before morning.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 25 The Final Ungerground

At breakfast the next morning, all of us were in high spirits. Something had happened yesterday at the river. We didn’t know what, but the world was so much brighter and more magical than it had been.

Lucille was with us in he kitchen, having come back to the farm early this morning, and when I had the chance, I took her aside and whispered, “You bewitched me.”

She grinned and said, “Did I? How strange. Are you sure.”

I smiled and said, “I am very sure.”

She asked, “And how do you feel about it?”

I kissed her on the cheek and said, “I owe you at least a thousand gold pieces and a castle in the clouds.”

She hugged me and said, “I have one too many castles as it is. Bring Harmony into your life with Val and Dawn, and that will be all I need from you.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to that, and before I could pursue it, she skipped away to help finish getting our breakfast ready.

Everyone was happy that I was well and ready to go back to work, and when the meal was over, the girls and I got our equipment and left the house. Today, I took our second bow and a double portion of arrows so that both Dawn and I would be ready if we needed two of us to shoot arrows instead of darts. We had the blowpipes, but our last battle had been fierce, and a second bow seemed like a good idea.

Gerald walked us to the hole that led to the lair and told us about the work that had been done. Apparently all of the dead rats, and all of their loot had been removed before the men quit work yesterday. The fields would be plowed and planted again today. And some of the women would continue working to clean and sort the loot. I expected that all of the men had left the hole and wouldn’t be needed today, but Gerald assured me that there were still four in the tunnels, guarding the final passage overnight. They had taken food and had planned to sleep in shifts, making sure that the tunnels stayed clear so that we had a good place to start from when I returned. When I asked about compensating them, he assured me that they were happy to receive an extra day’s wages for being there throughout the night. 

I said, “But Gerald, they work all day, and receive a few coins, but I have hundreds of gold pieces in treasure. They must resent me.”

He laughed, seemingly back to his normal self, and said, “Of course not. And if they do, they can take up a sword and do what you did. And of course, they can’t do that even if they wanted to. At what age did you begin your training for this? As soon as you could walk? Or even earlier? They have no jealousy over your riches. And besides, if you are rich, and live among them, don’t they get some of it if they sell you something that they make? Of course they do.”

I said, “I suppose so. I want everyone to feel that they got what is due to them.’’

Gerald said, “And they do. So, what now?”

I said, “Now we go see what is at the end of the rat hole.”

When we were ready, I jumped down, and then helped Val and Dawn. I hadn’t paid attention to it until now, but as I helped Val down, I noticed that both she and Dawn were once again dressed in thigh length skirts, not the pants that they had worn on our previous excursion. And they both grinned at me as they made sure that I saw that the skirt was all they wore.

There was no reason to go carefully now, and we made our way to the large chamber in just a few minutes. Four of the men were there waiting for us. I thanked them for their service, and they told me that they were glad to do it, and that they would wait there for the girls and I to return. I suggested that since they had been here all night that maybe they could go back and have others take a turn. They explained that the men who had stayed the night had already left, and that they were the replacements, rested, fed, and ready for duty. Again I thanked them, and Val, Dawn, and I approached the final tunnel out of this chamber.

We took up what had become our standard positions. Me on the left with my sword, Val at my right with her blowpipe and darts, and Dawn between and behind us with her bow and arrows. We started down the passage, carrying our lamps in front of us. The tunnel was wide enough for about thirty feet, but then narrowed and we had to go in a single line. I went first with my sword in both hands, and Val carried both my lamp and her own. The path wound this way and that, but never very sharply, and after fifty yards began to slope gently upward toward the surface. After another hundred yards, it twisted back and forth sharply, several times, and when we had gone about another forty yards, we saw daylight.

I stopped us and said, “Daylight. We’re at the end. Let’s go see where we are.”

Val said, “We’re in the orchards. We twisted and turned a lot, but I’m sure that we are in, or at least near the orchards, by the apples.”

I said, “Oh. Well, I guess we find out what’s in this part of the orchards then. It seems like it’s pretty clear though.”

I went ahead, and when I was at the opening, I put my head up. And then I ducked immediately down again and rushed us away from the hole to a place where we could talk.

I whispered breathlessly, “OK. Not quite so clear as I had thought.”

The hole that I had peeked out of was surrounded by bushes and rocks, and fairly well hidden, but when I looked out, I looked out on the back of a creature facing away from me, just fifteen feet away.

I said, “Girls, I’m not sure what it was, or how many there will be. It was walking upright, but it was certainly a monster, not a man. I think that it was smaller than I am, but very strong looking. At least from its back. I barely saw it. But what I saw convinces me that it wasn’t one of the neighbors planning to invite us for a piece of pie. We have to assume that this is what killed the men who went missing.”

We rested for a minute and I tried to make a plan. 

I said, “Dawn, you are a better shot than I am. I think that you and I can fit in the opening together. I will shoot it with a dart, but if necessary, you can make the kill shot. And if we are attacked, we will rush back down the tunnel to a narrow spot and fight there. We don’t know how many of them there are. I hope it’s a lot less than the number of rats.”

Dawn and I went cautiously to the hole and raised our eyes just high enough to see out. The creature was more or less where it had been, possibly standing guard there. I nodded to Dawn and blew hard and my dart hit the thing in the back of the neck. It immediately grabbed at whatever had stung it and puled the offended dart from its flesh. But before it was able to do any more than that, Dawn had put an arrow in the back of its head and it fell face down in the dirt in front of it.

There was no cry of alarm. The only sound was a small grunt as the dart struck, and then a twang of a bowstring, and finally a dull thud as the creature hit the ground.

So, darts weren’t going to be our weapon of choice. They stung and this thing had easily removed it. I had designed them with broad heads and a bit of weight in order to penetrate the hide of a rat. The poison had been delivered, but it would take too long to incapacitate creatures like this. And we didn’t exactly know what it was yet. 

We waited silently, but no other creatures were heard, so I crept out of the hole, hiding behind the rocks and bushes, and took a look around. I couldn’t see any more of the things nearby, but I did see that we were at the edge of an orchard, as Val had predicted. The trees were very close. I crept out a bit more and took a better look at what we had shot, and then returned to the hole.

I said, “It looks like an kobold. It fits the description. A little smaller, but more muscular than a man. Small tusks, and olive colored skin. It wears rags for clothing, and this one carried a very crude sword, about the size of my short sword. I might be wrong, but I think it must be a kobold. But based on the head, it is definitely a meat eater. I mean a man eater. We can’t let them live.”

The girls agreed with me, and having had such success on our previous adventures, they were confident that we could handle another battle now. In fact, they were eager. They wanted me to make a plan and get going. The plan was this: we would sneak out of the tunnel and move into the orchard, hiding behind trees until we discovered if there were more of them. Then we would start by firing our arrows. Val took up her position this time with Dawn, rather than me. Hiding in the trees, we wouldn’t be able to all stay next to each other. Val would protect Dawn if necessary and I would be more on my own. But, I had my sword. 

At my signal, we moved out and ran quietly for the tree line. Then as each of us was hidden, we took turns advancing and covering each other with our bows until one of us was safe farther on. I went forward, found a tree to hide behind, and then watched as Dawn and Val found a place close by. Then I advanced again, and we repeated the process again and again.

After we had gone a hundred feet or so, Val held up her hand to get my attention and pointed to a spot fifty feet in front of us where three of the creatures sat on the ground, doing something that we couldn’t see. I made signs to Val and Dawn, telling Dawn to shoot the two on her side and I would do the one closer to me. Not only was Dawn a bit more accurate than I was, but a bit faster as well. I was glad that at least some of these were going to be handled without a direct conflict. I felt no compassion or remorse at killing them without a chance to fight. These were enemies by nature, man eaters, and they needed to die as quickly as possible.

Dawn and I took aim, and the first two died in the same instant. The third had only enough time to turn his head in our direction, and then he fell with and arrow in his chest, the same as the others. A fourth, that we hadn’t spotted before stepped into view, startled, and my second arrow pierced him through the side. We ducked back behind the trees and waited for a commotion, but again, none came.

Again, we advanced in the same direction, and after another hundred feet, we stopped. Another fifty feet in front of us, we spied a small encampment. A fire was burning in the center, and about ten of the kobolds milled about or sat on the ground. I took a moment to count carefully, and found that there were exactly nine of them that we could see. We could also see a tenth figure, that looked more human in its proportions. It might have been a hostage or prisoner, or even food, but it wasn’t clear from where we stood. I crouched very low to the ground and motioned the girls to creep closer.

I whispered, “I count nine, plus a human. At least I think it’s human. It’s wearing the same kind of rags as the others, but the skin is lighter. We will assume that it needs to be rescued. If it attacks, then we will kill it, but not unless it is clearly hostile. Dawn, I think that you and I can take out at least four of them before they get to their feet and come at us. Shoot the ones that are already standing first. When they come at us, get behind me, and shoot what you can.”

Val said, “And, I will be beside you. But Ronin, why take a chance with the human? I have a bit of the non-lethal sleeping poison. I could hit it with a dart, and it will fall asleep in a few seconds, and we can deal with it when it wakes up. We will have ten minutes or more before it recovers. It won’t be harmed if I shoot for the arm or leg.”

I said, “Good plan. As soon as Dawn and I hit our first targets, you shoot the human and put it to sleep. I hope that this is all that are nearby. If we begin to be overwhelmed, retreat as best we can. Are we ready?”

They both agreed that they knew what to do, and Dawn crept back to a tree a little way away, just a few feet farther from the camp. Val stayed beside me where she had a clear shot at her target. I raised my bow, and saw that Dawn did the same. I took a breath, and let my first arrow fly.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 26 Kobolds in the Orchard

The kobold that I had chosen for my first target was hit hard and fell backward to the ground, dead in a heartbeat. I had targeted the one closest to me. I didn’t pay attention to Dawn’s shots, but raised another arrow, and a second one fell off it’s feet before the others had an idea of what was happening. I assumed that there were five remaining, and I had time for one more shot before they were all on their feet and running for my position. My third arrow hit it’s mark, and then they were upon me. And I saw that there were at least three or four more coming from the far side of the camp that I hadn’t counted on.

I stepped from my hiding place behind the tree trunk, dropping my bow and drawing my sharpened sword. The first one to reach me flew backward suddenly, one of Dawn’s arrows sticking through the front of its skull. The next I cut down with a strike from my left through its neck, nearly severing its head. The next in line died of an arrow, and the one after that fell as my sword sliced his skull.

Dawn and I had a pattern going. I killed one, and Dawn the next, giving me time to prepare for the following. Two now attacked at the same time, and I hit one and Dawn the other. And a small pile of bodies started to grow at my feet. Five died in our initial volley, and six more since I had drawn my sword. That left two more. Unfortunately for them, they paused to see what they were facing and one took an arrow. The last one turned to look at his dead companion as it slumped to the ground, and that was long enough for Dawn to put an arrow in it as well.

And then it was quiet again. My training had emphasized efficiency, and it didn’t get any more efficient than this. By the time the last of the kobolds gurgled in death, Val had finished making sure that none of them would rise again, slicing an artery if there was any question about whether they were already dead or not. 

I checked to make sure that we were all unharmed, and the three of us went carefully forward into the camp. We looked this way and that, but saw no more dangers nearby. Upon  examination, we counted thirteen dead kobolds, and one unconscious human.

Val bent down to the person on the ground and called out, “It’s a woman. She’s fine. She will be awake in a few minutes.”

The camp was sparse, but appeared to be a few weeks old, at least. There was a large pile of trash that included both animal, and what I thought were most likely human, bones. There was a very rough looking tent-like covering made from rags, and a  bit of bedding as if someone had slept there on the ground. Dawn called me over and showed me two small boxes with lids and clasps. Opening them, we found that one of them contained a few coins, and the other just a few more rags. Among the bodies, we found half a dozen very poor sword like weapons, and another half a dozen dull knives with leather wrapped handles. There was no value to any of them.

Val called us and said, “She’s waking up.”

Dawn and I joined Val where the woman lay on the ground. 

I looked at her and asked in surprise, “Was she bound?”

Val said, “No. She was not tied at all.”

The woman stirred and opened her eyes and stared at us. 

Then she said harshly, “It’s about time! I should have been rescued weeks ago. And, don’t think that the treasure belongs to you!” and she stood up quickly. 

She didn’t seem to be harmed at all. Nor was she dehydrated or even hungry looking. If anything, all she looked was angry. Her clothes were dirty and torn, but she was healthy.

We all stood up and the woman looked at the camp and the dead bodies near us, and huffed.

She said, “I shouldn’t even thank you. I was here for a long time and you can’t imagine what I suffered. And you! I don’t know who you are, or what you were promised for my rescue, but if you think that I belong to you now, you are sadly mistaken. As if I would accept a peasant as a man. And why hasn’t a true champion come to find me? What an insult. And, again, the treasure is mine, not yours. Now, one of you give me your clothes. They aren’t what I’m used to, but they will have to do until I can get home and get a proper dress. You heard me! Give me your clothes!”

Val smiled and said sweetly, “Hello, Cousin. Did you sleep well?”

The woman was nearly foaming at the mouth in rage as she said, “Valeera, get me home! And have that one give me her skirt.”

Dawn frowned at the woman and said, “Like hell. That is not going to happen. Val, your cousin is an kobold herself. Stand back and I’ll shoot her.”

The woman simply glared and shouted, “How dare you!”

Dawn said, hotly, “I’m not kidding. You calm down and show some respect or I’ll make you! And you won’t like me if I really get angry.”

Val laughed loudly and said, “Cousin, you better listen to her. She a lot more woman than you are. She won’t kill you because you are family, but I wouldn’t anger her.”

I stepped in and asked more gently, “What’s your name?”

She fumed more, and reached to her arm and found the dart sticking there and pulled it out gingerly.

She said, “For your information, I am Delilah, of Sturgil’s Mark. My uncle is a rich land owner and no one to be trifled with. I will ask him to have some mercy on you, but he’ll throw you in prison for talking to me like this.”

Val laughed even harder, and now Dawn  and I couldn’t help ourselves either.

I said, “Well, if my father-in-law blames me for how you have been spoken to, he’s a different man than I thought. And as for you being mine, by custom, I’m afraid that isn’t going to work out at all. I won’t say that Dawn was right about you having lived as a she-kobold so long that you appear to be one, but it’s what I’m thinking, even if I won’t say it. Val, under any other circumstance, I would be concerned for her welfare, you know that, but unless you tell me that she is truly insane and can’t be held accountable, we’ll take her home, but no more than that.”

Delilah said again, “The treasure is mine.”

I laughed and said, “Fine with me. If it is yours, then you can carry it.”

She screamed, “Give me your clothes!”

Dawn started to scream something back, but stopped herself and tossed a rag from the ground at Delilah and said, “We should go. Or kill her here. One of the two.”

Val and I both smiled and I said, “We’ll take her home. It’s early. Backtrack to the edge of the orchard, and then we’ll go across the meadows. There’s nothing here we want.”

With that, Dawn, Val and I started walking.

Delilah screamed, “What about my treasure?”

I said with out turning around, “It your treasure, so you carry it.” Then to the girls I said, “Wow. That was unexpected. Of all the monsters in all the world, we had to rescue this one. Val, is she really your cousin? The sister that Lucille said disappeared?”

Val held my hand and said, “Yep. The same.”

I said, “I hate to say it, but will anyone be happy to have her back?”

Val said, “In a way. No one likes to think that someone they knew is dead.”

I said, “Should I feel sorry for Lucile?”

Val said, “No, I don’t think so. Lucille is a powerful woman and she will know how to take care of her niece.”

After that, we didn’t pay much attention to Delilah. We walked toward the village, and occasionally paused as Delilah complained that her treasure was too heavy, but only for a few seconds at a time. It was amazing how fit she was, given that she had been a captive of kobolds for several weeks. Maybe I had it backward and it was the kobolds who needed rescuing. Maybe they weren’t attacking us, but trying to run to safety.

We walked on toward the village and not much more was said between us. Delilah complained and screamed and demanded help, but the rest of us ignored her. She continued to demand that Dawn give her the clothes that she wore, saying that she could not enter the village wearing the rags that she had. And Dawn steadfastly refused to give up her clothes to a rude woman who had no regard for others.

I started to have pity for her. She was so unhappy, and so prideful, and so full of herself that she would never find true peace. I was surprised that her captivity hadn’t done anything to humble her at all. She had not gratitude or grace whatsoever. She seemed to blame us, and me most of all, for any troubles that she was having. And it was very strange to me that she hadn’t suffered at the hands of the kobolds. There were clear signs that they had used their other captives for food, but Delilah was in good health. She hadn’t been beaten, as far as I could tell, and she had eaten and had enough water. Other than her clothes and a little dirt, she seemed fine. At the camp, we had found her unbound and free to move about, and there had even been a crude tent where I now suspected that she had used for sleeping.

Without turning my head to look, I asked, “Delilah, what happened to your own clothes?”

She growled, “The stupid kobolds stripped me of them while I was gagged, before I had a chance to forbid them. They fought over it, and I don’t know where it went. When I demanded it back later, they said that they didn’t know where it was. The beasts were planning to eat me. Can you imagine? Well, when they took off my gag, I straightened that out right away. Then they at least gave me these rags and a tent to sleep under.”

I was afraid to ask my next question, but I did, saying, “What did you eat while you were with them?”

She said angrily, “Fruit, stupid. And a little of their meat. They didn’t even try to cook it until I showed them how. No bread or wine or cheese or pastries at all. It was torture. I told them to go get me better food, but none of them were brave enough.”

I said, “And why didn’t you leave them? Run away or try to escape?”

She answered as if I were the stupidest person who ever lived and said, “Dressed like this? Are you a complete peasant? I knew that when I was finally rescued that I would be given the honors that I deserved and taken home in celebration at my return. And I swear that when my village and my family sees what you have done to me, you will be hanged for it. My family is very rich and very powerful and you won’t get away with how you have treated me.”

Val said, more gently than I expected, “Delilah, I am your family.”

Delilah spat her words at Val, saying, “Not any more. No. You are not my family. I reject you and I will see that you are banished. You are my mother’s brother’s wife’s sister’s daughter,” and she paused in apparent confusion for a second.

Val said, “No, that’s right. Your mother’s brother’s wife’s sister’s daughter.”

Delilah said, “And therefore not even really my cousin. We are so distant that you are not even my family and don’t claim that you are.”

Val smiled and said, “But you claim my father as your uncle.”

Delilah said, “Your father is wealthy and therefore important. He will disown you after this. Treating me this way.”

Dawn had heard enough now and shouted, “You stupid fat cow of a senseless worthless mangy bitch! Shut up! Shut up, or there is going to be a horrible mistake where during the ‘rescue’ you were mistaken for a filthy kobold and shot through the tiny brain in your huge head with one of my own arrows. And I’ll drag your body back to the orchard and that’s where they’ll find you. Except that they won’t find you because when they come to burn the bodies all they will see is another filthy kobold dressed in filthy kobold rags and you will be tossed on the heap with the rest. And I’ll sleep well at night knowing that I rid the world of a monster and we live in a better place because of it. Shut up. I can’t take your ungrateful whining a minute longer!”

Delilah almost responded, but I intervened. 

I said, “OK. We had better calm ourselves. Dawn, I understand how you feel. And I don’t blame you. But we are going to deliver Delilah to her home, and then we will be done with her and we will have the knowledge that we did what was right, in spite of the difficulties. I want to ask Delilah a few more questions though, so try to put up with me.”

Dawn said quietly, “Of course.”

Val said, “Delilah, before Ronin questions you, I want to say that I accept your declaration and will act as you say.”

Delilah, still struggling with her box of loot said, “Well, you come to your senses. Give me your clothes.”

Val frowned and said, “Delilah, you misunderstand at every opportunity. What I mean is that you have said that we are not family. From now on, that is the truth. You have no kinship with me or anyone else in my house, including my father. We have treated you as we have out of respect for your parents. But as of this moment, you are not family.”

Delilah said, “And that is the truth. How could my blood be the same as yours?”

Dawn hissed, “Woman, you are worse than the kobolds.”

Delilah shouted, “I was their queen! They did my bidding. I could give the word, and they would rush from the caves and slay you all.”

I said solemnly, “That’s what I wanted to know. Delilah, listen to me. I don’t know if you can understand this, but I see where this is going and I have to tell you. I am going to clear out the orchards. The kobolds there will die. And everyone who is part of them. I can’t bring myself to believe that you ate their meat, meat that used to be villagers, good men or women from your own home, but somehow I know that you did. Delilah, if you were their queen, you would be my enemy and the first one that I would seek out and put to death. They killed and ate our friends. And you were part of it. Now you say that you would have them descend on the village and slaughter us. All for your pride because we won’t give you a dress to wear. I see the choice in front of you. Dawn is not going to kill you. Not yet.”

I stopped and turned and faced Delilah directly and said, “But you have a choice. You can find humility and  kindness and enter the village and have the people welcome you. You have already made a choice to remove yourself from us as family, and I sense that your decision is irrevocable, and you will never be taken back, even if you repent now, but you could still have friends and find a life if you choose to. Or you can make the choice that I know that you will. We will take you home, and then, when you are ready, I will escort you back here, all the way to the orchards, and you can rejoin your people, no, your minions, there. And there will be war. And I will tell you how the war will go. Because both the village and the farm will be threatened, and if I protect one of them, the other will be in danger, I will bring the war to the orchard. I will kill every monster there and then I will stand in front of whatever cave is home to them. I will advance bit by bit until I stand in the very throne room of the kobolds there, and whoever sits on that throne will die without negotiations. Do you understand me?”

Delilah stared at me intently and said, “I understand that you are stupid, a peasant with no breeding, and about to be hanged for your crimes. Take me home.”

At that, I turned and started walking. 

I said to the girls, “There are only three of us, but I mean what I said. She says that there are more kobolds in the orchards and in the caves. I won’t let our homes be destroyed and our people slaughtered.”

Val said brightly, “Ah, but you’re wrong.”

I looked at her, puzzled, and she said, “It’s too much work for three, even as formidable as we are. So we are fortunate that there are four of us. And we will fight like many more.”

I said, “Four?”

She said with a smile, “Have you forgotten? We will have Harmony. And Harmony will make us unbeatable.”

I laughed and said, “Oh, I had forgotten about harmony. I hope we find harmony soon. Today has been mostly discord. I could use a bit of harmony.”

I felt happier as we walked, and even Dawn brightened now that I had declared our intentions. Now it seemed that Delilah was insignificant. We would deliver her to the village, and be done with her. We would fight kobolds in the orchard tomorrow or the next day. Maybe this afternoon, we would go for a swim.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 27 The Sword That Takes Life is The Sword That Gives Life

We walked happily into the village a little later, and went straight to Lucille’s home where Delilah lived with her aunt. Delilah was in a hurry and wanted to get back to the house before anyone saw her in her rags. She tried to hide her face as we passed anyone on the little streets, but she was still burdened by her box of what she thought of as her treasure, and everyone noticed us. I’m not sure that they recognized Delilah though. She probably looked much different than the last time she had been seen by them.

When we reached Lucille’s house, before we had knocked, Lucille rushed out to us and threw herself into my arms and kissed me on the face. She hugged Dawn and Val warmly and then told us to wait where we were. She didn’t acknowledge Delilah at all.

She came back a second later with a medium sized travel bag and closed the door at her back, standing with us in the street.

She held the bag out to Delilah and said, “Here you are. All of your things, packed and ready to go. I’m glad that you’re safe. I hope you find happiness.”

Delilah looked at her and said, “What are you talking about. I need a bath and new clothes. Let me in.”

Lucille said, “No. Here are your things. I’m sure that there is a fine bath at the inn. And the river is lovely this time of year.”

Delilah said, “What are you on about? This is my home.”

Lucille said, “No dear, this is my house. Somehow you have never understood that.”

Delilah said, “Get out of my way and don’t be stupid. This is my house and you can leave if you want to, but I live here.”

Lucille said, “No, Dear, you don’t. This is my house. And I am planning to give it as a gift to a wonderful family that I know, and I am moving to the farm to be with my new family, and you are going to leave with this bag and whatever is in your box, and find your own way in the world.”

Delilah started to complain again, but something came over Lucille and Delilah kept quiet for once.

Lucille’s eyes darkened and she said quietly, but ominously, “Delilah, your blood has been darkened by your pride and haughtiness. It happened to many of your ancestors in former days, and they became the dark elves. I see it in you now. You make your own choices now, but staying here is not one of them. If you turn your heart in a better direction, I will wish the best for you, and I may even help you, but I don’t think that you will, and your experience in the orchard has sealed your path.”

Delilah said, “I have more blood than  you, but moreover, people respect me. They know that I am their princess and they do things for me because of it. Even the kobolds saw my royalty and did my bidding. And these three, and now you oppose me, and I will not be kind to any of you.”

Lucille said, “Delilah, people do what you say because you persuade them with magick. The kobolds listened to you because they are weak willed. Some here listen to you because they are naive and easily influenced. There aren’t as many following you as you imagine.”

Then to me she said, “Ronin, will you do me a kindness? An unpleasant one?”

I smiled, knowing that Lucile could easily convince me to do anything she asked me, even without the help of any magical abilities. I nodded in assurance that I would.

She said, “Take Delilah into the market. She wants new clothes. Be her escort a little longer. If she goes to the inn to bathe and change, wait for her. Help her buy what she wants, and then take her where she asks. You will know when your service to me is done. And for my part, I will find someone to run to the farm and tell them that you are safe and that you will return later. But when you have left Delilah, come back here to the house. I have something to give you. Girls, do you need anything before you go?”

Val and Dawn agreed that they didn’t need anything and Lucille went back in the house leaving us in the street.

I turned and looked at Delilah and she scowled. It seemed that her face was even more hardened than it had been. 

She whispered, “You will all pay for this humiliation. Take out your knife and give it to me so that I can cut your wrists.”

I said simply, “Delilah, that doesn’t work on me. Or anyone I suspect. I’ll take you where you want to go because Lucille asked me to, but I don’t take commands of any kind from you, and certainly not something like that. Are you so insane?”

Without another word, Delilah started walking. She left her bag of clothing where it sat near Lucille’s door and headed toward the market. First she went to the leather worker. She demanded a long leather skirt, a vest, boots, and gloves. All of them were black. She told the merchant to give them to her at no cost, but he looked at her as if she were joking and told her the price. She fumbled about in her box and paid for what she wanted and cursed the merchant under her breath. At another stall, she bought a red blouse to go under her vest, and a red under skirt to wear between her skin and her leather. Then she went to the blacksmith and bought two of the best knives that he had for sale. She bought a small pack and immediately dumped the contents of her box into it. She tried to sell the box, but the shopkeepers all sensed that something was not at all right about any of this and wanted as little to do with it as possible. In the end, she dropped the box in the street.

From there, we went to the inn. Delilah gave the innkeeper a coin for the use of a room and the bath. The girls and I waited for half and hour at a table out front, and when Delilah reappeared, she was dressed in her red blouse and black leathers, and the two knives hung at her sides from her belt. And now that she was armed, none of us stood too closely to her.

We stood up and she faced us and said, “As you say, we are not family. We are not even the same species. And, as you say, we are at war. I will let you take me in safety back to the orchard and then we will part company. Me to my kingdom, and you to the blackness of death.”

Suddenly, Dawn gasped and tapped me on the shoulder and pointed and whispered, “It’s one of them. The men who had me.”

I looked across the street, and a man had noticed us and started walking toward a narrow alley. It looked like he was expecting us to follow him.

I said quickly, “Wait for us here.”

Delilah said, “I wait for no man.”

I said, “That’s up to you,” and Dawn and I followed the man into a darker alleyway. 

He was waiting for us and as we approached, he said, “So, here you are. And we thought that you were dead. I have to meet the others in a few days. It will be good to be able to tell them I have finished the job. And, I don’t know who you are, Mister, but you picked the wrong company today. I have to kill you both.”

Dawn laid her hand on my arm to tell me to stay where I was and she approached the man and leaned in as if to whisper something in his ear. 

She said, “You will meet one of your friends in a few short minutes. A hundred beats of your heart or less.”

I saw Dawn’s right hand flash briefly from her belt, and then she stepped away and stood beside me again. It was dark in the alley, but I thought that I saw an even darker stain begin to spread near the man’s collar.

He said, “Girlie, you have been so much trouble. And I still want something from you. I’ll kill your companion first, and then have my way with you, and then leave you here in this alley.”

We stood and watched as the man bent forward as if suddenly tired or faint, and he braced himself with his hands on his knees. Dawn took my hand and turned us to leave.

The man called out after us, “Where do you think you’re going? I ain’t done with either of you.”

Dawn kept walking, but after five more steps, she turned and we watched as the man fell head first on the ground, his blood flowing from an expertly placed cut on his neck. The blood pooled near his head in the dirt. When Dawn had spoken to the man, she had sliced him so well that he never even noticed it. And now he was dead. I suspected that the third man would show up some day and he would be dealt with in a similar manner.

We went slowly back toward the inn. Delilah was still there, and when she saw us, she started walking. She walked quickly now. Dawn, Val, and I followed her because Lucille had asked us to. Delilah had nothing more to say, and neither did we.

I did say to Dawn, “Dawn, how do you feel? About what happened in the alley?”

She sighed heavily and said, “Ronin, it’s something that I learned from you. I don’t know how or when, but I learned that monsters die. They have to. We don’t torture them, but we make the world safer. Those three men were monsters. You heard him threaten me again, not only with death, but first he would rape me. What I did wasn’t even so much for me, but for the next poor girl that fell into his hands. It’s the same now with Delilah. If she chose to, she could live in peace with us. And we would help her. She appears to be choosing a war with us. And not just her, but any kobolds who she brings under her influence. She swore to slaughter the village and our family. We could kill her now, but we won’t. She hasn’t actually done it yet, even if she intends to. But she still has time to turn back. That man in the ally had no way to turn back. So, we put him to rest. He didn’t even feel pain or know that he was dying. But, even when justified, reaping is a grim business. When the time comes, who will deal with Delilah?”

I said, “I will. If necessary. Even if she does not turn, and I know now that she won’t, it may turn out that I don’t have to end her life. Her own choices may do it instead.”

Dawn said, “If the opportunity comes, after she has done harm, not just threatened to, I will do it if you want me to. Or if it is necessary. It’s very strange. Yesterday, at the river, we were all changed and so full of life. Today, I see that I am changed in another way and death is the other side of the same coin.”

I said, “We have a saying in my clan. The sword that takes life is the sword that gives life. If Delilah respected my sword, she would save her life. If she does not, it will take her life and give life to others.”

Dawn said, “Ah, and my knife is the same. It took life from the man in the alley, but gave life to us and to many others. I feel no responsibility for his choices. I do want to go swimming though. The three of us need time to play and be together after this.”

Val said, “With Harmony.”

I laughed and said, “Yes, with harmony. Me, my pretty mates, and harmony for all of us. We’ll go to the river and swim and frolic and make love with harmony.”

Val said, “It’s going to be better than you think. But first, we have a war to start.”

I looked up at the sound of a shout. Delilah was about twenty feet ahead of us and we were within sight of the orchards. I could swear that Delilah spoke in the Orcish language as she screamed as loudly as she could. I didn’t understand her words, but I heard her mutter a moment later, “Kill them all.”

We heard a commotion in the trees a hundred and fifty feet away, and then a band of the monsters were running toward us. Delilah barked out more harsh words in the foreign language, and continued to walk calmly toward the orchard. Dawn and I quickly drew our bows, and when the first of them were in range, we started to shoot. At a hundred feet, two of them fell. At eighty feet, two more. At sixty feet, another two. At forty feet, another two, but Val was shooting now, using her fast acting sleeping darts, and a third fell after it took five running steps in our direction. Two more dropped from arrows twenty feet from us and one more from the dart.

At that, I dropped my bow and drew my sword as I ran toward the kobolds. The first one to reach me took a cut upward across his chest and a second took a downward cut in the opposite direction. Another tried to run past me toward the girls, but I spun and pierced his ribs as he went. 

I heard Val call out, “Ronin, focus front. If I need you, I will tell you!”

Suddenly, I felt a poke at my own side and instinctively spun to strike my attacker with the hilt end of my sword. The blow was hard enough to crush his skull at the temple, and he fell at my feet. The knife had certainly cut me, but it was dull and didn’t go very deep. Most of the wound was absorbed by my leather vest. When I looked up, I saw three more of the kobolds directly upon me. My sword flashed through the neck of the one most directly in front of me, but the other two were so close that I couldn’t get a good swing at them. I bashed the one on my right in the head with my hilt again, stunning him, and I kicked directly into the stomach of the other, sending him backward several feet. I saw a flash of steel in the corner of my eye, and the one on my right fell to Val’s knife. And the other had an arrow in his brain.

The rest, just four of five of them, were running into the orchard, along with Delilah, their self-appointed queen. Dawn took aim for a long shot, and one more fell face down before he reached safety. 

Beside us, and in the path ahead, were thirty-one bodies on the ground. Val moved to examine my wound and Dawn ran to check each body and finish the two that had been hit by Val’s darts. 

Val pulled off my vest and found that I was cut fairy deeply across the ribs on my left side, but it wasn’t a deadly wound and a few stitches of thread and a good cleaning and bandages would have me well again in a few days. And I would still be able to walk and fight if needed.

Now that it was over, I was surprised at the number of dead kobolds. I had expected about twenty, not thirty. I was standing in a circle of bodies and as I turned to see the ones behind me, I saw a very unexpected surprise. Directly behind me was another person. I looked at them and they looked directly at me. It was a woman. Dressed in black, similar to how Delilah had been, but very different as well. She wore a pair of leggings or pants, a short skirt, a sleeveless vest with no blouse underneath, calf length boots, and no gloves. She was about five feet tall, and slender.

She said simply, “I killed nine.”

I said, “Thank you. Um, thank you very much. I um, am surprised to see you. Where did you come from?”

She said, “From our house. But we should go. Aunt Lucy is waiting.”

Now I recognized her. This was the girl from Lucille’s house. The one in the courtyard that had been practicing so diligently with a log. I stood where I was, not knowing what to say.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 28 Finding Harmony

When I didn’t move, the girl knelt down at my feet and said, “My Lord. My sister has refused her duty. I will honor her obligations in her stead. You shall have me in her place as is your right.”

I stammered, “Um, but, that isn’t necessary. Um, I don’t need a reward and um, you don’t have to do that and …” but I didn’t get a chance to finish because the girl stood up and started undressing. 

I said, “Wait, really, oh, um, you are very beautiful, but …” and I paused. 

She was beautiful. She was stunning. Not more than Val or Dawn, but at least as much, and in a different way. She had her vest off now, and I couldn’t look away from her breasts. They were like the other two girls, but since she was so much smaller, they were very different. And very beautiful. And I didn’t know what to do. She continued to undress, first lifting each leg to pull her boots off her pretty feet, and then dropping her short skirt on the ground at her ankles. I saw now that her pants weren’t truly pants, but come kind of chaps like a horseman would wear. They covered her legs, but her crotch was entirely open. And her buttocks weren’t covered either. I tried to make a sound to stop her from going even farther, but I couldn’t seem to do it. She pulled a tie at each side of her hips, and stepped out of her last bit of clothing and stood before me naked. 

Then, she stepped forward and without thinking, I took her in my arms and she kissed me. And I nearly passed out as a wave of passion and love crashed against me. It was like with Lucille, but amplified as if Lucille had decided to kill me with love and sex. I pulled the girl up around my waist and held her as we shared the most incredible kiss, and all the while I wondered if I drifted in an out of consciousness. I didn’t know what was happening, but I knew that if this girl really accepted me, we were going to be together. I was nearly orgasmic, and I felt my body strain toward this new love of mine with urgency. If I didn’t force myself to step back, I was going to end up making love to her right here. In fact, we were already making love right here.

I quickly forced myself away from her lips, and then immediately rushed back in for more kissing. And I pulled away again and tried to set the girl on her feet. She didn’t yield to being put down, but instead gripped my waist with her legs, and clung to my neck with her arms, and laid her head against my shoulders.

I looked to Val and Dawn and said weakly, “I, I, well, I, what’s going on?”

Dawn laughed and said, “I think she’s fucking your mind. How is it?”

Val smiled pleasantly and said, “Dawn, you haven’t met yet. This is Harmony. She’s one of us.”

Dawn said, “I can see that. I’ll get her clothes,” and she bent down and gathered up the girl’s clothing.

I said, “But who is she. Um, Delilah’s sister? But who is she?”

Val said sweetly, “What do you mean? We’ve talked about her several times. We agreed that she would be with us in our bed.”

I said, “What? I don’t remember that. How? What do you mean? What’s happening?”

Val said, “Ronin, this is Harmony. Who did you think that we were talking about all those times? We said that we had to find Harmony and that she would be with us. And that there would be four of us and that we would be more when we were together than we were before.”

Dawn said, “That’s what we talked about. I was surprised when I heard about it, but I trusted Val and you seemed to know all about it. You said that we would go swimming and make love with Harmony. Val, has he lost blood, or is this because of the sex magick?”

Val looked puzzled and said, “I don’t know. He hasn’t lost that much blood, unless he was wounded in another place. I don’t see blood on his feet. Ronin, Are you OK?”

The girl in my arms stirred and kissed my cheek and squirmed out of my arms onto her own feet.

She looked at Dawn and said, “Dawn, I am so happy to be with you. I love you. And I have loved him from the moment he came to the village that first day with you. I felt you arrive and I knew that we would be together. I’m happy to hear you say that you accept me.”

Harmony was standing with us, still naked, looking more like a wood elf than anything I could have imagined.

She bounced up and down a little with glee and said, “Oh, this is so much better than I had hoped. Wow, being naked with your man is a lot different than in the bath. Aunt Lucy says we don’t have to wear clothes hardly ever now, and I didn’t know it would be so great. And, the sex thing! She taught me, but I could only imagine until now, but I felt it, even just being held by him. Did you both get to mate already? I want to do it now. A lot. I mean, as soon as you both say I can. He’s yours first. I know that. And I will be good, but wow. And it was just our minds and kissing, and rubbing my pussy against his stomach and he wasn’t even undressed, but wow. Do I have to wait a long time? We have to go home though.”

I interrupted and said, “Harmony?”

The tiny naked pixie looked up and me and said, “Yes?”

I said, “But, how?”

She grinned and said, “I followed you. I stayed out of sight. When the kobolds came, I ran toward them. When they reached me, I killed them. I used my knives, but also my hands and feet. I did what you taught me and got inside their reach and slew them as they grappled with me. I had never done it before, but it seemed simple enough. I had practiced it over and over, so I just did what I had trained for. Are we going to the house or are we going to stay here in the open. I could suck on your penis if you want me to. I never did that before either, but I know how because Aunt Lucy told me about it…and um, because of um, stuff I saw.”

Dawn said, “Ronin, she was amazing. She stood beside me and kobolds just died. One after another. She was like a deadly whirlwind. Harmony, you’re going to love it. I do.”

Harmony said, “I know I will. But, I can wait if we have to. But I hope not too long. So it’s OK?”

Dawn said, “Of course. We’re together now. I feel it as much as we all do. It’s like you have always been here. Weren’t you at the river making love with us yesterday? I know you can’t have been, but I feel like you were.”

Harmony said, “Well, kind of. I was there.”

Val said, “I thought so! It was you in the bushes. I felt it. I wanted to tell you to come out, but I knew I needed to wait until now. So you were watching! How wonderful. What did you think of it?”

Harmony said, “It was spectacular. He’s really cute. I mean manly and handsome. I was kind of scared at first, seeing it for real, but not anymore. We bonded, so I’m not scared at all.”

I said, “You were watching us? Make love?”

Val said, “Ronin, are you in shock? Aren’t you following this at all? And you seem to have forgotten so much. Are you OK?” 

Then her eyes went wide as if she had a sudden revelation. 

She said, “Oh, your head needs clearing. Like in the fields a few days ago when I wore my furs. You need to fuck to clear your head.”

I said, “No. Well, maybe. But, no. Um, the first time will be in a bed, not out here. I think. It’s fine if we have to, like that day, but not now. Maybe. Wow, I am confused. I’m not in shock though. Or maybe I am. I don’t know. Can we sit down?”

Harmony, naked and beautiful, said, “Dawn, catch him.”

I said, “What?” and Dawn stepped behind me and Harmony pressed her fingers against my forehead, and I blacked out.

When I opened my eyes, Val was just pulling my shirt back down to cover a bandage that she had applied to my chest. 

She was kneeling beside me on the grass and said, “Hello. Did you sleep well? I sewed you up and put on some ointment that will help you heal. You probably won’t even have a scar. And I bandaged it. We can take the bandages off if we go swimming and I will put a new one on later. You weren’t hurt as badly as I had feared. The way you were talking, I wasn’t sure.”

Dawn stood over me and looked down and said, “Are you OK now? We should get going.”

Harmony stood over me on the other side and said, “I think I broke him. Oh well. We’ll fix him up.” Then, glancing down at her still naked body she said, “See anything you want?”

I shook my head and closed my eyes and then opened them and said, “I want all of you. But I need to ask some questions. Or maybe just get some clarification. You say we need to go?”

Dawn said, “Yeah. Apparently Lucille will be waiting for us. And we need to let everyone know that we are still alive.”

Dawn and Harmony pulled me to my feet and I said, “Harmony, you’re still naked.”

She grinned and said, “If you need to ask that, you are in bad shape. Or I am.” And she laughed. Then she said, “Carry me,” and she climbed onto my back before I could answer.

Dawn and Val gathered up our things and Harmony’s clothes and started us walking toward the village.

Val said, “I think that I know what’s going on. I have been trying to figure it out, and I think I understand. Let me see if I can explain.”

I said, “Please do. Harmony, don’t wiggle so much.”

Val said, “OK, first things first. Ronin, Dawn, this is Harmony. She is Delilah’s sister. Her parents were lost in a blizzard four years ago, along with Lucille’s husband.”

Harmony said proudly, “And now Lucy is going to live with Gerald, and we are all mated to you, and that will make Lucy your mother and mine. Oh, that makes Delilah your sister. That’s awkward.”

Val said, “Yeah, that is awkward. So, Harmony is thirty two years old, I guessed that you would want to know eventually, especially since she looks eighteen and acts like she’s about ten or twelve sometimes, when she’s especially happy. It seems to me that all of us look a bit younger than other people and I think it’s the elf thing. Anyway, when you came to the house, everyone knew that you and Dawn and I  were going to be mates. Even Dawn knew it right away. And I knew that Harmony would be too.”

I asked, “Harmony, why am I carrying you?”

She said, “Because I want you to.”

I said, “Oh.”

Val continued, “But when you asked me about our purpose in coming together, and I told you that it was so that you, and Dawn and I, and Harmony would all be with you, I think that you misunderstood. Now I see that you didn’t know who Harmony was. I didn’t connect that dot, because you agreed that finding Harmony was really important to you. But I meant this Harmony, and you meant a sense of things all being as they should be, working together for peace and purpose. Of course, so did I, but I meant that Harmony had to be with us for that to happen. Every time someone mentioned Harmony to you, they thought you knew, and you thought we meant a sense of congruousness to our lives. Even Lucy didn’t understand why it seemed like something wasn’t connecting when we talked about it. But today, because Delilah had been rescued, and now that she was making her choice, it was time for Harmony to take her place with us.”

Harmony said, “So I followed you and killed nine kobolds with big tusks. Partly to annoy Delilah, but mostly because we were doing it. So I did my part. Hey, my boobs fit around your ears kind of. That’s funny. You have booby ears. So that’s it. End of story. You guys, I never felt like this before. It’s like I was waiting for four years and now my birthday is finally here and I get to open my present. I’m acting like a stupid little girl, but I don’t care because I’m  so happy.”

Val said, “Any questions? I’m sorry for the misunderstandings. It’s really funny when you think about it.”

I said, “Harmony, are you having fun back there?”

She said, “Gobs.”

I said, “Listen, I know we pretty much mated psychically and emotionally and everything, and I do love you, and everything seems like it has to be like this, and if you tell me that you changed your mind, I’ll be devastated and nothing will ever seem right with the world, ever again, but we have to clear something up. You don’t owe me yourself because I rescued your sister and she wasn’t grateful enough to even say thank you.”

Harmony said, “Oh Val, it’s all true. Everything Lucy taught me. I didn’t know it, but it is. Every word. She would say, ‘Now remember. When it comes to love, men are very stupid.’”

All the girls laughed and then Harmony said, “I was teasing about that stuff about taking her place. It was just a way to start a conversation. And to take my clothes off. Of course I don’t owe you myself for that. I owe it to myself to be with you, and to love you, and to be happy with you and Val and Dawn. And now we have our own house and we are going to all live together and sleep in one bed and everything. Oh, I better put some clothes on now though.”

I said, “Oh. I was just getting used to the idea of you being naked. I didn’t even really see you yet.”

She climbed down and posed and said, “Look quick. The village is just up ahead. Dawn, give me my clothes.”

The tiny girl dressed quickly, and as we started walking again, I wondered about Harmony. The first time Val had mentioned Harmony was when we talked about the purpose for our meeting. Val had said immediately for Harmony. Why? And I had taken it that she meant that we needed to find Harmony to fulfill our purpose. The way I looked at the world, there could even have been purpose in my thinking the she had meant more than for the girl Harmony, but for a greater harmony between us that would be needed for our purpose. The harmony of purpose, versus the girl named Harmony made talking about it confusing even now. But where were we now, how did we get here, and how did it all fit together?

The answer was that we were on the brink of war. A small, local war, perhaps, but war. If I framed it as a fairy tale, we had a new evil queen of the kobolds, and she was determined to destroy our tiny kingdom. We also had a tiny band of heroes, now four of us, and we were on a quest to stop her. Val had said several times today that we needed four of us, not just three. The girl was essential. If I looked back at the story being written, did Val sense what was coming and know even a week ago that this would all take place? I decided to ask.

I said, “Val, when we first met, when we sat on the bed together, that first afternoon, did you know that all of this would happen?”

Val took my hand and said, “I knew that Delilah was missing. I knew that she was persuasive because of her magick and often got people to do what she wanted. I assumed that she had been taken captive by something in the orchards. I assumed that if her captives had brains at all that she would find a way to manipulate them if she could. I knew that she was trouble, and that if she was traumatized or offered a chance for authority that she would seize it. I knew that if she did, that we would all be in danger. I knew that you had come to be our hero and that Dawn and I would be with you, but that it wouldn’t be enough. I knew that Harmony was supposed to be with us, both as a mate, and as a companion hero. I knew that if all of this was to happen like it has, that we had to wait until it all happened, just as it did. I knew that we couldn’t rush into the orchards and immediately slay Delilah. She is a person and needs a chance to repent and do what’s right. Even if she never will. She and Harmony are sisters, and therefore both must play a part in the conflict and its resolution.”

She paused and then said, “And, no, I didn’t really know any of that until I tried to think it through just now. All I thought that I knew at the time was that Harmony had to be with us and that our purpose would be revealed as each chapter of our life unfolded before us. You were already here. Dawn was already here and she was healing. I was already committed in my heart to be with you and to be part of the adventure. The only piece missing, the one that I knew was next, was Harmony.”

I leaned in and whispered to Valeera, but loud enough for all of us to hear, “I like her.”

Val grinned and whispered back, “So do I.”

Dawn, who obviously overheard us whispered, “She has a very pretty butt.”

Harmony whispered, “And her tits aren’t bad either. She’s really short though. She would almost fit in your pocket. Do you suppose that her vagina is even big enough for mating? I think she’s nervous about that. Do you think that she should worry?”

Val whispered, “No. It’s always tight at first. But no matter how small she is, her body will adapt to her lover’s size. In fact, because she might be small, she might find pleasure in some ways that another woman might not. But then again, just because a girl is short, it doesn’t mean that her pussy will be. Every woman is different down below, and you can’t tell anything from how tall she is.”

Harmony said, “Good. I want her to be happy with us. We’re very close, you know. I love her like my own self. I’m glad that she’s going to be with us. I can’t wait to see what happens when she gets her first time in bed with Ronin. I bet he shows her a good time. She and I talked about it a few days ago, and she’s very excited to be with him and find out what sex is really like. It looked really nice at the river.”

Dawn said, “Oh, she’ll love it. Ronin will be so gentle that she is going to have a wonderful first time. She’s going to love it. Hey, Harmony, what’s with the pants with no crotch? Those are a great idea.”

Harmony said, “Yeah. A girl doesn’t want to wear pants when her mate is nearby, but she has to be modest, doesn’t she? So, this way, she has pants and protection for combat, and can still wear a  short skirt, but she will still be ready for lovemaking in an instant.”

Dawn said, “I want some of those.”

Val said, “Me too, but only for when we absolutely have to wear them.”

We were at the edge of the village now, and we walked side by side down the streets until came to Lucille’s house. When we got there, Harmony opened the door and we all went in. We found Lucille sitting in the back garden at a table with both Gerald and Jean. None of them stood up when we entered, but instead waved us toward four chairs that had been arranged and waiting for us.

Lucille said, “Well, back already? And you found Harmony, I see. Ronin, were you as surprised as I think you were?’

I said, “I was.”

Gerald said, “Surprised at what? By Harmony? You had met Harmony before and had already declared your intentions for her. We spoke about it. You were a bit odd, but you knew.”

Lucy laughed and said, “Not exactly. I could tell that there was a little miscommunication going on, but it’s all cleared up now, isn’t it? Harmony, is everything the way that you had hoped?”

Harmony said, “As far as Ronin and I? Yes. As far as Delilah? I had hoped for better.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 29 War Council Part 1

Gerald frowned and said, “Ah, so, is she dead?”

Lucy said, “No, I suspect that it’s a lot worse than that. Go on and tell us, Ronin. Don’t be embarrassed to tell us the truth, just because she had been family. We need the truth.”

The girls all looked to me and I said, “Delilah has chosen her different path. Her heart has turned very black. We gave her every opportunity to be good, but she chose a different way. When we took her back to the orchards, because she told us to take her there, she declared that she would be the queen of the kobolds, and…” 

Gerald interrupted, exclaiming, “Kobolds!”

I sighed and said, “The orchard is home to kobolds now. Temporarily at least. That is what killed the villagers. They had taken Delilah as well, but she persuaded them that she was more or less their queen, and they didn’t harm her. Now, she lives with them. Unfortunately, as their leader. She has sworn to destroy the village and the farm, and I have sworn to stop her. We are at war. As we approached the tree line, she screamed out something in the language of Kobolds and Orcs, and the monsters ran toward us to attack. We had killed a number of them when we rescued Delilah earlier in the day, and thirty more died in this battle.”

Jean said quickly, “Were any of you hurt?”

Val said, “Ronin has a cut across his ribs, but he is sewn up and will be fine.”

I continued, “Delilah said that the kobolds came from caves nearby and that they have an underground cavern. I don’t think that she had seen it, but that she had been told about it by the kobolds in the orchard.”

Lucille asked, “Is this my fault? If I hadn’t thrown her out, perhaps she wouldn’t have made this choice. No, I knew that she would, even before I was so harsh with her. I knew that it was what she would do.”

I said, “You might as well ask, was it my fault? If I had killed her at the very first, she wouldn’t have been alive to make this choice. But even if she had turned to a better way, we would still have this predicament. The kobolds are there. Now they have a queen. At least we believe that they do. Does that make them more dangerous? Maybe. Would we have been safe if not for Delilah? No. Gerald, I told you that I would clear your fields and orchards and make all of you safe. The fields are clear and the rats have been eradicated. My next task is the orchards. But now I am several times more dangerous than I was. When I met you, I was a novice looking for work. I had a wooden sword and no good knife. And I worked for wages. Now, I have a very fine sword. But I also have two bows that fire with deadly precision at the same time. I have a healer that performs miracles. I have two fierce warriors with knives. I have one with the ability to follow a man for miles and he never knows it. Dawn, Val, and I killed about twenty kobolds. But Harmony killed nine by herself. Today, forty kobolds, or more, died. And it was four of us who did it. Each of us accounted for ten enemies. And if necessary, we would have killed many more.”

Gerald said, “And the other day, three of you killed hundreds of the rats.”

I said, “I feel good about our capabilities, and now that we have Harmony between us,” and I smiled at the reference, “we are complete for now. But, now the troubles begin. We have fields that can give us food, if we can hold them. Delilah knows that she needs to attack us in two places. If we guard one, she attacks the other. If we guard the farm, she attacks the village. If we guard the village, she destroys the farm. And after she destroys one or the other, or weakeners both bit by bit, she wins eventually. But, I told her that I know that she will try it. And I told her that what we must do is to clear out the orchard and guard neither the village nor the farm, but the very gates of her kingdom. If her minions can’t escape, they can’t attack. I told her that after I have her gates, I will take her tunnels.”

Jean said, “Oh my. That sounds bad. For all of us.”

I said, “She won’t believe me. Because of her pride, and her sense of superiority and entitlement, much of it due to her … beauty, she won’t listen to reason.”

I had almost said ‘her heritage’ instead of ‘beauty’, but I remembered at the last instant that Gerald wasn’t supposed to know about the elven connections.

Lucille said, “He’s right. She believes that she was born a queen and has a royal entitlement. Going to the kobolds is her way of getting what she feels is her destiny. And no, she won’t hear anything that she is told, even if Ronin tells her every bit of his plan before he does it.”

I said, “That is one very small advantage. We don’t need to deceive her because she deceives herself. But, that doesn’t make her less determined or less dangerous.”

Jean asked quietly, “How many kobolds are there?”

Harmony spoke up for the first time and said, “Not enough.”

I laughed and said, “Well, technically, even one is more than enough if you ask me, but here is my guess. I take it that no one in the village has seen kobolds here before. Have there been legends or rumors in the past? No? Then, I guess that there are certainly several hundred, but not much more than a thousand.”

Gerald said with concern, “A thousand?”

I said, “I only know what I was taught, but I think no more than a thousand. If there were more, they would have been bolder and more people would have disappeared long ago and there would have been at least rumors, if not sightings of them. I think that they have only grown to a point where they have had to come above ground very recently. Probably they were chasing the rats for food. Trust me, they didn’t come out of their caves for fruit from your orchards. My thinking is that they came out for the rats. When we went through the rats’ lair, we came out of a tunnel at the very edge of the orchard, right at the place where they were camped.”

Harmony said, “Ah, so they would wait for rats to come out on that side and kill them for food.”

I said, “Exactly. And that brings up another advantage that we have over Delilah. She has no knowledge of tactics and strategy. I can tell. She demands what she wants and declares it. She has no skills at making a plan and following it. She tells others what to do, and if they don’t do it, she has no tools but to threaten them. Now, she will learn over time, I think, but it will be a hard lesson for her.”

Jean said, “Do you have a strategy in mind?”

I said, “We will make a better plan later, but I’ll give you an example. As much as possible, we will rely on what is called ‘the art of fighting without fighting’. When we killed rats, we shot them with darts and they didn’t even know that they were struck. They simply laid down and died, and we never raised a weapon against the great majority of them. We fought hundreds without fighting.”

Val said, “But the kobolds won’t do that. The first one we hit with a dart simply pulled it out and threw it aside. He would have been sick, but might not have died.”

I said, “And we can use that to our advantage. Think about this. If our dart was smaller, and pricked our victim and simply made him ill, he would return to the cave at some point and others would see that he was suffering, but none would know the cause. If many of them who go to the orchards return weak and suffering and unable to eat, the others will start to fear the orchards and whatever mysterious thing is causing the illness. Val, can you create a potion that raises a welt on the skin? A big sore of some kind, even if it doesn’t do more harm than that?”

She said, “I could.”

I said, “And if the kobolds who come out to the surface are plagued by some skin disease, they will want to stay in their caves. And there’s little reason to come out now anyway. The rats are all gone. But the villagers are food for them. And we have wide open meadows between us and them and it will be difficult for them to sneak in and grab someone without being spotted. So, they don’t have the easy source of food that they did. We may find it a horrid thought, but it will be the case that their easiest source of food will be their own dead or weak.”

Dawn said quietly, “Or their queen.”

I said, “True, but I don’t think that Delilah will have to worry about that very soon. She has an easy command over them and they will eat each other before they eat her.”

Jean asked, “But what will she eat?”

I lowered my head, not wanting to answer, but Val said solemnly, “Mother, Delilah told us herself that she had already eaten the kobolds’ meat. Not the meat of kobolds, but of the rats, and we believe the villagers. I’m sorry.”

Gerald exclaimed, “How can this be? She may not have been our flesh and blood, but she was family. I can’t believe you. I know that you are telling me the truth, but this has to be a nightmare that I’m having.”

I said, “Father, I will do what I can. Your farm and your village will be safe someday soon. My little army is mighty.”

Gerald asked gravely, “Ronin, do we need to hire more warriors?”

I said, “I don’t think that we should. I am confident now that the four of us, Dawn, Val, Harmony and I, can keep each other safe in any circumstance. If there were more, I would feel an obligation to protect them too. The four of us move as a team. At times like one being with eight arms and one mind between us. Val and I especially have bonded in battle that way. And Dawn and Harmony will be the same with us. And, I’m convinced that Harmony will bring us an order that we could never have without her.”

Gerald asked, “So, what now.”

I said, “We have a little time, I think. Not much, but some. So, now we prepare for war.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

End of Book One

We will end the first book here. If you read on, it’s up to you. 

The story continues in the next volume.  I don’t really know what will happen next. Ronin and this band are preparing for war with Delilah and the kobolds. Our hero has found Harmony. Now he needs to learn to live with Harmony. 

If you are still reading my story, again, that was your choice.  It was a lot of reading when all that really needed to be said might be summed up like this:

1.  Find Harmony in your adventures.

2.  It is easiest to fight without fighting.

3. Thinking through the possible outcomes leads to unexpected answers.

If you choose to read on, that’s up to you.  I’m going to keep writing the story, whether you read it or not.

END OF BOOK ONE
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	Ronin is a novice Adventurer Monk out to kill some monsters and make a name for himself. The elven girls who join him don’t like wearing armor very much, but overall they’re a great team. Monsters beware. We’re coming to kick down doors and take the loot.
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	Robby Jensen likes vacationing at a particular resort. But this time he finds out that the staff have a crush on him. And the robots are terrible scamps. It starts with a drowning girl in the river - and Robby just happens to be there in a canoe to rescue her.

	What if you wake up on a road with no idea who you are? The place seems medieval, but is it the future, or the past? The population is low and good men are at a premium. A smart guy like Joshua knows how to make a new life, even if he can’t figure out how he got here or what the rules are at first.
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