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 Chapter One 
 
    I crouched in the tree and watched the top of Peter’s tousled blond head as he stalked through the woods toward my position. He was after Simon, and both of us could see the edge of our friend’s sash trailing out the end of a hollow log thirty feet away. It had to be Simon because he was the only novice skinny enough to fit inside that log. 
 
    I considered sparing Peter and letting him take out Simon, but his hair was just glinting so brightly in the sunlight, and his gaze was focused so intently on the end of that log, that I could not resist. I leapt down onto his shoulders, possibly cracking his spine as we both slammed to the ground. He screamed so loudly that my position was already given away, so I let out a jubilant war whoop as I sliced his throat open. Blood gushed as I stepped off his crumpled corpse. 
 
    Up on the observation platform, the other Peter shoved me. 
 
    “You know I fucking hate the throat slashes,” he complained as he massaged his throat. 
 
    “How would you prefer to die next time?” I asked. “Last round I drowned you in the creek. You bitched about it. Last week Simon dropped a rock on your head. You bitched about it. Maybe you just aren’t a very good sport?” 
 
    I turned my attention to the other four novices on the platform. Two of them had already been accounted for in this round, and I already knew that Simon was in the log. But Hal wore a focused expression. So I guessed that he was still in the game. 
 
    In the forest, I headed towards the brown leather sash. 
 
    Up on the platform, I glanced over at the other Simon. His sharp little face, beneath a mop of curly dark hair, did not look anxious. In fact, he looked like he was trying not to smirk. 
 
    In the forest, I appraised all the trees in the vicinity of the log. Most of them did not have dense enough foliage to conceal a body, even a skinny body like Simon’s. A few that did lacked branches low enough to allow for climbing. He could not have brought his grappling hook since we were playing with restricted weapons that day and only had one dagger each. 
 
    There was, however, a large boulder right next to the log. A boulder positioned in such a way that, if someone were to bend down towards the entrance of the log, it would be quite feasible to leap out from behind that boulder and attack that person while he wasn’t looking. 
 
    Simon wasn’t as clever as he thought he was. 
 
    I whistled as I strolled straight up to the hollow end of the log with the sash sticking out. Before Simon could make his move, I bounded on top of the log and from there launched myself onto the boulder. Then I scrambled for a foothold, kicked to the top, dropped down from the other side, and landed smack on top of Simon. Before he could even unfold his limbs, I carved him straight down the spine. Blood sprayed across the side of the rock like a tossed bucket of red paint, and my friend’s body fell to the ground as its lips silently tried to form words. 
 
    The Simon on the platform with my other self collapsed on the floor, writhing. “Ow, you sick bastard! End it! That’s not even a killing blow!” 
 
    “Let’s see if this is,” I replied. 
 
    My other self reached into the gash, grasped Simon’s spine, yanked as hard as I could, and wrenched it halfway out of his back. 
 
    The Simon on the platform panted with relief. “Okay, I don’t want to hear another word out of you about a fucking throat slash, Peter.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “It’s just, they told us to keep trying different ways, and, well, your spine is more accessible and more fragile than anyone else’s.” 
 
    Simon looked pissed off. “What gave away the log trick, anyway?” 
 
    At that I laughed. “It wasn’t you down there, it was you up here. You were practically salivating over your own cleverness.” 
 
    Down in the forest, I picked up Simon’s discarded sash and tugged it between my hands. “Your turn, Hal, stop procrastinating,” both of me yelled at the top of my lungs. 
 
    Neither of him responded. 
 
    On the platform, I asked, “Is it cheating if I use a garment as a strangulation device?” 
 
    “Yes,” three voices answered immediately. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know,” Simon said thoughtfully. “I mean, he didn’t bring an extra weapon with him. We’re all wearing them. And you can use any part of your body, which I think should include garments.” 
 
    “No acquiring or constructing weapons in the field either,” Peter reminded us. 
 
    “So my sash is fine, but not Simon’s,” I clarified. No one objected, so down in the forest, I tossed Simon’s sash aside and stripped mine from my waist. 
 
    “Come on, Hal, we’re all waiting, where are you?” I growled at him on the platform. 
 
    Down in the forest, he bellowed, “Here I am!” as he charged into sight, a dagger clutched in one of his fists as they pumped furiously at his sides. 
 
    He was ten feet away from me when he evaporated into thin air. 
 
    “Fuck, Hal, can’t you last more than five minutes?” I yelled. 
 
    “That was over twenty,” he protested on the platform. 
 
    The others chimed in unison, “It was almost twenty.” 
 
    “We can’t all keep a second body around for as long as we want to, Vander.” 
 
    They had all tried to explain to me many times what it felt like. I had heard that it was like holding your breath, and eventually, you either stopped of your own accord when it got uncomfortable or just passed out, but either way, your bodies forced you to re-assimilate, eventually. Others had said that it was like needing to piss, and you either relieved yourself at a time and place of your choosing, or your bladder chose for you when it was time to resume its baseline condition. Well, I needed to breathe and I needed to piss, but I never needed to re-assimilate my selves. I just always did it eventually when my additional presence started making people uncomfortable, or one of the priests ordered me to. 
 
    “All right, all right,” I sighed, poised to recall my other self. “Let’s go get dinner.” 
 
    “Wait,” Simon fixed me with a stare. “You still have your other self up? Totally intact?” 
 
    “Not a scratch,” I bragged. My other self examined Simon’s mangled corpse, wondering what exactly had been the decisive factor. Was it a specific nerve that I needed to sever? Had he simply hemorrhaged to death? 
 
    “In that case,” Simon said cheerfully, wrapping me in a hug. Peter clasped my right hand. 
 
    “What--” I felt Simon’s dagger plunge between my ribs. 
 
    “Oh c’mon guys, not again. We’re four miles out from the temple, I don’t wanna walk!” I yelped, but Peter sawed my hand off, anyway. The others converged. 
 
    “You better fucking save me a turkey leg, you little shits,” I screamed as my best friends methodically carved up my entire body. “A plump juicy one. As plump as your mother’s tits, Peter! As juicy as her--” They were already scampering off the platform when I lost consciousness. 
 
    These guys always pulled shit like this when I beat them, and I usually did beat them. So my remaining self stomped through the forest back towards the temple all by my lonesome. This was the cost of being the best, I supposed, and truth be told I didn’t mind having a little time to myself sometimes 
 
    Dinner was almost over by the time I got back. All the priests and vestals had dispersed from the great hall, and only a handful of novices remained. Simon and Peter, at least, were among them. I snuck up behind Simon and set my dagger to his throat. He nervously sent out another self to stand across the table from us and see who I was. 
 
    “Where’s my fucking turkey leg,” I hissed, and then we all started laughing. 
 
    Simon re-assimilated and pushed a full plate of food over to me. Then I sheathed my dagger and tore into it ravenously. Bread, lamb stew, chicken pie, potatoes doused in gravy, with a pear tart to finish. I had never calculated the exact quantities, but it seemed to me that if I exerted myself in two bodies and then re-assimilated into one, it became necessary to eat for both. 
 
    “Running around attached to a turkey in the coop outside,” he answered. “Not on the menu tonight. Can’t always get what we want, can we now? Not even you.” 
 
    “Not even me?” I repeated. 
 
    “The priests like you best. They try to hide it and be stern, but they do. Most of them, anyway, though I’ll admit there are a few that really do hate your guts. And the girl novices definitely like you best,” he said grumpily. “Hell, I bet there are even a few vestals--” 
 
    I laughed at that. “Careful, that’s blasphemy. Their charms are reserved for Qaar’endoth.” 
 
    “If you’re done stroking Vander’s ego,” Peter interrupted, “can we talk about the test tomorrow?” 
 
    “What about it?” Now it was Simon’s turn to be haughty. Out of all of us, he was the most academically gifted. It’s not that I was dumb, it’s just that there was just a very long list of ways I preferred to spend my time over studying textbooks. 
 
    “What do you think most of the questions will be on? Rites of worship, or rites of invocation?” Peter mumbled through a mouthful of mashed potatoes. 
 
    “Rites of worship,” Simon answered matter-of-factly. “Most of the invocation stuff comes later. They don’t want to teach us anything that we might try to use prematurely that could get us into real trouble.” 
 
    “The invocation stuff is more interesting,” I countered. “I was reading a passage in class yesterday about how to wake dormant relics. I didn’t understand any of the technical details, but you know all those things they keep in the sanctum? Like Saint Calliope’s fingernail trimmings? Some of them can actually be weaponized if you know how.” 
 
    “Weaponizing Saint Calliope’s fingernails is not going to be on the fucking test, Vander,” Simon snapped. His annoyance caused several crumbs to spray from his mouth. 
 
    “Well, maybe if it were, I would study more,” I said. 
 
    “If you aren’t going to be helpful, just go to bed, Vander,” Peter groaned. “Simon, quiz me.” 
 
    I shrugged. My plate was empty by then anyway, so I grabbed the last remaining pear tart off Peter’s plate and ate it as I walked off to the novice barracks on the other side of the courtyard. Going to bed and getting some sleep was not a bad idea. Simon always scored highest on our tests, but I was usually close behind. My academic performance was not as important to me as beating the rest of my class in combat, but it was still a matter of pride to do decently. 
 
    Also, I had only half slept the night before because, well, the female novices had not taken vows of chastity yet, and although there was a curfew and our barracks were strictly segregated, it was easy enough for me to make a sanctioned trip to the outhouse, and then return to bed in one body to be properly accounted for, while the other went over to wait for Meryn to make her own sanctioned trip outdoors.  
 
    I’d known her since we were children, and for most of that time, her body had been about as twiggy as Simon’s. She had stood out only for her shrill voice and orange hair. But in the last year or so her voice had deepened into a seductive purr, and she had rapidly acquired the curves of the most popular class of barmaid, but it was a challenge to see them through the shapeless basic outfit all novices wore regardless of gender. 
 
    We really had used the novices’ outhouse, sort of. The back wall of it that couldn’t be seen from the windows of either barracks, or any other part of the temple complex. The ground was frosted over, so instead of lying down, she had braced her hands against the wall and let me thrust into her from behind. 
 
    So, when I woke this morning after having re-assimilated my sweaty and sated self into the peacefully snoring one, it felt like I had had half a night’s sleep, and this entire day had dragged a bit. 
 
    Tonight I would try to get more sleep, so I brushed my teeth, performed my nightly obeisances to Qaar’endoth and my nightly set of pushups, pullups, and sit-ups, changed from my novice’s uniform into a night robe, got into bed, pulled the blankets up to my chin, and immediately passed out. 
 
    Only two hours later I was shaken roughly awake by Hal, who looked a little red-nosed from his stint on the chilly battlements. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned. I had forgotten that I had second watch that night. It was a two-hour shift. That was a third of my designated night’s sleep. With that subtraction, I did not think my mind would be clear enough to focus for the test the next day. 
 
    “Hurry up and relieve Oliver, Elis is already at his post,” he hissed. 
 
    I dragged myself out of bed and fumbled to get my uniform back on. Tunic, breeches, surcoat, sash. Boots. Dagger. I made some calculations in my head. If I made another self to stand watch, and left one somewhere to sleep, I’d effectively only lose about one hour. Which seemed fair, and not like cheating, since my friends had cost me an hour earlier by killing me and forcing me to hike back to the temple alone while everyone else was already eating dinner. If I got caught by a priest or vestal? It was unlikely, but at the worst they would flog me, or assign me some unpleasant cleaning task. Or perhaps extra watch shifts. 
 
    I could not let Peter score higher than me on the test, not after I had scoffed at him for worrying about it. 
 
    On my way out of the barracks I passed Father Adalbert, who was strolling the aisle to ensure that all the novices were in bed as they should be, and made the sign of Qaar’endoth’s protection to him. He returned it, and I stepped into the night. 
 
    I made another form, and one of me found a quiet nook right by the barracks where I could only be seen if someone looked straight down from the window and curled up to try to nap as best as I could in the chill night air against the damp ground. The other proceeded to the outer wall of the complex and took the stairs up to the battlements to meet Oliver and Elis. 
 
    Oliver cast me a murderous look, spat, “Three minutes late,” and promptly left for the barracks. I hoped he wouldn’t notice my other self on his way back in. But he looked too tired and cranky to be likely to pay any attention to his surroundings. 
 
    “I’ll take the south wall, you take the north,” I said to Elis. Two novices was really not enough to maintain a proper watch over a complex of this size, but that did not matter. The nearest hostile temple was Thorvinius’, over two hundred miles away, and anyway, as the priests and vestals always reminded us, we were under the protection of Qaar’endoth. 
 
    Elis nodded and trotted off. 
 
    As I paced my section, I tried to recall trivia from the last few weeks of lessons about arcane rites that I would probably never use, but instead I kept remembering how round and firm Meryn’s bare ass had looked the night before, how I had been able to feel the goosebumps on her otherwise smooth flesh beneath my palms, how we had tried so hard not to make any cries that would carry but even just the wet sounds of my body smacking into hers had been deafening. I was getting aroused to the point of distraction, but I wanted to stay focused enough to do my duty well. Nothing would ever harm my temple, not while I was on watch. 
 
    So I tried to keep my mind on tactics instead. I considered what I would do, hypothetically, if someone did attack the temple of Qaar’endoth. From which direction would they come? There was a mountain range at our back so that was unlikely. Especially at this time of winter, the crossing alone would inflict significant losses. The north wall faced a sparse plain. From the top of the battlements, you could see anyone coming from miles away. The main gate of the temple was heavily fortified, with two guard towers. Not that there were any archers manning them since the temple had known only peace for several generations after it established dominance over the region and good relations with the laypeople. But an enemy would not necessarily be aware of that lapse unless he had been surveilling us for some time. So, the south section was probably the best bet. There was enough forest cover spreading out from the base of the mountain to get a sizeable force close without detection. Those were the woods where we novices, and the younger, stronger priests and vestals, carried out our field exercises. I gazed out at my familiar terrain, which looked a little alien and foreboding as every landscape does in the dark, and tried to decide where and how, if I were leading an attack, I would deploy my forces. 
 
    How would I even scale the temple walls? They were about thirty feet tall. Ladders? A battering ram at the main gate? Dragons if I had them, of course, but no reasonable person in possession of dragons would be wasting his time attacking some rural temple belonging to an order that generally minded its own business, yet trained its novices as if it were preparing to take over the world. Especially when one considered that each member of our order could fight, quite literally, like two. Little evident reward, with potentially catastrophic consequences.   
 
    I leaned over the wall to peer down at the ground. 
 
    Glowing eyes met mine, and my heart dropped into my stomach. 
 
    There was a dark host of perhaps fifty or sixty warriors clustered around the base of our temple walls. A few carried torches that cast enough dim red light for me to see the glint of weaponry liberally adorning their hulking bodies. One, taller than the rest and with the hind legs and whorling horns of a massive bull, raised his spear. 
 
    “Spill to slake Thorvinius, spill for your god!” the half-bull commander bellowed, and the night erupted in war cries and grunts and howls. 
 
    “Elis!” I screamed as I looked for him. They were on my side, not his, so I hoped that he would have time to reach the alarm bell and rouse the temple. 
 
    I also screamed in my head for my other self to rouse myself from sleep. That self ran into the barracks to wake all the novices. 
 
    On the battlements, a grappling hook flung over the side of the wall just a few feet from me. I ran over, unhooked it, swung it around my head like a flail, and hurled it as hard as I could into a dense mass of the enemy. I had no time to tell whether I had even hit anything, since there were other hooks flying, ladders slamming into the wall. 
 
    Yelling, “Qaar’endoth give me strength! Qaar’endoth smite them through me!” I ran back and forth across my section flinging back ladders and looking back over my shoulder to see if anyone in the temple was stirring. Then I heard the bell ring and let out a breath of relief. Two clangs later, a flurry of arrows shot past me and the bell quieted. 
 
    A helmed head crested the wall, but I slashed the throat attached to the head with my dagger and sent the body and the ladder that had supported it tumbling. Then other warriors leapt over onto the battlements farther down from me, and I turned to face them. 
 
    By now, the north wall had also been breached, and our Thorvinian attackers were already pouring into the complex. I dashed down the stairs to join them. 
 
    I needed to reach the high priest before they did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    My other self had barely made it into the barracks and started screaming at the other novices that we were under attack when the first of the invaders broke in after me to prove the truth of my words. 
 
    He had a swirling cloak, and he produced a curved scimitar from beneath it with a flash. I dodged, got a fistful of his cloak, and yanked him onto my dagger. It was a pathetically stubby dagger, the only kind our temple trusted novices with, but that was long enough to puncture his heart. I gave it a twist for good measure, then left it between his ribs and grabbed his scimitar instead to use against the horde of invaders that followed behind him. 
 
    Meanwhile there was complete chaos behind me. Most of my fellow novices were scrambling to arm themselves and running my way to help defend the entrance. Many of them simultaneously sent selves to hide under their beds or try to climb out of windows. 
 
    Simon and I crossed blades with each other through the midsection of a muscular red-skinned Thorvinian that got between us, and it churned the Thorvinian’s organs around pretty badly and cost us precious seconds struggling to disengage our blades. 
 
    “Hey, fucking get your own, would ya?” I muttered, and Simon grinned before the fray swept us apart again. 
 
    There were twenty of us in that sleeping bay, including the ones who ran or hid entirely instead of fighting at all, and including the ones that never had time to get out of bed before they took spears in the belly or hammers to the skull. I did not manage to count how many invaders I killed myself and I never had the chance to witness how many total entered the room that night. A spear burst through my chest. I fell to my knees and then to all fours and hacked up viscous blood. 
 
    As I struggled in the corner to pull the spear out of my chest, the invaders poured down the aisle to hunt down any survivors methodically. Some novices fought back in vain, with both selves, but it hardly even delayed their savage murderers. Some screamed and sobbed for their lives, swearing that they would pledge themselves to Thorvinius if they were spared. The only difference it made is that they died apostate traitors. But the very last sound that I ever heard came from a novice at the far end of the aisle who clearly did not give one single fuck about the doom that had descended upon the entire order: a long, loud snore. 
 
    Then, even though my organs had not failed yet, I was suddenly simply no longer there. 
 
    I was back in my other body, out in the courtyard heading back from the battlements. And now I had no other set of eyes or ears anywhere in the temple. I did not understand what had happened. Had I somehow accidentally recalled my other self from the barracks and abandoned my friends? That had never happened to me before. 
 
    I tried to summon another self to replace the lost one, but somehow for the first time in my life I could not. It was like trying to make a fist and finding that the necessary muscles simply would not contract as if the brain signal was not reaching them. Now I was even more bewildered. Had that spear through the gut damaged something vital in me that affected my doubling ability, something that no other physical wound had ever been able to touch? Or was I incapacitated by shock? By grief? I did not think that was it either. In fact, my mind felt sharper and clearer than ever, and my body was raring for action.  
 
    There was no time to worry about my missing self or feel any grief at what was happening to the only friends I had ever known. I needed to act and do what I could to protect those who still lived, so I ran across the courtyard toward the high priest’s hovel. There were still some invaders in the courtyard who had not yet dispersed through the buildings, but I would deal with them later. I sprinted past most of them and cut down all the ones that stepped into my path. They barely slowed me down except that sometimes my dagger got wedged in a tight spot, and I had to pause to brace the body with my foot while I yanked it back out.  
 
    When I reached the hovel where the high priest of our order kept his quarters alone, I kicked the door open and threw myself to the side of the opening, dagger up. No one emerged, so I walked in. 
 
    It was a very plain room. High priests of other temples as prosperous as ours usually lived in luxury, with many attendants, but whenever he was pressed to accept any, Father Ludo always said that his back was not rickety enough to need one yet, or that he still had enough teeth left to chew his own food. The room contained only a fireplace, a stool, and a cot, with Qaar’endoth’s symbol hung above it: a quatrefoil that contained a circle from which four arrows extended in each direction, bisecting the leaves of the quatrefoil. 
 
    Father Ludo lay on the cot, staring up at the symbol that had presided over most of his seventy years of life just as if he had never laid eyes on it before. The torso of his frail white-robed frame was soaked in blood, and I looked just closely enough to see whether there might be a chance.  
 
    There wasn’t. 
 
    The wounds seemed to be in the shape of an inverted triangle, with two prongs like horns extending from its upper corners.  
 
    Thorvinius’ symbol. 
 
    “Father?” I whispered as I knelt beside his cot. “I--I will fetch water.” 
 
    “I am not thirsty, my son,” he replied without looking at me. 
 
    “…I will fetch your vestments. Your staff.” 
 
    “Am I to perform rites?” He inquired. Still, he did not turn to face me. His vision, I knew, was failing. And the temple housed scores of novices. Perhaps he did not recognize me or would not recall me, anyway. Perhaps it did not matter. Perhaps I was no one more particular to him than a living, breathing body and a voice. The last voice on earth that also prayed to Qaar’endoth that had also sung hymns of praise to Qaar’endoth that could also recite the doctrines of Qaar’endoth. “Now?” 
 
    “I…do not know. I don’t know, Father. Help me. Please.” Tears streaked down my face. “What caused this? What was the reason?” 
 
    “It was inevitable, my son,” he said very calmly. He gasped as a spasm wracked him. 
 
    “You mean because the slaves of Thorvinius are evil and destroy everything in their path?” 
 
    “No. I mean because of Aurelana’s prophecy.” 
 
    “Aurelana?” She was the temple oracle. Revered above all of its other inhabitants, even the high priest himself. “Is she dead too? She never saw this coming. She never warned us.” 
 
    “An oracle does not see all, she sees only what her god wills her to see, and Qaar’endoth willed Aurelana to know this.” Father Ludo’s speech was interrupted by a coughing fit that I thought would expel his lungs from his throat or burst his lacerated stomach open. I clutched his bony hand, shut my eyes, and prayed as hard as I could that he would be welcomed into the Fairlands. The flowery parts of the Fairlands with bountiful harvests and gentle folk, that is, not the parts where warriors continued wreaking havoc and overindulging in merriment for all eternity. 
 
    Just when I thought he had gone there, he spoke once again. It was in his own voice, but with a certain grave cadence that marked the words as someone else’s. 
 
    “The faithful will perish, save for the strongest of them all, and that one will be the vessel of Qaar’endoth. And the vessel shall be multiplied with each proof of fealty. And from the alliance of the faithless shall come the age of Qaar’endoth.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked. 
 
    “It means that Qaar’endoth is reborn on earth in you, Vander,” he answered. Finally, his blue eyes met mine for the first time throughout the conversation. 
 
    “I’m not--” I began to argue, but then I stopped myself. Perhaps I was the strongest. Of the novices, certainly. But of the priests? I did not know. And regardless, excelling among humans was a far cry from being a literal god. “I’m not Qaar’endoth. That cannot be what Aurelana meant. If I were Qaar’endoth, I could have stopped this. I would have. None of my people would have died.” 
 
    “It was not your fate to stop it,” he whispered. It had clearly become a great struggle for him to speak any more. “It is your fate…to ensure that it never happens again.” 
 
    “Father Ludo,” I said desperately. His eyes were still open, and I thought that he still seemed to breathe, but he made no reply. “How do I do that?” 
 
    “Follow the prophecy,” he rasped, unhelpfully. Then he said, much more helpfully, “And you will need a sword.” Then he reverted to being absurdly unhelpful by concluding, “You must take the Sword of Saint Polliver from the sanctum.” 
 
    “The Sword of Saint Polliver?” I sputtered. This was the most famous of the temple’s relics, for a very compelling reason. 
 
     Any mortal who touched the weapon died. Instantly. Writhingly. Such was the curse cast by Saint Polliver upon his enemies as they martyred him by flaying him to death. When they afterward took his skin and made leather of it to bind a hilt and sew a belt and scabbard for a sword, anyone who attempted to wield the sword became a very vivid demonstration of the efficacy of the curse. Eventually the enemies of Qaar’endoth discarded the sword, and it fell back into the keeping of the temple that Polliver had served in life. 
 
    I was about to remind Father Ludo of this minor hagiographical detail that he seemed to have forgotten, but I realized that it was too late. He had expired. 
 
    I stood up. “Fuck it,” I said aloud. 
 
    I closed the high priest’s eyes, covered him with his bedsheet, and left the hovel. Then I walked across the now eerily deserted courtyard to the sanctum where all the temple’s most precious relics were kept. On the way there I saw the bodies of Father Adalbert and a few other priests and vestals sprawled in various corners, usually near doors. Some had probably been trying to seek shelter or rescue others, some to flee buildings that were under attack. It seemed like the attack had been a swift one, and that the invaders had not tarried once they slew everyone they found.  
 
    The sanctum was carved of blue marble. Its floor was of red tile. Its walls and domed ceiling were frescoed with scenes of Qaar’endoth in his various incarnations battling other gods, administering justice, siring gods and demigods, performing impossible feats, and protecting the innocent, all before breakfast. 
 
    But when I stepped inside this time, everything was ravaged. Someone had taken a sledgehammer to the tiles. Some rubies and other gems that had been embedded therein were simply scattered across the floor, so it was an act of sheer vandalism, without even the motivation of theft. The images of Qaar’endoth had been slashed with blades, splashed with blood, graffitied obscenely. And the relics arranged in the alcoves had been smashed, shattered, scattered in every direction. There did not seem to have been any members of the temple present for the destruction, for there was only one corpse that I could see in the entire sanctum, and it belonged to a Thorvinian barbarian. 
 
    I could not tell what he had looked like because his body was reduced to something that vaguely resembled a mummy. It was charred black and skeletal, contorted in agony, with subcutaneous fat oozing through the layers of seared tissue. The exposed teeth grinned long at me. 
 
    These remains were crumpled over the plinth of the pedestal in the very center of the sanctum. A deep indigo velvet cloth was draped over the pedestal. Upon the cloth was a sword which was usually aligned perfectly parallel to its scabbard and neatly folded belt, but at the moment I saw that the hilt was hanging precariously off the edge of the pedestal, and the cloth was rumpled, as well as singed at the edge. 
 
    Without any especial eagerness, I approached the pedestal and gingerly stepped around the burned corpse. Then I eyed the sword that had never been wielded since the day it was forged over a century ago. It was a nice-looking sword. Longsword, cruciform hilt, double-edged. You really couldn’t tell, just by looking, that the leather came from anything other than a high-quality cow.  
 
    “Saint Polliver,” I said, “if you’re watching all this, now might be a good time to lift that curse.” 
 
    I eyed the corpse which was still faintly smoking, and reached out hesitantly toward the sword. 
 
    “Saint Polliver,” I continued as my hand hovered over the grip, “you got one, and you got him good. That’s really great. But I bet all his buddies ran away as soon as they saw what happened to him, didn’t they? Well, I can run too. I can run really fast. And if I had an awesome sword like this one to carry with me, I could chase down the enemies of our order and make them pay for what they did here today.” 
 
    I withdrew my hand and knelt before the pedestal, bowing my head. “Saint Polliver, grant me your sword. Do this, and I vow that I will avenge the temple of Qaar’endoth. I will not rest until the enemies of Qaar’endoth and all who choose to devour the innocent have been destroyed. If I should break this oath, then may I burn.” 
 
    Behind me, I heard the door of the sanctum crash open. 
 
    “There he is, my lord, right there, he just went up in a big blaze--” someone was exclaiming, but that person stopped as the newcomers must have caught sight of me. 
 
    I leapt to my feet and whirled around. Four men stood there. One of them was the half-bull commander. He was massive, probably eight feet tall and four hundred pounds of solid muscle. 
 
    “We will wrap it in the cloth and take it with us, without grasping the hilt,” he boomed. “But first, you seem to have left one alive. That would draw the wrath of Thorvinius. Appease your god.” 
 
    I assessed their weaponry. Two swords, one hammer, one flanged mace, plus horns that could gore me and two friends stacked together in a sandwich before they ran out of length. My dagger would simply not suffice. 
 
    The three subordinates charged me, one straight on, the other two coming around to flank me. 
 
    I seized the hilt of Saint Polliver’s sword. A tingle ran through my flesh, and then… nothing. 
 
    I kicked the crisped corpse aside and hissed, “Must suck to be a mortal.” 
 
    With that, my attackers were on me. The first one to reach me already looked petrified by the mere fact that I had shown myself able to wield the sword. His shock caused him to lower his guard slightly. That gave me a good chance to slice his head off. The movement was not as smooth as I might have preferred. A century of disuse seemed to have dulled the sword’s edge a bit. Nonetheless, off the head did roll. 
 
    I slammed my body into the sword pedestal as hard as I could, and it toppled into the attacker on the right, who stumbled back and fell on his ass. He was the one with the hammer. Then I jumped up onto the horizontally fallen pedestal, used it as a platform, and ran back at the one to the left with the other sword. I dueled him from above. He was very strong, but not as fast as I was, so I chopped off his sword hand after he over extended himself with a thrust, and then I ducked just in time to avoid getting my brains dashed out by a hammer swing. 
 
    I swung back at the hammer-wielding warrior, but he knocked my blade aside with the haft of his weapon. Then he brought his massive hammer down with all his might toward my shoulder. I jumped aside, and his hammer smashed into the marble pedestal in exactly the spot where I had been standing. The pedestal cracked asunder with the force of the blow, and I grabbed a fist-sized block of marble from the rubble as he backed up for another swing.  
 
    Then I hurled the hunk of marble as hard as I could. My aim was true, and the stone dented his forehead and fell at his feet with a dull clunk. He wavered for a split second and then crashed down dead. 
 
    The now-one-handed swordsman was coming at me again from the left, his sword transferred to his intact hand, but he was not ambidextrous enough to make it all that difficult for me, though. His first swing was slow and aimed at my hip. I flicked my arm to the side, smacked his blade away with my sword, and then shuffled forward to run him through. After he fell, I kicked my boot under his weapon, flipped it up into that hand that wasn’t holding Saint Polliver’s sword, and turned to stare down their commander. 
 
    “Qaar’endoth is not prey for the likes of you.” I scraped the tips of both swords across the tiles as I walked toward him. “Today, you have made yourself the prey of Qaar’endoth.” 
 
    “Qaar’endoth is vanquished. Only you remain, and as strong a warrior as you may be, you cannot defeat my army alone. And the army that you saw here today is but a fraction of the host within the walls of Thorvinius’ temple.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “This blade is parched. It has not drunk in one hundred years. The gods have not walked for one hundred years. But now one does.” 
 
    I whirled around him with both swords flashing as he lashed out with his mace. Our weapons connected with a screech of lightning, and then I danced back when he shoulder checked me.  
 
    My swords spun forward again, but he parried one aside with his mace and then knocked the other wide with the thick armor on his forearm. Then it was his turn to attack, and I ducked below a wild mace swing that destroyed half of a marble column.  
 
    I swung both my blades at his torso, but each time I got within his guard, the armor that plated his massive chest protected him. I could not reach his neck, because any time I aimed high, he would lower his head to point his horns at me, and I had to draw back or be skewered. Then his mace almost smashed into my shoulder. I twisted aside, but one of the spikes cut me and blood dripped down my arm. 
 
    “You are not a god,” he roared. “You bleed like a mortal.” 
 
    Abandoning all restraint, he lowered his head and charged like a bull. I sidestepped, dropped the Thorvinian sword, used that free hand to grab one of his horns to swing myself up onto his back, and then slashed his throat open with the Sword of Saint Polliver. 
 
    He sank to the ground with a bellow. 
 
    I dismounted and stood in front of him. Then I held out my wounded arm to him as I watched the life drain from his wideset, furious eyes and said, “That, my friend, is ichor.” 
 
    I did not know whether I was truly a god. But it could not hurt for the enemies of Qaar’endoth to think so. And even if I was not Qaar’endoth himself, it seemed evident that he must favor me. When it came to empowering me to fight, at least. Surely, a benign god would not have allowed all his faithful followers to be destroyed in this way? Would not have cut short the lives of all the people I had ever known and loved? Given the choice, I would have gladly died to protect my friends. So why had Qaar’endoth instead chosen to spare me, forcing me to continue alone? 
 
    Yet Father Ludo had not questioned the day’s course of events or railed against them. He had simply accepted them as the manifestation of Aurelana’s prophecy. I remembered every word of it. 
 
    “The faithful will perish, save for the strongest of them all, and that one will be the vessel of Qaar’endoth. And the vessel shall be multiplied with each proof of fealty. And from the alliance of the faithless shall come the age of Qaar’endoth.” 
 
    If I was really now the vessel of Qaar’endoth, and that was what had enabled me to wield the Sword of Saint Polliver without burning, then the first sentence had already come true. But the rest of the prophecy still made no sense to me. The only thing I knew for sure was that I was going to fucking annihilate the bastards who had killed my friends. 
 
    I retrieved the belt and scabbard from where they had been flung during the fight, buckled it around my waist, wiped the blood off my sword on one of the dead man’s cloaks, and sheathed the relic. 
 
    “Thank you, Saint Polliver,” I said. “I promise you, this is just the beginning of the great things we’ll be able to accomplish together. I will make sure that you will not be embarrassed to be seen in my company.” 
 
    It was time for me to return to the barracks that I had been mysteriously removed from against my will. I owed the other novices that much. I would witness what had become of them and hope against hope that maybe there was someone there that I could still help. 
 
    And I would destroy any of Thorvinius’ minions that I found.  
 
    I steeled myself when I crossed the threshold of my sleeping bay, already knowing what I would find. My own skewered body near the door, with my face contorted into a grimace, was the easy part.  
 
    The hard part was Simon’s body next to me, where he had gone down fighting with his back to mine, and I prayed to Qaar’endoth with every shred of my being that his other self was curled up in a hollow log somewhere or crouched on a rooftop, poised to drop a rock onto any passersby.  
 
    The hard part was the rest of my fellow novices’ bodies littering their beds and crowding the aisleway.  
 
    The hard part was turning them over and brushing hair aside and lifting chins until I had identified all twenty faces. 
 
    The hard part was to know what I would find in the female novice barracks. 
 
    The hardest part was finding Simon’s second body last of all, buried beneath a pile of Thorvinius’ men that he must have dragged into death with him. 
 
    I gave a wordless scream that scraped my throat raw. If there were any attackers left within a mile, they surely would have heard it. I wanted them to hear it. I wanted them to come running. Every one of them. Every creature that had ever sacrificed an innocent life to Thorvinius, the All-Consuming. But no one did. 
 
    The nearest invader’s body had faintly grayish skin with a slimy toad-like texture. His features were like those of a gargoyle. I grabbed his head between my hands, braced my boot against his muscular shoulder, and screamed again with effort as I ripped it off his neck. I carried the head back toward the door, paused to retrieve the spear from my other self’s guts, and brought both objects outside to the center of the courtyard. 
 
    There I drove the butt of the spear into the ground and impaled the hideous head atop the point. I circled it, staring out at the buildings that surrounded the courtyard, searching them for any sign of movement. 
 
    “You missed one!” I yelled. “You failed in your mission! I am still alive! Come back and get me, you fucking cowards!” 
 
    No answering twang of an arrow, no telltale rustle of a curtain. 
 
    I pointed at the head. “That will be you! That will be every single one of you! Thorvinius will never devour another temple. I will feed him his own slaves for his last meal! Do you hear me?” 
 
    I had almost given up when the reply roared out. “Thorvinius hears you! Thorvinius will answer you!” 
 
    From between the surrounding buildings, ten warriors in total rushed out. That was a lot for me to handle without another self, more than I had ever fought at once before, but remembering clever Simon and red-haired Meryn, both so full of joy and life, ignited overwhelming rage in my veins. 
 
    The first to reach me was armored in what looked like violet dragon scales and swinging a huge axe. Once I found a suitable chink in his armor for my dagger, the axe was mine. 
 
    I used it to cleave one of his fellows in half lengthwise from skull to groin, and another sideways at the waist. 
 
    While I was busy lopping someone else’s head off, one of the Thorvinians managed to sink his knife into my side. Pain erupted, but not the same kind of pain as when a vital organ had been hit. By now I was familiar with the different sensations associated with most categories and subcategories of both survivable and mortal wounds and this one scored low on my list of present worries. I ripped the knife back out of my body and demonstrated a much more effective placement on its owner’s. 
 
    Once all ten lay dead, I screamed at the top of my lungs, “Thorvinius, feed me more slaves!”  
 
    But I was met only with echoes. 
 
    Throughout the complex, there was no more movement. I knew that some of the attackers not killed by me or other order members had already fled, but that had only gained them a stay of execution. They would have nowhere to go except back to their temple, where they believed safety lay, and sooner or later, I would meet them there. 
 
    There was just one more thing I had to do before I left the only home I had ever really known. I needed to visit the most sacred place in the temple, its shrine, and kneel before Qaar’endoth’s altar one last time. Whatever he wanted from me, whatever reason he had had for doing this to me, I was going to need every ounce of help I could get from him. What the bull commander had said was true. There was only one of me, not even the usual two, and Thorvinius’ temple was unmatched in military might. The force that I had encountered today was only a fraction of his army of slaves. 
 
    I walked across the complex toward the shrine. On the way there, I passed by the priests’ quarters and the vestals’, and a glance inside each sufficed to confirm that there were no survivors. I knelt before each building to pray for safe passage to the Fairlands for all who had dwelled there. I knew that some of the ordained members of the temple would choose to spend their eternities engaging in intellectual conversation, tending beautiful gardens, and playing tranquil music, but I also knew that a lot of them were going to head straight for the warriors’ corner to join in some carousing. 
 
    The shrine was at the center of a well-groomed maze of hedges. We arranged it that way so that anyone paying a visit to the shrine would have the chance, with each twist and turn of greenery, to inhale more of nature and exhale more of the trivial and mundane preoccupations of daily life. Every member of the temple had memorized the labyrinth, so navigating it helped us shift into a more primal and instinctive frame of mind by the time we reached the shrine. It reminded us that we knew the way to Qaar’endoth by heart. 
 
    I wondered if, after I left, the hedges would grow rampant and seal the passageways so that no more humans or humanoids could access the shrine. Only the squirrels and birds would find a sanctuary in it then. 
 
    But for now, my way remained clear. In fact, more clear than it should have been. Some hedges had been trampled over or hacked through. Someone had been here before me, someone who did not know the maze by heart. 
 
    I was on the alert, prepared for an enemy to spring out of the bushes, but whoever had damaged the hedges seemed to be gone along with the rest of the army, so I reached the shrine without incident. 
 
    The shrine was in the shape of a rotunda, carved out of an ivory horn, with twelve pillars supporting the dome. Bands of inlaid mother-of-pearl wound their way up the pillars. In the center of the shrine was an altar of horn, its surface being of pearl. Behind the altar was stationed an onyx statue of Qaar’endoth in one of his most famous incarnations, The Visitant. Winged, gleaming black, faceless, naked but sexless, his arms crossed over his broad chest and ending in scythe-like talons. A real work of art. Overall intimidating as fuck. 
 
    At first I thought the statue was gone, but then I realized that it had been knocked over and was lying on its side. The wrongness of that felt worse than a stab to the gut. I crouched and examined the statue. Probably the Thorvinians had attempted to destroy it, but it did not look as though it had sustained a single scratch. The statue was not easy for one man to maneuver alone, without the use of any kind of lever. It weighed probably close to five hundred pounds. 
 
    “Qaar’endoth, give me strength,” I grunted as I attempted to lift him by the shoulder, then the head, then the wing. It was hard to figure out an angle where I could get the right kind of leverage, and the stab wound in my side bled more when I lifted, but eventually I settled on an asymmetrical grip involving the bottom fringe of one wing, and the juncture where his neck met his opposite shoulder. By straining as hard as I could from a squatting position and forcing my own shoulder further and further down the statue’s back as I rose, I finally managed to tip his center of gravity into a vertical position. In fact, I tipped a little too far, and had to wrap my arms around him to keep him from toppling over the other way. But then I was done. Once more, Qaar’endoth was stably positioned where he belonged. 
 
    The blood was pounding in my head, and the stab wound in my side was blazing with pain again. I felt slightly dizzy. So for an instant, I thought I might be hallucinating when I saw myself standing on the other side of Qaar’endoth, looking straight at me with a slight smile. But no. I was really back. 
 
    “About fucking time,” I grumbled. “I could have really used my help just a minute ago.” 
 
    “Come on now, Vander,” I answered myself. “Do you really think it’s just a big fucking coincidence that this is the moment I returned to my side? What changed? What is the only thing that just changed?” 
 
    “The statue,” I said. “I restored Qaar’endoth.” 
 
    “Yes. This shrine is the heart of the temple. If I am really Qaar’endoth in some way, or even just a conduit for him, the altar statue is the physical locus of my power.” 
 
    “So when I lost myself-- that was because the statue was downed?” 
 
    “Yes. I suppose it must have been.” 
 
    “What if….” 
 
    “Oh, I know.” 
 
    “What if I put up another statue at another temple?” I said in unison with myself. “What if I claim another altar for Qaar’endoth? What if I create another locus for my power?” 
 
    Both my hearts were racing, envisioning a third heart beating in sync with them. 
 
    “The vessel shall be multiplied with each proof of fealty,” I whispered. “Maybe each altar is considered a proof? And grants me another body?” 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” I continued from my other mouth. “Thorvinius’ followers will rue the day their mothers spread their legs for their fathers.” 
 
    “Thorvinius will fucking rue the day he warped himself into being out of the infinite matter of the cosmos.” 
 
    I high-fived myself. 
 
    I both knelt before the altar and prayed in unison, 
 
    “Qaar’endoth give me strength. Qaar’endoth smite them through me. Qaar’endoth avenge thyself. Qaar’endoth grant my friends passage swift and sure to the most favored regions of the Fairlands.” 
 
    I was no longer sure whether I was addressing the onyx Visitant or myself beside me, but it did not matter. Both could hear me. 
 
    I both stood up, descended from the shrine, and started making my way out of the maze, side by side. 
 
    My vengeance against a god had only just begun. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    I had to figure out what supplies I would need for my journey, but first I had to figure out what the first destination on that journey would be. The final stop, of course, would be Thorvinius’ temple. It was two thousand miles to the east of Qaar’endoth’s temple. That was far enough away that we had not guessed they could be a threat, although his order was infamous for its bloodthirsty doctrines, and it seemed that the ambitions of the current high priest stretched beyond those of his predecessors. 
 
    Before I became strong enough to vanquish him and the rest of his accursed order, I would need to gather more forces. If my hypothesis were true that erecting a statue of Qaar’endoth at an altar granted me another self, then that was the key. But how could I gain more temples? No other order would willingly replace its god with mine upon request. Would I need to destroy all the inhabitants of another temple as the Thorvinians had destroyed all the inhabitants of mine? Some temples were peace-loving and did not deserve that kind of hostility.  
 
    But there were others, like the Thorvinians, who inflicted misery upon the surrounding populaces. Orders that extorted insupportable taxes from the already-starving peasantry or forced them to live under oppressive and unjust laws, such as ones that forcibly separated children from their families to be raised in the temple for purposes of indoctrination. That dictated who must marry whom. That assigned people to professions not of their choosing and confiscated their earnings to be spent as the temple saw fit. And that executed any who dared to speak their minds in opposition to their overlords. 
 
    Yes, I had heard of plenty of orders that I would not mind destroying. 
 
    The other option was building more temples. A statue had a better chance of remaining whole and in place at its altar if the worshippers who attended it had elected to follow that god of their own free will, of course. I could seek converts to Qaar’endoth’s order to populate and fortify complexes like the one where I had grown up. I could nurture his power, and mine, in an organic and long-lasting manner. But that would take time. 
 
    Meanwhile, Thorvinius’ forces would continue to pillage the countryside. I couldn’t let that continue to happen. 
 
    “Saint Polliver, what is my next move?” I asked as I held the blade erect in front of me and examined its mirrored surface. The saint gave me no sign, so I lowered the blade and set it to the whetstone again. 
 
    “Well,” I said from behind me, “Aurelana is the one who got me into this mess in the first place.” 
 
    “Aurelana did not destroy the temple.” 
 
    “You know what I mean. She’s the one who put it in my head that I am somehow Qaar’endoth, or can become him. She’s the one who’s telling me to multiply vessels by giving proofs of fealty.” 
 
    “Aurelana is dead. It is too late for her to explain herself. Oracles are always shit at explaining themselves, anyway.” 
 
    “Better than nothing, no? So let’s ask another oracle. The nearest temple is Nillibet’s. The goddess of chastity and baking. Her oracle, Meline, is quite well-reviewed. We can ask her to help interpret what Aurelana said, and maybe she’ll throw in a prophecy of her own for free.” My other self walked off to scavenge for more useful traveling supplies. 
 
    I considered. Nillibet’s temple was only a day’s ride, or two days’ walk, away. I supposed that was a reasonable plan that would not take too much time or effort. There were no male priests allowed in Nillibet’s order, and her vestals were known for being as generous with their delicious pastries as they were stingy with their sexual favors. At the very least I could stock up on pies for the road. 
 
    I only hoped that Thorvinius’ army was traveling in a different direction and had not gotten there first. I wondered if they would return to their own temple for further orders now that I had slain their commander, or if his second would simply assume control. And how fast could they move? Their forces seemed to be composed of infantry only. No Thorvinians that I had seen were mounted although a few of them had appeared to have quadruped anatomy themselves. 
 
    Our temple did not stable any horses currently, although it had in past generations, because Father Ludo claimed that traveling on foot was more conducive to humility, contemplation, and so forth. I think perhaps part of his motivations for this practice was that he did not want to make it easy for the friskier of the novices, priests, and vestals to reach any towns or cities where they could get into any real trouble. Nillibet’s temple was the only other site of civilization that one could sneak back and forth from on foot before one’s absence became evident, and no one was likely to get into any worse trouble there than developing dental cavities. 
 
    However, I was already facing much worse trouble than that, and buying myself a couple of fast, reliable steeds as soon as possible might help me outrun it. I had also heard rumors that inns and other places of lodging that were not religious sometimes required travelers in need to bribe them before they would offer them any hospitality. This seemed like bad manners to me, but Qaar’endoth did have plenty of gems to spare. 
 
    So with a quick prayer of forgiveness, I had scooped up a few handfuls of the many that the invaders had dislodged from the sanctum floor and tucked them away into two pouches, one worn on each of my waists. Qaar’endoth understood that I was funding his work, and besides, once I had rid the land of Thorvinius, I would return here and restore the temple to its former glory. Fixing the material damage wouldn’t require anything except money to bribe masons and artisans, and although I had to admit I was a little unclear on how the whole concept of money really worked, I was confident that if making money was something that every layperson had to do, then I could figure out how to do it too. The only thing that could not be replaced was the people who had lived here. 
 
    As I finished sharpening Saint Polliver’s sword, my other self returned to the courtyard and deposited a huge pile of miscellaneous items I had gathered at my feet, pulled out a bandage, and wrapped my side. Then I proceeded to help myself sort the rest of the goods into two equal piles. I had brought a cloak for each of me and boots that were newer and sturdier than my current pairs. I had also brought chain mail tunics. Most of these things had only minimal bloodstains from the Thorvinians who had worn them originally. My deceased enemies had also bequeathed me a sword, an axe, and a couple of conveniently concealable daggers. 
 
    I had also brought a pile of items that I was less sure about needing. I had never been on a journey before, not even to Nillibet’s temple, although I had heard all about it from older novices who had been there. But besides some bread, cheese, dried meat, and waterskins, I thought it was probably a good idea to bring along a full set of silverware and cloth napkins, since the vestals always told me it was barbaric to eat without them. I also brought a big sack of flour and a dozen eggs, since followers of Nillibet liked baking so much, and I thought they might appreciate them as gifts. I also brought a compass, a grappling hook, a shovel, and a chamber pot, since I wasn’t sure how easy it would be to find one of those when I needed to relieve myself on the road. 
 
    After dividing everything up into equal loads and securing them in packs or baskets or otherwise fastening them to my bodies, I paused at the front gate of the temple to ask Qaar’endoth’s blessing, and set off down the road. 
 
    I had never been to Nillibet’s temple, but I knew that it lay to the north, across the flat plain, so I went that way. The road stretched between the two temples, so it would not be hard to find. 
 
    I walked for a long time, and the scenery did not change very much. Nothing much grew upon the plain during the winter. It was just barren gray grass, with ice-covered mountains in the very far distance. The road had cart tracks in some softer patches, and sometimes footprints too. 
 
    The objects heaped together on my back made quite a lot of thumping and clanking noises with every single step I took. I think that must have scared away most critters, because I did not see any, except for some birds. 
 
    To occupy my mind, one of me thought through all the temples I had heard tales about, all the other gods that people deemed worth serving, and tried to evaluate which ones might be friendly to Qaar’endoth’s cause and which ones would pose threats. The other tried to recall every detail about Qaar’endoth’s teachings that I had ever learnt, so that I could retain as much information as possible for as long as possible, until it could be transmitted to future novices. I tried to remember both rites of invocation and rites of worship, but then I sighed when I came up with almost nothing. I wished I had studied more, but I had always thought Simon would be the one to pass on knowledge of Qaar’endoth to future generations. 
 
    Gradually the ground became hillier. Trees with dark, spindly, and frostbitten branches filled the sides of the road. 
 
    I walked for two hours before I encountered another traveler who turned out to be an apple farmer. I considered trying to convince him to trade me an apple for one of my rubies, but then on closer inspection, I saw that his produce looked overripe and bruised, so I simply waved him good day. 
 
    Next was a pig farmer who didn’t look too many degrees removed, evolutionarily, from his herd. He squinted back and forth from me to me with great suspicion and prodded his charges onward. One of the sows jostled me in passing and I gave her flank a friendly pat, thinking of how many sausages she’d be sure to make. 
 
    Then some time later, I heard the whinny of a panicked horse in the distance ahead. I stopped and listened. There was another whinny, and what sounded like human shouts as well.  
 
    It sounded to me like someone needed my help. It also sounded like he or she might have at least one horse that could potentially speed up my journey. I broke into a sprint, or at least the closest I could manage with everything that I was carrying on my backs. 
 
    After a quarter mile the source of the sounds of distress came into view. There was an upended carriage surrounded by a band of feral-looking vagrants, and a fat little gnome thrashing wildly in the arms of the biggest and strongest of the vagrants. His mouth was gagged with a piece of brocade that seemed to have been torn from one of the curtains of his carriage. A bearded vagrant stood in front of the gnome, saying something in a sneering tone and poking at the gnome’s belly with a butcher knife. 
 
    “Hey,” I shouted. The vagrants turned toward me as I approached them.  
 
    I saw that three of the vagrants were curled up on the ground moaning. They were covered in some kind of blue slime, so one of me went over to examine their predicament more closely. 
 
    The other one of me asked the bearded vagrant, “Care to pick on someone your own size?” 
 
    He started toward me with the butcher knife in his hand and ill intentions in his eyes, but then the lone female among the vagrants’ number patted him on the shoulder and sidled past him to approach me. 
 
    “What bonny twins,” she cackled. She wore striped skirts and a blouse and ribbons in her hair, all reduced to indecent tatters, yet clearly of such good quality originally that I very much doubted she had come by them honestly.  
 
    She moved with a skip in her step, not seeming to mind the dust or gravel of the road even though she was shoeless. Bangles jangled on her ankles, which drew my attention to the fact that her feet were, in fact, paws of a tawny color. The fur receded as it stretched up her calves, so I supposed the rest of her was human. Then I looked back up to her face and realized she had two large, wolfish ears sprouting from the top of her head and no human ones at all to speak of. This detail was surprisingly easy to miss, due to her tangled nest of fluffy hair, of the same tawny color as her ears and hind paws. Her tanned skin was faintly freckled, and her eyes were a bright green. I thought she might be pretty underneath all the dirt but it was hard to tell. 
 
    “Bonny twins,” she said again as she circled me. I stood still and let her, unsure whether she was inspecting only my worldly goods or also my physical assets. “My mother had a pair of bonny twins, but not enough milk to feed them both, so both died in the cradle,” she announced as she rattled my frying pan. 
 
    Once I had seen all I needed to see of the blue slime slowly corroding the flesh from the bones of the three vagrants, I stood up. The she-wolf looked over at that self too. 
 
    “Hmm. Where are you off to, my lads, mayhap to set up a homestead somewheres? Have you maidens fair waiting for the both of you, hmm?” She licked her lips with a tongue that seemed a bit too long for a human’s. 
 
    The group behind her passively observed the proceedings without much more than a few muttered gibes and chuckles, the captive and gagged gnome ignored for the moment. I guessed that this was their typical mode of operating: their shameless she-wolf selected their prey, the others followed her lead. 
 
    “Might I have the pleasure of learning your names and your lineage, honorable gentlemen?” she asked with mock formality, dropping a curtsy. “We’ve a place in our band for handsome, strapping boys like you, oh yes we do.” She pointed back at the group. “You can have Lil and Betty if you like. They’re good girls. A bit thick in the skull, but good girls.”  
 
    My eyes followed her clawed finger, but there were no other females in the group, just nine men, some so gaunt as to count for fewer than that in a fight. All gripped miscellaneous scavenged-looking weapons such as iron bars and pickaxes. 
 
    “You ate Lil and Betty last week!” One of the men reminded her. He added something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like, “You bitch.” His manner was one of such genuine resentment, mixed with fear that I did not think the two of them were simply putting on a prearranged performance for my benefit. 
 
    “Oh,” the she-wolf said with slight disappointment. She turned back to me and patted me on the head as if to console me as she said, “Well, never you mind, we’ll get you some new ones. Nice ones. Nicer than the posh spoiled little brats you must have waiting for you with their dowries from daddy. A well-bred lady is terrified by the prospect of a tumble, you know. Even once you’re wed, she’ll always recoil from your appetites. Not the kind we can get you, oh no they won’t.” She grinned wide. 
 
    “I need you all to unhand the gnome and walk away now,” I said. 
 
    “Is that so?” She trailed her hand down one of my chests all the way to my belt buckle and I hated myself for being inexplicably aroused, considering as I was quite sure I didn’t want to know all the places that hand had been since its last washing. But I also didn’t doubt that the wild-maned she-wolf had a long catalogue of tricks up her sleeve that fresh, fair Meryn had never even dreamt of. 
 
    Then she grabbed the blade of Saint Polliver’s sword through its scabbard. I gasped but nothing happened. I guessed mortals must only get in trouble for touching the hilt, or only if they did so with the intention of wielding it. Unless Saint Polliver had lifted the curse altogether, and the sword wrapped in his own skin was now just a sword. 
 
    “Nice big sword you have here,” she said with a giggle and gave it a suggestive tug. “Well, now, we’d love for you both to keep us company, we surely would. But if you really have someplace important to get to, we’ll forgive you this once. Why don’t you just leave this sword as a gift for me to remember you by?” 
 
    “Just the sword, Lizzy?” The bearded vagrant finally spoke up. “But they’ve got a whole household’s worth of goods tied to their backs. Far too much for just two men to carry, don’t you think?” 
 
    Dumb and dumber, I thought. 
 
    “Shut up, Abraham,” the she-wolf snarled. 
 
    I sighed. “Your lives seem hard enough as it is. I don’t want to hurt you. Just give the gnome his ponies back and keep walking, all right?” 
 
    Half the uninjured vagrants came up to surround each of me, including the big one who first dumped the gagged gnome unceremoniously on the ground.  
 
    Abraham jabbed the butcher’s knife at my stomach. “Better worry about yourselves, boys. Lizzy seems to like you so just maybe I’ll be letting you keep your lives. But sure as the sun rises we’ll be having all those goods you’re lugging on your backs, one way or the other.”  
 
    “How about just the sword, since she did ask so nice?” I suggested, holding it out to him hilt-first. I did not know whether Saint Polliver’s curse was still in effect, since touching the scabbard had not affected Lizzy, but it seemed like a good idea to find out. 
 
    Abraham stared at me suspiciously. But he glanced around at his followers and saw that they were all watching him and expected him to take the sword. He reached out and seized the hilt. 
 
    His face twisted in a smirk. “You fool--” he started to say. 
 
    Then his entire body burst into flame.  
 
    For a split second his beard was the most spectacular-looking thing I had ever seen. Every single one of the vagrants screamed at the top of his lungs, but Abraham screamed loudest of all as he thrashed around in agony, wreathed in flames. He reached out to his companions for help, but they all darted away, and he collapsed. 
 
    The band of vagrants, minus their two leaders and the three who had been slimed, dropped the ponies’ reins and fled as fast as their legs could carry them. The green-eyed she-wolf remained behind to stare at Abraham’s charred body in apparent shock, and I wondered if he had been her mate. Her expression was hard to read. 
 
    I gingerly retrieved my sword from where it lay quite close to the burning corpse. I did not know whether the curse-fire would burn me on contact, but it did not really seem like a matter of urgent necessity to find out. 
 
    Then I knelt to give thanks to Saint Polliver. 
 
    The other me ungagged the gnome. His mouth, and the part of the cloth that had been stuffed inside his mouth, were smeared with blue slime. He had a chubby-cheeked face with a huge knobby nose, faintly grayish skin, and a luxurious curling beard of a lavender hue that matched the hair sprouting from his large ears. He wore a slouchy red velvet cap with an ostrich plume in it that added another foot to his natural height of approximately four feet. 
 
    He threw himself face-down on the ground before me, arms outstretched above his head as if he were prostrating himself to some god. 
 
    “That’s not necessary,” I started to say. 
 
    He interrupted, “I, Willobee of Clan Benniwumporgan, do hereby pledge my utmost earnest efforts to assist in all your endeavors, my cunning counsel, my charming company, and the usage of my extremely acidic projectile vomit for the duration of the next decade or until an untimely end should befall me, whichever of the two should occur first, O Mightiest of Strangers.” 
 
    “Whoa whoa whoa, you don’t even know who I am,” I protested. 
 
    He hopped back up on his feet and shrugged. “Well, I know you have a sword that can instantly burn up anyone you don’t like. I know you have a twin who is probably just as powerful as you are. And I know that you saved my life, and that the law of my people therefore dictates I owe you the next decade of it. After that--” he shrugged. “We’ll see. My last savior was a pompous asshole. So after the decade was up I barfed in his face.” 
 
    “I’m not my twin,” I said.  
 
    “Uh…what?” Willobee asked, looking back and forth from me to me. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you guys?” Lizzy asked me as she finally pulled herself away from the crispy corpse. 
 
    “Why is she still here?” Willobee asked me with a grimace out of the side of his mouth. 
 
    I stood side by side with myself, put my hands on my chests, and said in unison, “I believe I may be Qaar’endoth the Unvanquished, fourth son of the Fairlands, defender of the righteous and destroyer of the malevolent, twenty-three times incarnated, sire to untold thousands, first earth-walker since the age of Luma. But you can call me Vander.” 
 
    The gnome and the wolf-woman both had a lot of questions for me, so I ended up explaining where I came from, what it meant to be a novice of the temple of Qaar’endoth, and everything that had happened since I first laid eyes on the horde of Thorvinians below our walls last night. How every member of the Order of Qaar’endoth could project two bodies temporarily, but how my unique ability to maintain mine for as long as I wanted had enabled me to survive the attack that destroyed every other person in the world that I knew and held dear. 
 
    “Hell, I can’t hardly reckon what a misery that would be to have all those people that loved you, and have it all torn away like that. It sounds like your life was real nice, before,” Lizzy said. Her long, hairy ear twitched in sympathy. 
 
    “Where, ah, where exactly are these fellows that attacked you all now?” Willobee asked nervously. 
 
    “That raiding party?” I replied. “Dead or fled. The rest of Thorvinius’ army? Couldn’t tell you.” 
 
    Willobee pondered this. Then another question occurred to him. “This all just happened this morning? You mean the whole temple, with all those gems and whatnot, is standing empty right now, and ain’t even been raided none yet? And it’s only a few hours back that way in the mountains?” His gnomish green eyes were lit up like lanterns.  
 
    “Well, I certainly hope it hasn’t been raided,” I said. 
 
    “We should go back there immediately, Master,” the purple haired gnome said. “To…pay our respects to the dead, like.” 
 
    “I have already done that,” I said sternly. “And the most respectful thing that I can do for the dead now is make sure our order lives on… and that the order of Thorvinius does not.” 
 
    “Ah, but I have not yet had the chance to pay my respects,” Willobee pointed out. 
 
    “You didn’t even know them!” I said. 
 
    “But they were beloved by my master, and that makes them important to me,” Willobee wheedled. He gave me an innocent grin, and I wondered if I would be better off sending the greedy little creature away immediately. But it wasn’t every day that a random stranger, especially one equipped with a lovely carriage, two ponies, and who could spit toxic bile, showed up and placed his services fully at my disposal for the next ten years, after all. I decided I should give him a chance and see how I felt about the arrangement after a few days. 
 
    “It has been hours. I am sure there have been raiders,” Lizzy said flatly. “I am sure the temple is occupied by bandits by now. And wild beasts will have come for all the bodies.” I don’t think she meant for me to see, but she definitely licked her lips. 
 
    “Well, I guess you’d better catch up with your companions,” I said. “I hope you don’t run into any dangers like that if you’re heading that way.” 
 
    She looked at me in surprise. “Why would I go back with them?” She pointed at Abraham’s burnt corpse and said as casually as if she were remarking on the weather, “It really isn’t saying much at all, but he was the best of them.” She smiled brightly. “I’m going with you guys!” 
 
    “What? You can’t do that,” I exclaimed. 
 
    “No sirree,” Willobee echoed. 
 
    “Why not? There’s plenty of room in the carriage for three.” 
 
    “Because my mission is to make more of me, then hunt down and destroy every last member of a militant order. It’s going to involve a lot of fighting. It’s going to be extremely dangerous. Almost certainly fatal,” I said, in case I still hadn’t gotten the point across. But Lizzy did not look any more fazed by my words than she had by her former partner’s barbecued corpse. 
 
    “All right,” she said with a shrug. I thought that meant she had given up on her crazy idea of joining me. Then she continued, “I’ll just ditch you as soon as it gets too dangerous for my liking, then.” 
 
    “We could come under attack at any time. I won’t know in advance. And I might be too busy to protect you,” I said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “And she could stab you in the back and try to rob you at any time,” Willobee added. “While you’re busy doing more important things.” 
 
    Lizzy glared at him and pointed at both of me. “How stupid do I look to you, gnome?” 
 
    “You don’t look stupid,” Willobee admitted, “but you look greedy… and selfish… and mean.” 
 
    “Look here, Willobee,” Lizzy said coaxingly while I wondered just when exactly the gnome had been appointed in charge of screening candidates to join my mission. “Do you remember how Abraham--” 
 
    “Abraham? Was that Beardy-with-the-Knife?” Willobee interrupted with a glance at his blackened remains. 
 
    “Yes, yes it was. Remember how he wanted to carve you up and see if he could find your venom sac and take it with him? Remember how he said it’d be real useful to have something like that to squirt people with?” 
 
    “Of course I remember. That’s the kind of folks she comes from, Master,” Willobee informed me, as if I hadn’t been at the scene of the robbery myself. 
 
    “And then,” Lizzy continued triumphantly, “remember how I said, ‘He’s such a funny wee thing, I’m sure he didn’t mean to slime them, just happened when you scared him, like one of them jelly-bobs with all the arms. And you won’t be able to cut anything out of his tummy anyhow without getting buckets of slime on yourself?’” 
 
    “Insults me on top of it all she does,” Willobee muttered. He tugged at my sleeve. “Master, can we go now?” 
 
    “So reeaally,” Lizzy concluded, “it’s not him, it’s me as what you owe ten years’ of service to. For saving your life and all that.” 
 
    Willobee opened his mouth, but no sound came out. His glowworm-green eyes darted back and forth. 
 
    “Of course,” the she-wolf continued sweetly, “I am most willin’ to cede my claim in Vander’s favor. Him being the far worthier master and me not caring to be followed around by a puking gnome for ten years and all that. But seeing as I am such a generous soul don’t you think you could afford me the courtesy of at least a ride to the next town?” 
 
    Willobee gazed up at me anxiously. I was afraid that I knew what was coming next. 
 
    “Er, Master, I was thinking mayhap as an act of charity and all…” He suggested guiltily as his tufted ears twitched. “This brigand-- I mean woman is a real pretty little dumpling,” he pointed out by way of encouragement as I glared at him. “Needs a bath or three and a new dress to be sure, but you can see she’d fill one out real nicely.” 
 
    I was pretty sure at this point that I would be better off without both of them, but I roared in unison out of both mouths, “All right! Fucking hell.” They both practically jumped out of their skins, unsure which of me to look at. “But it isn’t my fault if you both get murdered by Thorvinians,” I continued, “and I will not shed any tears about it. Or make any extraordinary efforts to prevent it. Got it?” 
 
    “Whatever you say, boss,” Willobee said cheerfully. 
 
    “It is such a rare treat to find an honest man,” Lizzy cooed. 
 
    I sighed and stomped over to the carriage. The band of vagabonds had pushed it over, but it had landed in soft mud and actually didn’t look as though it had been damaged. So I pried it out of the mud and set it upright again. It was even heavier than the statue, but between the two of me it was perfectly doable. 
 
    Once I was done, I looked back over at my two new companions and realized they were both gaping at me. 
 
    “Well, hurry up and make yourselves useful,” I grumbled. “They cut the ponies’ harness. Tie it back together.” 
 
    They scurried to obey. In the meantime, I unloaded all my luggage from my backs and transferred it into the trunk of the carriage. I only kept the weapons and the waterskins on me, and the gems in my pouches. Something told me that I shouldn’t let Willobee find out about those. 
 
    Soon, we were ready to go. I secured the trunk and went over to the driver’s bench. Willobee and Lizzy were already sitting there, and the gnome held the ponies’ reins in his hands. 
 
    “That one,” he was telling Lizzy, “is Luna, and the one on the right is Chrysanthemum.” 
 
    “Hop in the carriage,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” he said reluctantly. “You don’t know Luna and Chrysanthemum the way I do.” 
 
    “I will figure out how to steer them,” I said. “Get in the carriage. Both of you.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Master. Come on then, my lady,” Willobee said as he reached for Lizzy’s hand. 
 
    She glanced over with a grimace and did not give it to him. “Will one of you sit with me, Vander?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure,” I agreed. I guessed that way I could make sure the two of them weren’t plotting anything stupid behind my back, and maybe I could also take a nap at some point. I put a hand behind each of their backs to guide them, not too roughly but not too gently either, into the carriage while I mounted the driver’s seat. 
 
    Luna and Chrysanthemum turned out to be very cooperative beasts. Steering them wasn’t any trouble at all. Besides, they already knew to follow the road, so I really didn’t need to do much of anything. They did not seem to have been upset by the earlier turmoil with the vagrants, either. I guessed that traveling with Willobee had probably gotten them accustomed to the unexpected. Or maybe their pretty pony heads were just too empty to be bothered about any of it. 
 
    Willobee and Lizzy were another matter altogether. 
 
    It was clear enough what sorts of activities she had been getting up to before I met her, but Willobee proved rather cagy and evasive when I asked for details about his activities and where he had been headed before Lizzy’s band attacked him. He never once outright refused to answer a question. He just deflected with remarks like, “I know that gnomish ways can be a bit difficult for humans to puzzle out. We are a very subtle and complicated people. Sometimes our reasons for doing a thing can be misinterpreted by anyone who is not a gnome. It’s always tragic when a promising friendship gets ruined because of a pointless misunderstanding.” Or he would say, “Sometimes Luna gets it into her head that it’s time for us to head north, and Chrysanthemum wants to go south, and it requires all my substantial powers of negotiation, compromise, and charm to coax my dear girls into following the migratory path of the eidelbird until the winds turn more propitious.” Or he would say, “The only reason I was going where I was going when I was going there by way of the particular route that I was using by means of this here particular conveyance is so all the gods, but Qaar’endoth above all of course, could bring about the miracle of delivering me into the path of the most beauteous damsel and the strongest and noblest and worthiest master that they ever did conceive on this earth.” 
 
    It was a pointless conversation, really. 
 
    Soon I gave it up and let the two of them turn to trading songs. Lizzy’s vagrant troupe had had some songs in their repertoire with lyrics to make a whore blush pink. She hollered them out gleefully, tail wagging, while she scrutinized me for any signs of pinkness. It cost me a great deal of effort to keep my face as solemn as if I were listening to a sermon being preached, but that is nonetheless exactly what I did.  
 
    As for Willobee, he explained that gnomish songs were mostly instrumental, and seeing as he did not have the proper instruments on hand, seeing as they were not available for purchase anywhere except in the caverns of the most traditional and reclusive Clans during the markets they held on every eighty-seventh full moon, it was absolutely impossible for him to render any crumb of justice to the musical expression of the lofty sense of yearning that defined the gnomish soul. 
 
    With that, he launched into a rollicking ballad having something to do with a gnomish hero and his quest to accumulate more gold than the local dragon. This rendition involved floor-stamping, wall-banging, knee-slapping (first his own then Lizzy’s, until she slapped back), unearthly ululating, bloodcurdling yipping, guttural rhythms from deep in his throat, rapid crescendos of tongue clicking, and all manner of other sounds layered together that filled the inside of the carriage with an entire symphony. 
 
    Even my self that was in the driver’s seat became so absorbed in Willobee’s ballad through my other set of ears that I hardly noticed night encroaching until it was already upon us. Just as I began to worry about finding shelter, we came upon a walled town, and I pulled Willobee’s carriage up to the gate. 
 
    “Well, here we are,” I announced to my companions inside the carriage. 
 
    Willobee hopped out. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked as my other self outside pounded on the gate. Lizzy tried to get out of the carriage too. I blocked her. If it were my town, I’d consider both her and Willobee very suspicious-looking personages. I’d consider myself a little spooky too, if I weren’t familiar with the order of Qaar’endoth, and I were both visible. 
 
    The gatekeeper peered down over the wall. “Who goes there?” He called. 
 
    I was about to state my human name, but Willobee interrupted me. “I am Mister Mickleson, from the town thataways,” he said in a nasally accent. He pointed in what, as far as I knew, was a completely random direction. “I been travelin’ some days now and I have me an awful hankering for some of your finest gnosh and strongest slosh to warm me belly.” 
 
     “And what is your business on the road?” The gatekeeper demanded. 
 
    “I am a’goin’ to visit me mum, who is awfully ill and perhaps on her deathbed, can’t puke up a drop poor soul no matter how far you sticks the finger down her throat.” 
 
    The gatekeeper wrinkled his nose with obvious distaste. “And who is that?” he asked as he pointed at me. 
 
    “Oh, this is my human boy. Took him in when he was a wee one left on the doorstep in a basket. And a very poorly woven one at that! Right broke me heart, it did. And he does everything for me now in me old age, couldn’t do without him I surely couldn’t.” 
 
    I made a cursory attempt to look like a forlorn orphan. Then I wondered if I still would look like that, twenty years on in the care of a gnome. Then it occurred to me that I really was an orphan of sorts as of early this morning and wondered if I did look forlorn already without being able to help it. 
 
    “Anyone else in the carriage?” the gatekeeper asked. 
 
    “Yes there is, his poor sweet sister. Her they tried to give to the nearest temple, but the temple weren’t acceptin’ no more babes at that time, so it fell to me once again, as the wealthiest gnome thereabouts, to be the one to dig deep in my pockets and open up my hearth and my home to another lost little lamb. And there be one more, my other boy is a mute, poor lad, and has to be spoon-fed--” 
 
    “Oh for fuck’s sake,” the gatekeeper grumbled. He turned to someone over his shoulder and hollered, “Let them in!” before slipping out of sight. 
 
    The gate creaked up, Willobee and I hopped up on the driver’s bench, and Luna and Chrysanthemum trotted right on in. I wondered how many times they’d heard this spiel before. 
 
    Willobee drove us straight to the town’s only inn, so I guessed that maybe he had at least been telling the truth about the “gnosh and slosh” part. 
 
    All four of us got down from the carriage, but before we went into the tavern, I turned to Willobee. “Two things you should know. First off, Qaar’endoth does not look favorably upon telling falsehoods.” 
 
    “What if they’re falsehoods told in service of an honorable mission?” Willobee asked. He bowed so low to me that his ostrich feather touched the ground. “My master’s mission.” 
 
    “Just… well… try to keep the falsehoods to a minimum, got it?” I said. “Secondly. Let me be very clear on this one. No one in this party is going to be spoon-feeding anyone else.” 
 
    “Aw, well I’ll let you fill my mouth up any time you want to,” Lizzy said as she nuzzled up to me. “I’d enjoy that. I know you’d enjoy it too.” 
 
    I both pushed my way past them and into the inn. 
 
    It was chaos in there. Most of the people in there looked grubby and ill-mannered from the first glance. I could spy dozens of violations of Qaar’endoth’s tenets for righteous living just from the doorway. I wondered if I should try to turn around and find some place a little more respectable to eat and sleep for the night. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Lizzy said from at my elbow. “What a cozy and prosperous establishment.” 
 
    I noticed a steaming meat pie and a platter of crispy fish at a table nearby that smelled all sorts of delicious. My stomach growled, so I pointed and asked Willobee under my breath, “How do I, er, bribe the innkeeper for some of that? I’m not really sure what the…protocol is in a place like this.” 
 
    He stared at me and then said cheerfully, “Well don’t you worry, my boy, Willobee of Clan Benniwumporgan is here to show you.” 
 
    He ushered me and Lizzy along to an empty table, of which there were not many, and called the nearest barmaid over. 
 
    “What’s on the menu tonight, sweetheart?” he asked her. 
 
    “Kidney pie, flounder, black pudding, and eel stew,” she replied. I started to feel a lot less hungry. The temple cooks would have been ashamed to serve us anything like that. 
 
    “Very well, we’ll take two of each,” Willobee said. 
 
    “Three,” Lizzy corrected him, licking her lips. 
 
    “And, four mugs of honey mead,” Willobee added. “Top ‘em up, darling. The road is long and dusty.” 
 
    The barmaid blinked at all of us. “Er. So that’ll be three kidney pies, three flounders, three black puddings, and three eel stews? And four mugs?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said quickly before either of my companions could add further to the order. “It’s, ah, very hospitable of you to offer. We appreciate it very much.” 
 
    “And, er, which of you gentlemen will be paying tonight?” She asked brazenly. 
 
    Both Willobee and Lizzy immediately looked at both of me. 
 
    “I--what?” I spluttered. I wouldn’t have expected any different from Lizzy, but Willobee had that fancy carriage and those fat ponies, and the clothes he was decked out in weren’t exactly standard novice issue, either. “I don’t even like kidney pie. Or black pudding. Or--” 
 
    “Those filthy vagrants had already pawed through all my things by the time you got there,” he interrupted. “And when they ran away from you, they took everything of value with them.” He gave me such a woebegone face that I sighed and pulled out a pouch of gems. 
 
    Just when I was wondering how to go about privately asking him how many the barmaid would be expecting, he snatched the entire pouch from me. 
 
    He peeked inside, and his eyes literally glowed. Both his and Lizzy’s were green, but hers were the green of spring grass, and his were the kind of supernatural green of something that was very bad news to encounter in the dark. 
 
    He plucked out a small ruby and placed it in the barmaid’s palm. I think she said, “Oh my,” and flushed, in what could best be described as the exact human equivalent of Willobee’s reaction. I didn’t understand either of them. I knew the gems were pretty, but lots of things were pretty. Seashells were pretty. Flowers were pretty. And you couldn’t use any of those things for anything much besides prettying up other things. So what was the big deal? 
 
    “We will be expecting your very best service tonight, miss,” Willobee said to the barmaid. 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” she cooed. Then she dropped a clumsy curtsy and scurried off. 
 
    “Willobee, where is the rest of my pouch?” I asked him. 
 
    He wasn’t holding it anymore. It had vanished. Somewhere, I suspected, into the folds of his clothing. Or worse. I had heard that gnomes had a nasty habit of swallowing things they wanted to keep for themselves until they chose to expel them out one end or the other. He blinked at me innocently. 
 
    “You, my friend,” Willobee replied, “do not know the first thing about wealth. Tonight, I am going to teach you of its many splendiferous joys.” 
 
    “That did not belong to you, you thieving little gnome,” Lizzy cried. I was thinking the same thing myself, but I also thought it was a little presumptuous of her to start calling other people thieves willy-nilly, all things considered. 
 
    So I said, “Calm down, both of you. Willobee, you will be my treasurer, just for tonight. But you will not give anyone any more bribes without asking me first.” 
 
    “Why HIM?!” Lizzy shrieked. “I want to be your treasurer too.” 
 
    I sighed and considered demanding the pouch back from Willobee, but at this point I was afraid of where he might produce it from. “You are both in charge of the gems then. Willobee, you must share them with Lizzy.” I was not about to tell them of the existence of the second pouch. 
 
    The barmaid appeared at our table again and started depositing heavily laden plates. A second barmaid also arrived to place mugs in front of each of us and pour them full. They both smiled and winked and swished their hips around a lot. Neither of them were ugly, but when I noticed their flirtatious behavior and considered where it might lead, I realized that I was a lot more interested in finding out exactly how much of Lizzy was wolfish, under those silk tatters of hers. 
 
    When the barmaids left I asked Willobee, “How could they have cooked everything that fast? That’s not possible.” 
 
    “They didn’t cook it on our say-so, so they must have already cooked most of these things for some other folks who ordered first,” he explained. At least, I think that is what he said, but the mouthful of slimy eel tails flapping out of his mouth made it difficult for him to enunciate properly. “But those other folks did not offer them a ruby.” 
 
    “You mean this food doesn’t belong to us?” I asked. 
 
    “It does now, darling, it does now,” Lizzy assured the one of me that was closest to her. She scratched gently behind one of my ears with her claw. Then she attacked the food. She was an attractive girl, no doubt about it, but her table manners were a little alarming and reminded me of the fates of Lil and Betty. 
 
    “Lizzy?” I asked her as I took a sip of honey mead. “Er, you know back when we met each other on the road, and that fellow that was traveling with your group mentioned those other girls that used to travel with you too?” 
 
    “What other--oh! Lil and Betty. Yes. What about them?” she asked. 
 
    “Another round, another round!” Willobee shouted as he raised his mug high in the air. As high as he could reach, that is, which was not very high. I saw that his lavender beard was sopping wet. He held out another of my gems, and this time three barmaids surrounded him. 
 
    I decided to focus both selves on Lizzy. “Well, I was just wondering if the reason that… what happened to them, happened, is that they, you know, did something to upset you,” I said as casually as possible. I gulped down some more honey mead in an attempt to work up the courage to sample some of the inn’s dishes. “Or if it was just that you were… well, hungry.” 
 
    “Oh,” she laughed. “I don’t really remember for sure anymore. It was a week ago. But I think Lil just whined too much that her feet were getting sore. I know what it was with Betty though. She was trying to cozy up to Abraham. She should have known better than that. She wasn’t the first to try it though. They always think he’ll protect them from me for some reason.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. So how many….” I trailed off. I wondered whether the trout or the eel stew would be fresher. I didn’t like the texture of eels, but the stew did have some vegetables mixed in to make it all more palatable. 
 
    Lizzy finished swallowing an entire kidney pie, licked the remnants off her eyebrows with her tongue, and smiled at me. 
 
    “You don’t know,” I answered my own question. I set down the honey mead and picked up a fork. 
 
    “Do you know how many men you’ve killed?” she asked. She did have a point there. But still. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t eat any of them!” I pointed out. 
 
    She shrugged. “Seems like a waste to me.” 
 
    I sighed and cast my eye over the table with the resolve to select an unappetizing dish at random. I realized that between the efforts of the gnome and the she-wolf, there was not a single crumb left. Just glistening plates and tureens. One looked like it had a dribble of blue slime on it. 
 
    I looked over to Willobee’s seat to see what his reaction was to Lizzy’s self-confessed habits and realized that it was empty. 
 
    “Oh no,” I groaned. “I never should have trusted him.” 
 
    “The gnome? Do not worry, Vander, I will hunt him down for you,” Lizzy growled. “No one will ever betray you and get away with it. Not while I’m around.” 
 
    And not while you’re still hungry, I thought. “I’ll check the stables and the rooms upstairs,” I said. I stood up and shoved both my chairs in angrily. “You search this room.” 
 
    She raised her pretty little freckled nose in the air and sniffed. The room reeked so badly of sweat, stale beer, and piss that this seemed to me like a rather masochistic thing to do. Then she turned her face toward a back corner, and her long ears pricked up. 
 
    “There,” she said, and stood up. She looped arms with both of me and sauntered over toward the table where Willobee sat playing cards with a gang of ruffians while being serenaded by a third-rate band of minstrels. There was a large stack of empty mugs beside him. There was a large, colorful pile of my gems in the middle of the table. And even the musicians were playing with such inordinate enthusiasm that I just knew it couldn’t be a complimentary performance. 
 
    I gritted both sets of teeth as I approached him, but Lizzy got there first. 
 
    She prowled up behind him and growled in his ear, “I simply cannot understand what in all the Barrenlands you think you are doing with gems that do not belong to you. Gnome.” She spat this last word as if it were an insult. The five words before that, she pitched at a volume to attract the attention of the entire table, and it worked. Seven or eight ruffians of assorted shapes and sizes stared at Lizzy, squinted while they processed what she had said, and then turned their beady and bloodshot eyes to Willobee. 
 
    For a moment he quaked in his velvet slippers. Then he shot up, stood on top of his chair in order to be eye-level with us, and reached out to drag one of me and Lizzy in close to him. “Lizzy, distract them,” he whispered. She looked at me. I nodded. 
 
    She sashayed past us and started to circle the table. She ran her claws lightly up spines, ruffled them through hair, and swept her tail against the bodies that she passed as she announced in her husky voice, “Evening, gentlemen. I suppose I should introduce myself. They call me the Salacious She-Wolf of Ambria. Or just the Wanton Wolf for short. I must warn you if my partners cannot please me I devour them. But if I let them live, they never stop begging for more. You lot look like you’d be awfully rough customers. That’s exactly how I like them.” 
 
    While the gamblers’ eyes glazed over and some of them started openly salivating, Willobee whispered in my closest ear, “Please don’t get angry, Master. It’s not what it looks like. I know what I’m doing. I made a mistake earlier, and that was, ahem, spending a little more than is altogether prudent on honey mead. Really excellent stuff. I hope you are enjoying it by the way. But this, now this is me fixing my mistake. I happen to be extraordinarily blessed when it comes to the matter of playing cards. Gnomish luck, it is. Give me a chance to make this up to you, dear Master?” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like you are having much luck, gnomish or otherwise,” I grumbled, with another glance at the pile of my temple’s gems heaped in the middle of the table. 
 
    “Dear Master, I assure you, this is entirely to be expected. The game has barely begun. I beg of you, just give me a chance to play and you will not regret it.” Willobee’s huge glowing eyes began to well up with tears. “I could never forgive myself if I allowed my carelessness and weakness for quality honey mead to impoverish my Master. In accordance with gnomish law, I would be forced to commit ritual--” 
 
    “Play your damn game,” I interrupted him. 
 
    “Thank you, kind Master,” Willobee said. He wiped away his tears and plunked back down in his seat. 
 
    I looked for Lizzy. A hunchback was attempting to pour handfuls of gold coins down the front of her gown while she backed away from him. 
 
    “Pah, for that piddling amount?” she scoffed. “The Earl of Ganniver offered me--” 
 
    “More, I have much more in my room,” the hunchback said eagerly. 
 
    I wrapped my arm around Lizzy’s waist and pulled her into my side. “She is mine,” I told him. 
 
    The hunchback protested, “But she just told us she was--” 
 
    “On offer for the highest bidder?” I asked. “Well, I am the highest bidder.” 
 
    He sneered at me. “I very much doubt that. I am not lying about the gold. Upstairs, I have more than her weight--” 
 
    “Well, I am throwing my sword into the balance,” I hissed, laying my hand on Polliver’s hilt. 
 
    The hunchback hesitated. Then he grunted and backed off to return to his seat at the table and pick up the hand of cards he had laid down. 
 
    I placed Lizzy between Willobee and myself to keep her out of reach of the attentions of the other gamblers. I also sat on the other side of Willobee to make sure no harm befell the gnome either. 
 
    “So, will we be dealing you three in?” one of the gamblers asked. He was missing a lot more teeth than Lizzy’s one. 
 
    “No,” I said shortly. “I do not play cards.” 
 
    “I don’t either,” I said through my other mouth. “Proceed as you were.” 
 
    “I much prefer other sorts of games,” Lizzy drawled. 
 
    So they continued playing without us. I had never played cards at the temple, since it was not permitted, and I did not really understand the rules of the game, which seemed to be dependent on the symbols written on the cards that the players exchanged with each other and to involve a lot of bluffing. But what was perfectly clear to me was that Willobee’s luck, just as he had promised, took a sharp turn for the better almost as soon as Lizzy and I arrived. This may have been partly due to Lizzy’s help. Without getting up from her seat at all, she made eyes and adjusted her garments and murmured comments to his opponents at inopportune times which often caused them to make poor decisions to the detriment of their wallets. 
 
    Slowly but surely, with each turn taken, the pile of coins, jewelry, and gems in the middle of the table began to migrate over to Willobee’s spot. The other gamblers noticed this trend too. Some of them had the nerve to accuse him of cheating, accusations which he rebuffed with as much passion and eloquence as if he were making a plea for the fate of a besieged kingdom. 
 
    Others threatened violence, implicitly or explicitly. When they did that I both had to stand up and stare them down. It was partly this that deterred them from pressing the issue. It was also partly Lizzy’s coaxing. It was also partly the fact that most of them who had been present from the beginning of the game had confidence the tides would turn again. 
 
    “He’s just a stupid gnome,” said one man with pointed elvish ears. “This is a lucky streak, but do not doubt it will end soon. Have you forgotten this is the same gnome who wagered half his pouch that his next hand would have two glarnomaths in it?” 
 
    Eventually, even though they were seething and had lost half their fortunes or more, they would always sit back down and decide to keep playing. 
 
    There was one among them, a big red-haired oaf with a brutish scowl who was taking a particularly hard hit.  
 
    Eventually he admitted, “I have no more money left.” 
 
    “Then I guess you’d better leave,” said the gambler next to him. Around the table, there was nodding and a lot of tension. I could see some hands sliding down to knife hilts, and I got the feeling that a lot of times the losers in these games did not walk away quietly. 
 
    “But I have something else more valuable,” he said quickly. 
 
    “All right, what’s that exactly?” the hunchback demanded. 
 
    “I can’t tell you, because you wouldn’t appreciate just how valuable it is until you actually laid eyes on it yourself,” the red-haired man replied. 
 
    “Very well. Then show us,” the elven-eared man said. 
 
    “I can’t do that neither. Don’t have it in here. I’ll be more than happy to show you though if you’ll follow me right outside,” he offered. 
 
    “Do you take us for fools, Osric?” the elven-eared man exclaimed. “I did not come here to be clubbed over the head by an oaf who lacks the wit to play cards. Or even make up a convincing story as to why, exactly, I should follow you outside in the middle of the night. I came here to have a nice night and enjoy a hot mug of honey mead. Now please leave before things turn even uglier than your face.” 
 
    “Wait,” Willobee said. I both turned to look at him. The honey mead had turned his round little face beetroot red, and his beard looked like a drowned lavender rat. I had a bad feeling that I wasn’t going to like whatever came out of his mouth next. “I, Willobee of Clan Benniwumporgan, will back him. Osric. The oaf.” He pointed, in case anyone remained in any doubt as to whom it was that he referred. 
 
    “You’ll back him?” the hunchback repeated. “Why?” 
 
    Willobee pulled out an enormous emerald from my pouch and held it up as he slurred drunkenly, “Yes. Osric will continue to play. If he loses again, and one of you collects, you can choose to take whatever it is that he’s wanting to show us. Or you can choose to take this. In the tragically improbable event that I win, I will claim his secret prize. Or take my chances with his club,” he concluded dramatically. 
 
    The gamblers exchanged glances. It did not take long for them to make up their minds. Osric the penniless was suddenly welcome at the card table again. 
 
    It also did not take long for Willobee to make the “tragically improbable” come true. 
 
    “Well, well,” he said as he reached for the stack of coins and jewels in the middle of the table. “I believe I have had enough entertainment for the night.” While the rest of the table stared in dull shock, he hastily scooped up all his shiny winnings. Once again, I did not really get a good look at where, exactly, he was stowing them away. “Good night, good night, fine gentlemen,” Willobee chirped. His voice suddenly sounded perfectly crisp and coherent. “Osric? If you would be so good as to lead the way to this prize of yours?” 
 
    Osric looked around at his circle of acquaintances as if for help. None of them would meet his eyes. He sighed and slumped his shoulders. “All right,” he muttered. “I’ll give it to you and good riddance. A gnome. A fucking drunken gnome. It’s exactly what she deserves.” 
 
    As Osric led Willobee, Lizzy, and me out of the inn, one of me kept a close eye on him to make sure he didn’t have any clubbing in mind, and the other kept an eye on the other gamblers we were leaving behind to make sure none of them took it into their heads to follow as their lifetimes’ savings waddled away. 
 
    Osric led us toward the stable. I started to get excited. A good mount was exactly what I had been wanting ever since I left the temple. Luna and Chrysanthemum were exemplary ponies, to be sure, but they were--well--ponies. I needed a destrier to charge into battle against Thorvinius’ forces. 
 
    “In there,” Osric muttered. 
 
    One of me grabbed him and set a knife to his throat. He yelped. “I’ve got Osric,” I yelled into the darkness of the stable, “so if you want him alive you’d better not do anything stupid.” 
 
    “It’s not an ambush!” Osric protested. “Why don’t nobody trust me none?” 
 
    Willobee shifted back and forth on his stubby little legs and looked up at me nervously. “Er, shall I be, um, accompanying you to collect my prize, Master?” 
 
    Lizzy sniffed the air. “I don’t smell nothing but horses and horse shit,” she said with a shrug. 
 
    She followed close on my heels as the one of me that wasn’t securing Osric cautiously entered the stable and peered around. 
 
    There were several horses inside. At first, I thought there was a naked woman standing in the middle of them. 
 
    Then, I realized that she was a female centaur. 
 
    Her horse legs were hobbled, her human wrists were bound with a rope to a post of the stable, she was shivering in the cold with only a rag tied around her body for a breast cloth, and she was heaving with silent sobs. 
 
    “Miss?” I exclaimed as I went up to her. She gasped in fear and stopped crying to stare at me. 
 
    “Well, she smells exactly like a horse,” Lizzy said defensively from behind me. 
 
    I went up to her and drew a dagger which made the centaur shy back in terror. “I’m not going to hurt you,” I said. “I’m just going to free you. Who did this to you? That man outside? The red-haired one?” 
 
    “Osric?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “Yes. Him,” she nodded. She allowed me to cut the rope from between her wrists. 
 
    “Well, what is your name?” I asked as I knelt down to untie the hobbles from her legs. 
 
    “What if she is the trap?” Lizzy interrupted. “What if she’s working together with Osric and she’s going to kick your skull in as soon as you untie her?” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem very likely,” I replied. Besides, I thought, I have another skull anyway. The centaur, of course, did not kick my skull in. 
 
    “I am Ilandere,” she said shyly. “Thank you for rescuing me.” 
 
    “Well, that makes two idiots,” Lizzy grumbled. “You don’t know she needs rescuing. And she doesn’t know that you’re rescuing her. You could be worse than Osric for all she knows.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to her,” I said to the centaur. “Don’t worry, you’re safe now. My name is Vander.” 
 
    “His name is Qaar’endoth,” Lizzy corrected. “Qaar’endoth the Unvanquished. Fourth son of the Fairlands, defender of the righteous and destroyer of the malevolent, twenty-three times incarnated, sire to untold thousands, first earth-walker since the age of Luma.” 
 
    I turned to look at her in astonishment. “You remembered all that?” 
 
    She ignored me and told the centaur, “And I am Elizabeth, the first of his disciples.” 
 
    “Well I think technically, Willobee--” I began. 
 
    “If you’re done crying, let’s get out of here,” Lizzy said to Ilandere. 
 
    Lizzy stalked out of the stable. I reached for Ilandere’s hand and led her out beside me. 
 
    In the moonlight, I finally got a good look at her. 
 
    She was unusually small for a centaur, but even so, the combined height of a horse up to the withers and a petite human woman’s head and torso still put her at a little over seven feet tall, so my head only came up to her shoulder. Yet it was hard to imagine a more fragile-looking creature. She was very pale, very slim, and had delicate doll-like features with large dark eyes. Her silvery blonde hair cascaded to her waist. As for the horse part of her, her pelt was a beautiful dappled silver roan, and her flowing tail was white. Despite her ethereal beauty and the fact that she was almost entirely naked, she looked so fragile and vulnerable that the sight of her did not make me think of anything except wanting to protect her. 
 
    “You see?” Osric crowed. My other self still held a dagger to his throat, but he looked relieved to see Ilandere, and to see the way that Willobee and I and even Lizzy despite herself were mesmerized by the sight of the centaur. “She was everything I promised and more! Now let me go.” 
 
    “Ilandere,” I asked her, “what should I do with this man? It is your choice.” 
 
    “What? I held up my end of the bargain!” Osric protested. “Look at her! Don’t you like her? She’s yours to keep now!” 
 
    “I--I--” Ilandere stammered, her slim white hand rising to cover her rosebud mouth. 
 
    “I’d spill his guts if I were you,” Lizzy advised her. “He captured you for a slave, didn’t he? That isn’t what a gentleman does. Not one bit.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t want to do that,” Ilandere exclaimed. “I don’t want someone else to suffer just because I suffered.” 
 
    “See, that’s admirable philosophy and all, but the thing is, the two are directly related in this case,” Lizzy said impatiently. “You aren’t just bullying some innocent on account of being in a rotten mood. You’re punishing the exact individual who did you wrong in the first place. Can’t say fairer than that, can you Vander?” 
 
    “No, can’t say fairer than that,” I agreed. 
 
    “Please don’t!” Ilandere cried. “I hate seeing bloodshed. Let him go. Just-- just tell him never to do it to anyone else. It isn’t nice. And I was so scared.” 
 
    Lizzy grimaced. “She’s pretty, I’ll grant you that, but Vander, do you really and truly want to bring her sort along? On a revenge quest at that?” 
 
    “Again, that isn’t up to me, Lizzy,” I said. “It’s up to Ilandere. Ilandere, would you like to come with us?” 
 
    “Yes, please. I don’t want to be left alone,” she said. She was still looking nervously at the one of me who had the knife to Osric’s throat, so I lowered the knife, backhanded him, and yelled, “You heard the lady! Get out of here! We better never see your face again!” 
 
    “Ah, your brother, what’s his name?” Ilandere asked me as Osric ran off into the night, away from us and away from the inn. 
 
    “I’m not my brother,” I said as I sheathed the knife. “I’m Vander too. You already met Lizzy.” 
 
    “The horse may refer to me as Elizabeth,” Lizzy said firmly. 
 
    I sighed. “And this is--” 
 
    I looked around for Willobee, wondering how he had managed to keep his mouth shut for this record-breaking length of time when confronted with undoubtedly the most magically beautiful woman and-or horse for that matter he had ever beheld. Especially considering that her rescue owed a great deal to his own prowess at playing cards. One glance told me that the drunk little gnome had fainted dead away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I grumbled and reached down to scoop up my gnome. I was startled to find that he weighed just as much as an average man twice his size if not more. No more than four feet tall and no visible muscle mass whatsoever but dense as a rock. I slung him over my shoulder and held him in place by the ankle. With my other hand I tugged my cloak off and held it out to Ilandere. “Here. Put this on. Otherwise, you’ll attract a lot of unwanted attention when we go back in the inn.” 
 
    She took the cloak and sniffed it. I hoped it didn’t still reek too badly of Thorvinian corpses. If it did, I hadn’t noticed, but I expected the beautiful centaur to be a little more sensitive to such things than I was.  
 
    “I’m sorry if it stinks,” I said awkwardly, “but that’s, er, not because of me. I took it off a-- I mean, someone else wore it before me.” 
 
    “It doesn’t smell bad at all,” she said. She blinked her enormous doe eyes. “I’ve just never smelled a human man up close before. Besides Osric. And he’s not pure human. He has a trace of troll blood in him.” She buried her nose in the cloak again and inhaled deeply, closing her eyes. 
 
    “Did Vander tell you to sniff the damn cloak, or to put the damn cloak on?” Lizzy asked rhetorically. 
 
    I sighed in disappointment. I had hoped that their inhuman scent-detecting abilities might turn out to be one thing they had in common that they could bond over, but it didn’t look like that trait was going to endear Ilandere to Lizzy any more so than her waifish marble beauty or angelic innocence did. 
 
    “Vander, is it really a good idea to go back in the inn?” Lizzy asked. “Those gamblers ain’t gonna be none too happy with us, nor with the gnome least of all. I’m a’thinkin’ we’d stir up less trouble if we just camped out along the roadside.” Her long ears twitched anxiously. 
 
    She had a point there. I wasn’t worried about the gamblers harming us, of course. Just one Simon could have slashed all eight of the fellows at the table to ribbons. But I didn’t want to slash people to ribbons whose only real crime was wasting their shitty lives on drink and card games. Especially since I had my own doubts about the tactics Willobee had used to beat them. 
 
    But I didn’t think there was any other inn in the town or for miles around. And although I wasn’t worried about Lizzy or myselves camping outdoors, I suspected that rattling around more in a carriage or sleeping out in the cold weren’t going to do Willobee’s inevitably horrific hangover any good. And I didn’t know what kind of sleeping accommodations Ilandere was used to, but she seemed like an indoors sort of horse. Centaur. Gal. 
 
    I was conflicted. “Ilandere, where would you rather bed down tonight?” I asked her. 
 
    “Me? Well, my people always sleep upon the grass, beneath the stars,” she replied. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, relieved. That made things easy. Even Lizzy nodded approvingly. 
 
    Then Ilandere burst into tears again. “But it’s horrible. It’s always so damp and so c-c-cold.” 
 
    I sighed. “All right. We’ll stay at the inn for tonight. But you know, Ilandere, I’m afraid that we’re all going to have to sleep outside sometimes on this journey. I’ll try to make you comfortable if I can, but there won’t always be a choice.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand,” she sniffled. “That’s v-very kind of you, my lord. But I’d like to stay at the inn tonight please. I don’t think I could go any farther. Osric made me run so far today.” 
 
    “When dearest Willobee wakes up,” Lizzy growled, “I shall make him regret that card game. Why, oh why, couldn’t he have won something useful? Like more money. Or a real horse. One that doesn’t fucking talk.” 
 
    It was becoming very clear to me that just one room for the night for the five of us, even with Willobee unconscious, was going to feel awfully crowded. But I didn’t want to spread the party out too much either in case I needed to fend off any disgruntled gamblers or any other kind of threat. 
 
    If it were any other girl than Lizzy with me, I would have thought it most polite to room the two girls together. But I was becoming convinced that that wasn’t going to be the way to make Ilandere feel most comfortable in this case. And Willobee was a wild card. I had no idea how he would behave toward the centaur once he woke up. He wouldn’t be vicious or try to eat her, like Lizzy very well might. But that didn’t mean he was going to be a gentleman either. I didn’t think I trusted either of them alone with Ilandere. 
 
    Still carrying the gnome, I headed back into the inn, the bristling she-wolf at my side. My other self followed behind escorting Ilandere, who had wrapped herself in my secondhand cloak and pulled the large hood over her radiant head. 
 
    I found the innkeeper and said, “We’ll have two rooms for the night. They need to be next to each other. With strong doors and clean sheets.” I held out the smallest gem from my second pouch, now that I knew how to use them. I still had no idea where my first pouch had gone, although I did know that it was significantly plumper than when I had lost hold of it, and I still was not at all that inclined to search the nooks and crannies of the gnome’s fat little body for it. 
 
    The bespectacled innkeeper took the gem, held it up to the light, and nodded. “Right you are, sir.” He pocketed the gem and beckoned to a housemaid passing by. “Bessy will show you the way to our finest.” 
 
    Then as he was about to turn away, he suddenly caught sight of Ilandere’s horse legs. Most of her horse body was obscured by the cloak, so in the midst of the crowded inn, he had not immediately noticed her unusual form. 
 
    “Ah, pardon me, sir, but you cannot bring a horse into this establishment,” the innkeeper stammered. 
 
    Lizzy cackled with glee. “So reassuring-like to know your inn maintains decent standards, sir,” she said and batted her lashes at him. “You’ve a nice stable outside I presume?” 
 
    The innkeeper stared in confusion at Ilandere and adjusted his spectacles, no doubt attempting to figure out which part was horse and which part was rider, and where the horse’s head had gone. 
 
    “She is not a horse,” I informed him. 
 
    Ilandere reached up with her dainty white hands and shyly lowered the hood. 
 
    “I-- oh. Fairlands.” He gaped at the sight of her ethereal face with its porcelain skin, huge sad eyes, and little pointed chin. “Begging your pardon, my lady. You are, of course, most welcome here.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Ilandere whispered with a tiny smile, and the innkeeper flushed beetroot red. 
 
    I quickly ushered the centaur along before she could attract more attention from the inn’s other customers. I also had to hurry to catch up with Bessy the housemaid. She was simply not nimble enough to keep up with Lizzy, who had already whirled on her heel with a huff and started up the stairs without waiting for the rest of us. Ilandere, I could tell, was extremely skittish about climbing the narrow wooden stairs, but she clutched my hand and brought herself to do it. I think she may have been holding her breath the entire time. 
 
    The she-wolf stalked down the hall, sniffing in all directions. Halfway down she stopped at one of the doors and went up to it. I could see her striped skirt rustle with the movement of her tail wagging beneath them. She tapped one claw on the door. “We’ll take this one,” she informed Bessy. 
 
    “I, ah, believe that room was reserved for--” Bessy began. 
 
    “Someone who will be perfectly content in another room,” Lizzy snarled. Her wolfish ears were pressed flat back. Her teeth were human but extremely visible at the moment. 
 
    Bessy made the intelligent decision and handed Lizzy the key. Then she looked over at me. “You asked for two rooms, sir?” 
 
    “Yes. Are either of the two next to it vacant?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. That one,” Bessy pointed to the right of the room Lizzy had chosen, and handed me another key. She bobbed a curtsy, said, “A pleasant night to you, sirs. M’ladies.” And hurried away. 
 
    “Er, Lizzy, why that room in particular?” I asked. 
 
    “It smells right,” she said simply, as if it should have been obvious to me. 
 
    “I see. Well, I believe it would be best if you and Willobee--” I began. 
 
    “No,” Lizzy cut me off. “If you put me with the gnome, I will eat him. And if you put me with her, I will eat her.” 
 
    Ilandere let out a little gasp and took a step backward. It was very noticeable when she took even the smallest step in any direction because her hooves clattered. 
 
    “Lizzy, there are five of us. You cannot have a room all to yourself,” I said firmly. 
 
    Her rigid, bristling posture shifted immediately. She softened up and slunk in a figure eight around the two of me, brushing her tail across my crotches again accidentally-on-purpose. “I know, Vander,” she said sweetly. “I hope you don’t think I’m as horribly selfish as all that. And besides I would get awful lonesome. You are of course invited to join me. Both of you,” she said, with a wolfish smile. 
 
    “Listen, Lizzy. There are a lot of folks around this inn that we aren’t too popular with right now. I hope they don’t make a fuss over losing to Willobee earlier, but in case they do, we need to be prepared. So, which of us are the best fighters in the party?” I decided to appeal to her ego and hoped that it would convince her. It wasn’t that I wasn’t interested in a tumble with the pretty she-wolf. In fact the prospect interested me very much. But I couldn’t allow the gnome and the centaur to be robbed, kidnapped, or worse in the next room over because I was too busy enjoying myselves with Lizzy to be paying attention. 
 
    “You,” she answered, “and then me.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “That’s why it doesn’t make sense for us to room together. It makes the most sense for you to guard Willobee while I guard Ilandere.” 
 
    Willobee, still draped over my shoulder like an elegantly clothed sack of potatoes, emitted a loud snore. Ilandere giggled and whispered, “He is such a peculiar little creature!” 
 
    “Oh, so you want the horse to yourself, do you?” Lizzy hissed. 
 
    “No. That has nothing to do with it,” I said quickly. “I just think you are more likely to eat her if I leave her with you than you are to eat Willobee.” 
 
    Lizzy considered this and did not deny it. She reached out and tweaked Willobee’s knobby nose. He sneezed without waking up. She tugged his mead-soaked lavender beard. He smacked his lips and snored again. “There’s only one more thing you haven’t reckoned on,” Lizzy said. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Willobee is the one in most danger from the folks hereabouts, seeing as he’s the one who cheated them at cards,” she explained. “So, he should have a double guard. You and I can keep Willobee in our room. And you can also guard the horse in her room.” 
 
    I considered this, and it seemed like a reasonable solution that would keep everyone safe. “Very well,” I said as I unlocked both doors at the same time. 
 
    I held one door open for Ilandere and carried Willobee through the other after Lizzy had already barged in. 
 
    “Ooh, there’s a bed,” Ilandere said. “I love beds!” she squealed. 
 
    “You do?” I asked. I hadn’t been sure whether she usually slept standing up. As I locked the door and then barred it, the centaur trotted eagerly past me. “Well, the bed is for you. I will--” 
 
    There was a loud crash from behind me. I turned around. The bed frame had cracked in half and all of its legs had broken off. Ilandere was curled up happily in the center of the mattress which had now dropped down to floor level. She had all of her horse legs folded beneath her, and her human torso leaned over to rest on the mattress face-down. She was hugging a pillow to her chest, and her silvery hair fanned out across her almost-bare back. My cloak, she seemed to have hung neatly on a bedpost, but since the bedpost in question was no longer attached to the bed frame, the cloak had been flung across the floor. 
 
    “...Er. Good night, Ilandere,” I said hesitantly. 
 
    “Good night. Thank you for saving me, Vander,” she murmured and closed her enormous eyes. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I whispered, because it looked like she had fallen asleep immediately. I retrieved my cloak and used it for a blanket to sleep in front of the door. If anyone tried to open it during the night, I would know, and I would be ready for them. 
 
    Meanwhile, next door, Lizzy had also been quick to claim the bed. She rolled around on it, stretched luxuriously, and made deep canine growls of pleasure deep in her throat. 
 
    I looked around the room and spotted an armchair, so I settled Willobee in it. The seat was large enough to fit the gnome’s whole body. I arranged him on his side in case he vomited in his sleep although I was getting the sense that gnomes only seemed to vomit exactly when and where they wanted to. 
 
    Then I went back over to the door, took my cloak off, spread it out, lay down, and folded it over me. I shut my eyes. 
 
    I should have known it would not be that easy. 
 
    “Vander,” Lizzy called from the bed. 
 
    I wondered if I would be able to fake a convincing snore. I had never tried it before, so I had no idea what kind of sound might come out. 
 
    “Vander,” Lizzy called again. “The horse might be stupid, but I am not. I know very well that you are not asleep. And I know very well that under that cloak, you are all a-tingle with thoughts of all the things you could be doing right now instead of sleeping.” 
 
    “Stop calling her a horse,” I replied. “She is a centaur. How would you like it if people called you a wolf?” I had to admit that I did think of her that way in my head sometimes when her behavior was especially wolfish. But it still seemed rude to refer to her that way out loud. 
 
    “People do call me a wolf sometimes,” she said. “And I don’t see why on earth I would take an objection to being called exactly what I am.” 
 
    “But you’re not just a wolf,” I said. “You are also a human woman.” 
 
    “Hmm, is that how you prefer to think of me then?” Lizzy asked thoughtfully. “Well, it is all the same to me. But I am both, and you can call me either and I won’t mind it none.” 
 
    “If you’re so non-particular, then why did you insist that Ilandere should call you Elizabeth, since I have never heard you use that name with me nor Willobee nor your old crew on the road?” I asked. 
 
    “Because I didn’t want the horse to think she could be getting uppity with me and all familiar-like,” Lizzy snorted. “She’s no better than me, just because she looks like a princess and because she doesn’t know a single thing about the uglier parts of life. Not one bit better. I could tear her pretty little head off in a trice if I pleased, and I will do it too, just exactly the moment you get tired of her, Vander dear. That means that she should show me the proper respect until then.” 
 
    “Ilandere does not belong to me,” I said sternly. “Regardless of how I feel about it, you do not have the right to tear her head off.” 
 
    “She does too belong to you,” Lizzy snorted. 
 
    “Willobee is the one who won her in the card game, not me,” I pointed out. “And more importantly, since she never rightfully belonged to that Osric asshole who kidnapped her, she wasn’t his to give away to Willobee or anyone else.” 
 
    “That is not what I meant. Not what I meant at all,” Lizzy said. 
 
    I knew the she-wolf wanted me to ask her what exactly she did mean, so I closed my eyes again. 
 
    Lizzy decided to explain what she meant without being asked. “I know that Ilandere belongs to you because of the way she looks at you.”  
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” I said. “She’s just grateful to me for rescuing her from Osric, that’s all.” 
 
    “Well, yes, that did make you her hero right away,” Lizzy agreed. “And I know her type. A woman like that is really just waiting for a man to attach herself to and cook his meals for and bear his whelps. One that will take care of her and tell her that she’s pretty. She doesn’t want anything else besides that and she isn’t good for anything else besides that.” 
 
    “You and I both just met Ilandere,” I said. “We don’t really know anything about her. She might not be as simple as you think.” 
 
    “People are a hell of a lot simpler than you think, Vander,” Lizzy replied amusedly. “As a god, you really should know that.” 
 
    “Is that so? You for one don’t seem so simple to me, Lizzy,” I answered. I opened my eyes again to see her expression. Every time I looked over at her, she seemed to have arranged her limbs in a different position. Spread-eagled. Or with her legs propped up on the headboard. Or dangling halfway off the bed. Right now, she was simply lying demurely on her side with her head propped up on her hand, watching me. 
 
    “Well, maybe not more generally speaking, I have a few more knots in my character than most,” Lizzy admitted. “But right now? I only have one thing on my mind, Vander. Can’t say simpler than that.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, Lizzy, Willobee is right there,” I said. And our enemies could be right outside the door, I thought. But I didn’t want to seem overly concerned about a couple of dimwitted card players. 
 
    “Willobee is highly unlikely to wake up before noon tomorrow,” Lizzy said flatly, and I couldn’t really argue with that. 
 
    I had many, many more things on my mind than just the one. Like destroying Thorvinius and all his followers. Like how I was going to go about gaining more temples that would give me the power to create more selves in order to do it. Like how the hell I was going to keep a gnome, an uncooperative she-wolf, and now a delicate centaur all three safe by my side while I did it. 
 
    That’s not to say that the one wasn’t on my mind, or hadn’t been on my mind off and on ever since Lizzy had danced up to me on the road and started pawing me for valuables. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Lizzy asked. “Do you prefer the horse?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” In the other room, I was already asleep. In the other room, I wasn’t having anything remotely like the kind of conversational and now increasingly physical difficulties that I was experiencing in this room. Truth be told, Ilandere’s was the kind of beauty that you memorialized in art and put on a pedestal to stare at. It seemed like doing anything else might break her. With Lizzy, on the other hand, you didn’t just want to look. You wanted to breathe her in and grab her in all kinds of places and get a taste of her and… 
 
    “Hmm,” Lizzy purred. “You can lay over there and agonize over it, then. Or you can come over here, and I will knock your silly little worries out of your mind for you. The choice is yours.” 
 
    I thought that was it, and that she was finally going to go to sleep. But instead, she began stripping off her blouse and striped skirts. 
 
    “Lizzy,” I growled. “Don’t you dare.” 
 
    Her green eyes glittered at me. “Was that a threat? Am I about to feel the wrath of Qaar’endoth?” 
 
    She was on all fours on the bed now and completely naked, and her shaggy tail lashed back and forth. I could see her furry hind paws. I could see her ample bum and breasts that looked ripe to burst. I could also see that her arms and legs were corded with a certain amount of lean athletic muscle as you’d expect on a warrior-woman. Her body was a study in contradictions and yet somehow the whole was much more desirable than the sum of the parts. 
 
    “That’s not fucking fair,” I complained as I stood up and walked over to her. 
 
    Before I could even reach for her, Lizzy tackled me onto the bed, and I found myself flipped on my back straddled by the naked she-wolf. She brought her face down to mine and kissed me hard. I wrapped one hand behind her neck and the other behind the small of her back, and my fully clothed body bucked up urgently against hers as we panted into each other’s mouths. She started to tear my novice’s uniform off with her claws. 
 
    That was when the banging on the door started. 
 
    “Fuck,” I gasped as I threw Lizzy off me and leapt off the bed. I woke the self in the other room, but there didn’t seem to be anyone outside that door. Not yet, anyway. My other self was the one that had Polliver, so I grabbed an ordinary sword and ran to the door. 
 
    Then I looked back at Lizzy before I opened it to see if she had managed to get herself dressed. I jumped about a foot in the air with a high-pitched yelp. She hadn’t gotten dressed at all. Instead she had transformed into an enormous tawny-colored wolf, probably twice my size. 
 
    Yet still somehow through all this my massive throbbing hard-on had not subsided. I wondered if it would be possible to eliminate our unwelcome guests quickly without waking either Willobee or Ilandere, convince Lizzy to change back, and go back to fucking her within a few minutes. 
 
    I threw open the door as Lizzy vaulted over the bed in one bound to reach my side. 
 
    On the other side of the door, crowding the hallway, was what looked like the town’s entire population of heavy-drinking, gambling-addicted, ne’er-do-well, ham-fisted, squint-eyed mean-and-uglies. They were carrying various farming implements and other household appliances, such as carpentry saws, with pointy parts. 
 
    “Looks like crime rates in this town are about to go way down,” I muttered. 
 
    “There he is! The gnome is in there!” shouted the hunchback from earlier, pointing past me, and the whole mob charged us. 
 
    There simply wasn’t any time to attempt to convince them of the error of their ways in a non-lethal fashion, although I did grant them a few extra minutes to live by withholding my other self in the neighboring room with Ilandere. I knew my services would not be required in the hallway, and Ilandere, who quaked in her bed as she listened to the sounds of the angry mob, did seem to need me there to reassure her. 
 
    I didn’t doubt that these town thugs had plenty of experience with violence, but the way they attacked Lizzy and me made it pretty obvious that all of their experience consisted of hurting people who didn’t fight back. 
 
    Out in the hall, the first kill went to Lizzy. She literally bit the man’s neck, gnashed it in her jaws a little, and spat the bloody bony pulp back out with a roar. I wondered if there was something deeply wrong with me for still very much wanting to fuck her, but I concluded that if it was wrong, then I didn’t want to be right. 
 
    The first one to attack me was a big warty fellow who telegraphed his axe swing so exaggeratedly that I found it almost patronizing, as if he were eagerly inviting me to sidestep and stab him with my own blade. I didn’t want to be that obvious so instead, after leaning out of the way of his axe, I grabbed onto one of his ham hock arms and forcibly continued his swing in the same direction until his axe blade buried itself in the face of another mob member. Warty clung on tight to the axe handle and screamed at the top of his lungs. Whether it was out of frustration because he couldn’t dislodge the axe fast enough or out of fear I don’t know, but although you’d never have guessed it from the looks of him, Warty’s vocal register approached soprano, so to save my eardrums I hastily sliced his head off. 
 
    The resulting geyser of blood not only soaked me, it apparently splashed someone sneaking up behind me, who let out a grunt of disgust that gave away his position. I flipped my grip on my sword and stabbed backward without looking. When I felt my sword sink into flesh I released the hilt, whirled around, grabbed the hilt with both hands and dragged it down, which caused it to geld my attacker as it exited his body. As he screamed on the ground with the contents of his torn-open stomach spilling out all over the shredded remains of his manhood, I bet he regretted getting so squeamish a few seconds ago over a tiny splash of someone else’s blood.  
 
    Next I specifically targeted the guy that I had seen with a carpentry saw since I had never sawed anyone’s head off before and was a little curious about how effective the implement might prove in my hands. The lucky victim who presented himself first was the hunchback who had tried to purchase Lizzy’s charms earlier. I wondered if he even recognized the rampaging creature beside me as the curvaceous courtesan that had had him salivating down his front. After that I tossed the saw away. I was glad I’d kept an open mind, but frankly after giving it a fair shot I just wasn’t personally a fan. Too slow. Too raggedy. 
 
    Lizzy really was a wonder to behold. I soon found myself fighting my share of our attackers with only the use of my peripheral vision, because although some of our female novices weren’t half bad in combat, I had certainly never seen one pull off moves like ripping a man’s ribs out of his chest with her bare wolf-hands and then using one of the ribs to stab someone else through the eyeball. 
 
    I started to feel a little bad about the amount of blood that we were splashing on the walls and floor of the inn, since the innkeeper seemed like a nice man, but he really should’ve shown better judgment regarding the types of clientele he catered to.  
 
    Just one managed to sneak past both of us. I heard the sound of furniture crashing inside the room and then someone yelling, “Where is it? Where’s my fucking money, gnome?” and turned around just in time to see Willobee wake up, blink groggily, and barf in that someone’s face. 
 
    When I turned back around, every thug in sight was either running away, crawling away, or passively waiting to be hauled away to the local graveyard. 
 
    “All right. Let’s get out of here before law enforcement or something gets involved,” I sighed. “I’d rather not kill any upstanding citizens if it can be avoided.” 
 
    Now that it was over, I held out my hand to Ilandere and led her outside to join the others. 
 
    Lizzy dashed into the room we’d been sharing, then dashed back out and bounded down the stairs, carrying Willobee by the scruff of his neck in her teeth. 
 
    I both looked over at Ilandere. She wasn’t looking back at either of me, she was just looking down at the stairs in front of her hooves. And her expression was one of sheer unadulterated terror. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I said under my breath. 
 
    It is one thing to carry a damsel in distress down a flight of stairs. It is quite another thing entirely when that damsel’s body happens to be composed of mostly horse. A rather distressing thing, no matter how beautiful said damsel may be, and even when there are two of you, and you were the strongest novice in your temple. But I managed to make it down without dropping her. 
 
    The five of us hurried to the stables and tethered Luna and Chrysanthemum back to Willobee’s carriage. Luckily, the thugs had not thought of vandalizing or stealing it. They had gone straight for us instead, and I hoped the inn wouldn’t go out of business now that the majority of its clientele was strewn in various states of dismemberment across its upper hallway. Maybe now, it would become a nice place where families could bring their children to dine. 
 
    I dumped the recently-conscious-but-still-stunned-into-silence Willobee inside the carriage. Ilandere, I supposed, wouldn’t fit, but she shouldn’t have any trouble keeping up with a couple of ponies. And at least she still had one of my cloaks since I had grabbed it for her on our way out of the room. My other cloak was still on the floor at the inn under a pile of corpses, and I hadn’t thought it was worth digging through that mess to get it back. 
 
    As for Lizzy, she was still in her giant wolf form. 
 
    “Well,” I asked her, “do you want to be human and sit inside, or stay like that and run outside?” 
 
    It occurred to me that maybe she couldn’t talk in that form. She confirmed this concern by making a querulous sort of growl that was clearly intended to communicate something and gesturing at herself with a paw. 
 
    “Yes. Your body,” I said. “Do you want to change it back to a human one? I like the human one. Although this one’s pretty fucking awesome too. Or are you going to stay like that for now?” 
 
    Lizzy growled and shook her massive head, which was mostly jaws, in frustration. 
 
    Then she flopped over on her back and started thrashing around on the ground. At first I thought she was having some kind of seizure. But before I could say or do anything about it, she had morphed back into a pretty woman. A completely naked one. 
 
    “Now do you understand the problem?” she hissed. “You didn’t happen to be carrying a lady’s gown in those huge packs of yours, did you?” 
 
    “I…er….” I unbelted my leather novice’s surcoat and handed it over to her. I still had the tunic underneath, so I wasn’t barechested. 
 
    Lizzy slipped the surcoat over her head. It was a shapeless garment and cut in a man’s size, however it was the one with the slashes across the front from the she-wolf’s own claws from when she had been trying to remove it from me earlier, and on her, the placement looked almost strategic. Also, it was designed to be worn over pants, and the hem barely covered Lizzy’s full bum, exposing almost the entirety of her long, strong legs that tapered into wolf paws. 
 
    “Hmm. It suits you,” I said approvingly. 
 
    She giggled. “Oh, suppose I should’ve been a temple novice?” 
 
    “I sure wouldn’t have minded having you around,” I said, but then I remembered that if Lizzy had belonged to Qaar’endoth’s order, she would probably be dead now, and my mood turned more serious. “All right, get in the carriage. Ilandere, you’ll set the pace for us, and I’ll be right there in the driver’s seat, so you can tell me if you need to rest or anything. We have an oracle to consult, my friends.” 
 
    I climbed into the carriage with Lizzy and Willobee and hopped up on the driver’s bench where I could keep an eye on Ilandere, and then we were off.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    I was a little concerned that Ilandere might be upset about having what was supposed to be a peaceful night’s sleep disrupted and forced to canter along the road again before the sun came up, but the threat of encountering more violence if we stayed seemed to be enough motivation to stop her from complaining. 
 
    Gradually as I became more confident that there was no pursuit behind us, we slowed to a trot, and then to a walk. That made the ride a lot smoother inside the carriage, and soon Lizzy and I fell asleep nestled against each other while Willobee snored on the opposite bench. 
 
    Luna and Chrysanthemum seemed fascinated by the graceful creature whose silvery dappled hindquarters swished along in front of them. She was like a glamorous, exotic distant cousin to them, I supposed. They kept trying to nuzzle her and were obviously making a valiant effort on their stumpy pony legs to keep pace with her. 
 
    By the time the sun came up, Ilandere did not seem tired at all from the journey. In fact, she seemed positively cheerful. She pranced along with the hood thrown back from her radiant head, and sometimes she cantered in dizzying circles around both ponies and carriage like a living ray of moon-sparkle. 
 
    Willobee, who was awake by then, craned his head out the window to get a good look at her. 
 
    “I thought I was only dreaming last night that I saw a centaur,” he confessed. “My, but that was much stronger honey mead than I am accustomed to. I also thought I dreamt that you...” he trailed off as he squinted at Lizzy with a glint of fear in his jade lantern eyes and rubbed the back of his neck.  
 
    “Me?” She asked as she looked back at him wide-eyed, legs crossed primly to protect her modesty in a rather un-Lizzy-like fashion.  
 
    “Never mind,” Willobee said finally.  
 
    Outside, I called to Ilandere. “Do you want to stop for breakfast? And, our friend Willobee would like to meet you.” 
 
    We pulled off the road and let the ponies graze while the five of us gathered around and shared jerky, bread, and cheese from my packs. Ilandere had little interest in the bread or meat, but she was delighted when I found some dried apples that I had also taken from the temple kitchens. I wished I had a fresh one to give her, but she didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    Willobee could not stop staring at the centaur, and that amused Lizzy greatly. She pulled tricks like swatting him with her tail, or stealing the ostrich plume from his cap, just to see how much she could get away with without the gnome noticing. 
 
    As for Ilandere, she seemed to return the gnome’s fascination to some degree. She cocked her head and gazed down at him curiously as if he were some small animal that looked charming but might bite. Eventually she worked up the courage to pat him gently on the head with one hoof, her human hands clasped anxiously together, and Willobee chortled with delight. 
 
    Encouraged by this, Ilandere leaned down her human torso toward him and reached out to pet his lavender beard. She wrinkled her nose. “It’s so soft, but... it’s sticky!” 
 
    “Er, that would be the honey mead, my lady,” Willobee replied. “Please forgive me. I will wash it at the earliest opportunity.” 
 
    Every time Willobee spoke, Ilandere’s big round eyes widened even more, as if it surprised her that the gnome was capable of human speech. 
 
    “Would you like to-- er, go for a ride?” Ilandere invited him shyly as she tossed back her wavy mane. 
 
    “You mean...?” Willobee’s green eyes lit up just as brightly as they had when he first spied my pouch of gems. The one that he still, come to think of it, had in his possession somewhere. 
 
    Ilandere dropped her cloak in the grass. Then she picked up the gnome in both hands and spun him around above her head in order to lower him upright and forward-facing onto her horse back. I guessed that the centaur-girl must be significantly stronger than she appeared. Between Willobee’s evident nervous excitement, and the lingering effects of the honey mead, I wasn’t sure that I trusted him to keep down his breakfast while on horseback. 
 
    “Hold on tight!” Ilandere instructed. Her human waist was so impossibly slender that even the gnome’s stubby arms could reach all the way around, and he clasped his hands together without difficulty. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good--” I began, but before I could complete the question, Ilandere had dashed off squealing with laughter while the gnome hooted and whooped on her back. 
 
    “Well, we’d better catch up to them,” I said as I fetched Luna and Chrysanthemum to tether their harnesses back onto the carriage. The ponies cooperated docilely, and I quickly had them set up. 
 
    “As you please,” Lizzy said with a shrug.  
 
    I picked up the cloak that Ilandere had discarded and threw it across the driver’s seat beside one of me as I urged the ponies to start clopping along, so that the wheels of the carriage started spinning just as my other self and Lizzy slid through the doors so that we rode inside. 
 
    “Last night was really fun,” she remarked as she cast me a sideways glance with those bright green eyes of hers, “although not the kind or as much fun as I had been hoping for.” Her wolfish ear twitched meaningfully, so I looked out the window and saw that Ilandere and Willobee were just a bouncing speck in the distance. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “just what is it you had been hoping for last night, then?” 
 
    Lizzy read my expression and grinned wolfishly. 
 
    “I’ll show you then, why don’t I?” she suggested. Her hair was a disaster, she was still flecked with a bunch of random strangers’ dried blood, but she was just about the most luscious sight I’d ever seen. 
 
    I reached out, grabbed her by the back of the neck again as I had done the previous night before we got interrupted by Willobee’s gambling buddies, and pulled her face in to mine to kiss her. 
 
    The she-wolf straddled my lap and grinded against my crotch as she pressed herself to my chest. Her tail stuck out stiffly behind her, which raised the hem of the surcoat and bared her entire ass. She wasn’t wearing any undergarments, and even though I still had my pants on, I was so hard that I felt like I practically could have fucked her through the leather. But instead she lifted herself off me just enough to fit her hands between us and unlace my pants and then crouched down to pull them down to my ankles. 
 
    Then she immediately got back in position and quickly impaled herself on me. As soon as I was deep within her, she tipped her head back and let out a thankful gasp of relief as her body quavered. 
 
    I slid my hands up underneath the surcoat and gripped her by the waist in order to slide her up and down the slick length of my shaft. Lizzy braced herself by placing her hands on my shoulders, and she moaned softly when my hands moved up to scrape against the nipples of her full breasts. 
 
    Then she took control of the situation and started jacking her hips back and forth. She used my body to pleasure herself as she lowered her head to my neck and started biting it. I squeezed one of her full breasts in my hand while I lowered my other hand to her ass. Then I pulled the surcoat off over her head so that I could see her breasts bouncing, and her stomach and thigh muscles clenching and unclenching as she rode the long length of my cock. 
 
    She started to yelp with each thrust loudly enough that I feared the ponies would be spooked. Then we both climaxed explosively, and Lizzy collapsed against me.  
 
    “Woooow,” she groaned between her gasping breaths. 
 
    “Yeah, that was great,” my other self shouted from where I controlled the ponies from the driver’s seat, since the one Lizzy had just made love with inside the carriage was still recovering breath.  
 
    Lizzy slid herself off me and knelt to lick me clean. Then, since the inside of her thighs were also slick with my seed, she wiped it off with her hand, stared into my eyes, and licked every drop from her fingers and palm. 
 
    When she rose back up, I inserted my finger between her legs and rocked her vigorously until she came again, very quickly that time since her body was still pulsing with the after effects of our first bout. 
 
    Through my other pair of eyes I saw Ilandere and Willobee approaching the carriage. 
 
    “They’re coming back,” I told Lizzy, and she groaned and pulled the surcoat back over her head while I pulled my pants back up. 
 
    We disentangled ourselves, but there was no way that the musty smell filling the inside of the carriage would not give us away if Willobee reentered any time soon, so I hoped Ilandere wouldn’t mind carrying him around on her back for a little while longer. I knew that the gnome for his part would not be in any hurry at all to dismount until he was obliged to. 
 
    Ilandere trotted up alongside the carriage with Willobee clinging onto her, and I opened the door to ventilate the carriage. 
 
    Both the centaur and the gnome looked windswept and refreshed and Willobee especially was positively beaming with joy. 
 
    “There is a fork in the road a mile up ahead, Vander,” Ilandere told me. “Which branch do you want us to take?” 
 
    “The left,” my self that was driving the carriage said immediately. I knew that from what the novices who had made the journey before had told me. “We are very close to Nillibet’s temple now.” 
 
    “Oh, hurrah.” She trotted up next to Chrysanthemum and scratched the pony under the chin. “Race you there!” 
 
    “Ilandere, no!” I protested, but the wind sucked away my words. I barely managed to drag the carriage door shut before we started rattling along at a clip that might otherwise have torn it from its hinges. 
 
    As we rode along, I tried to remember everything I had heard about the temple of Nillibet, goddess of chastity and baking. The vestals who lived there ranged from young teenagers placed there by their families to old women who had either never known any other kind of existence, or had turned to the temple as a kind of sanctuary after the trials of their previous lives had become too much for them to bear. The fact that no men were allowed within the walls of the complex except as prescreened and closely supervised short-term guests was a major selling point for women with fathers or husbands whose behavior had turned them against the entire male sex. So, leering at any of the vestals or even so much as raising your voice at one was the quickest way to get booted out the door on your ass.  
 
    I’d have to hope that Willobee and Lizzy would not cause Nillibet’s followers any offense, but Ilandere on the other hand might help our party’s cause, since the vestals were known to be fiercely protective of fragile young things like her that could claim victimhood of any stripe. I’d have to be sure to bring up the Osric incident in conversation.  
 
    “Lizzy,” I asked, “so what do you know about the Order of Nillibet?” 
 
    “I know they’re a bunch of fat virgins who like to eat their feelings,” Lizzy answered immediately. 
 
    “Oh... Um... When we get there, I was thinking that, maybe, well, you should let me do most of the talking,” I suggested. “Seeing as my order was friendly with them and all. As friendly as any co-ed order could be, that is.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” Lizzy agreed with a shrug. “What could they possibly have to talk about, anyway?” 
 
    That was when, outside, I started to hear singing. It was a mournful chorus of female voices droning on in what sounded a great deal like a funeral dirge. 
 
    “Vander, what is that sound?” Ilandere asked me. 
 
    “A lot of unhappy women,” Willobee answered nervously from her back. “Ilandere, maybe you had better put me back in the carriage.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” I said quickly because the carriage still smelled strongly of Lizzy’s and my recent activities. “I’m sure that must just be a party from Nillibet’s temple. Perhaps one of the vestals recently passed on. We will go and offer them our condolences.” 
 
    When we crested the next hill, the singing party came into sight. It was a procession of about thirty women all dressed in long robes and veils of varying shades of pink. They moved very slowly. Some of them were weeping and blowing their noses into pink handkerchiefs. In the middle of the group four of the processioners were carrying a curtained litter. In the back of the group, they were trailed by eight extremely overburdened mules. 
 
    We rode down to meet them. 
 
    While I stayed inside the carriage with Lizzy and motioned for her to keep quiet, my other self jumped down from the driver’s bench and walked up to the elderly wimpled woman who was leading the procession. She was flanked by two younger attendants, and they all eyed me suspiciously. 
 
    “Good morning, Mother Georgina,” I said politely. That, if I recalled correctly, was the name of Nillibet’s current high priestess. 
 
    “Good morning, son,” the high priestess replied. She looked behind me at Ilandere and Willobee and her brow furrowed in distaste. “You are using a woman as a beast of burden?” 
 
    “H-he is my friend,” Ilandere stammered in confusion. Willobee seemed to be trying to make himself as small as possible behind her back, and I wondered why he didn’t start spinning clever words out of his ass to try to win over or otherwise bamboozle Mother Georgina as was his usual habit with strangers. 
 
    “She does not even know that she is oppressed.” The high priestess sighed. “Well, what is it, son?” She looked at our carriage and frowned in apparent annoyance at the fact that it was blocking most of the road. 
 
    “We were just heading to your temple to ask for your help,” I replied. 
 
    “What sort of help do you require?” she asked suspiciously. “As you can see, we are not in much of a position right now to help anyone. We are fleeing a grievous catastrophe.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, Mother,” I said. Maybe I had been wrong about the funeral assumption then. “What kind of catastrophe might that be?” 
 
    “We received word that the villainous blackguards who call themselves Thorvinians are currently rampaging across the countryside, murdering everyone in their path,” the high priestess replied. She paused for dramatic effect. “And that we, as if we have not been persecuted enough, were their next target!” 
 
    “Well, that makes us allies then,” I announced. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” the high priestess asked. 
 
    “The Order of Thorvinius attacked my temple and slaughtered all my people the night before last,” I answered. “I already crushed the raiding party that committed this massacre, but I will not rest until I have obliterated Thorvinius’ entire order from the face of the earth.” 
 
    Judging from her expression, Mother Georgina actually seemed to warm to me a little at that. “Well then. I suppose we are indeed allies. And may I ask who you are, son?” 
 
    “I am--” of the Order of Qaar’endoth, I was about to say. But that order no longer existed. It would never exist again unless and until my selves rebuilt it from the ashes. 
 
    My other self stepped out from the carriage and completed the sentence, “Qaar’endoth.” 
 
    “You, Qaar’endoth?” the high priestess scoffed. “Pah! Male arrogance never ceases to astound.” 
 
    “Only the Qaar’endothi can double in that way, Mother,” whispered one of the attendants beside the old woman. 
 
    “Oh, I can tell he is Qaar’endothi sure enough,” Mother Georgina snapped, “but does being the high priestess of our order make me thrice-blessed Nillibet herself? Hmm?” 
 
    “Well, n-no, Mother,” the attendant admitted. 
 
    “You do not have to believe me,” I said from both of my mouths. “I do not really need your help or the rest of your vestals’ for that matter. I only need to speak with Meline. Where is she?” 
 
    “The oracle Meline is resting,” Mother Georgina replied. “The move this morning has been very stressful for her. She does not need to be disturbed by some novice with delusions of grandeur. Or two novices. However you like to think of yourself.” She waved her gnarled hand at both of me dismissively. 
 
    “Well,” both of my voices said in perfect unison, “tell Meline that Qaar’endoth, or a Qaar’endothi novice, if you do not believe me, is here and would like to consult with her about a prophecy pronounced by Aurelana before she died. That he seeks her advice regarding a quest to destroy our common enemy and make the world safe for the innocent again. Let her make her own choice about whether she will speak to me.” 
 
    “Aurelana is dead?” the high priestess’ other attendant gasped. 
 
    Mother Georgina looked somewhat chastened too. “Aurelana was a friend to this temple, but if Meline is to interact with a man, there are purification rituals that will be necessary, and we have many miles to go before we reach the safety of our sisters’ walls.” 
 
    “Oh for fuck’s sake,” Lizzy exclaimed as she leapt out of the carriage. The high priestess’ eyes narrowed as I guessed she drew some obvious conclusions about the surcoat Lizzy was wearing as her sole garment. “Let him talk to the oracle, or I will fucking eat all you fucks.”  
 
    One of Mother Georgina’s attendants fainted at the foul worded threat coming from the wolf-woman’s mouth. This occasioned a lot of squealing among her sister vestals, and I cast Lizzy a reproachful glare. 
 
    “Diplomacy was clearly not getting you anywhere,” the she-wolf said defensively. “You’re too nice, Vander. You just have to put your foot down with people like them.” 
 
    “In the name of Nillibet, I order you to step aside and let us pass now,” Mother Georgina said icily. Her vivid magenta robes and wimple gave her the effect of a flower in full bloom. Her aged face, however, bore more of a resemblance to a flower that belonged in a bowl of potpourri. 
 
    “Or what? You’ll pie me in the face?” Lizzy guffawed. 
 
    Suddenly, vestals farther back in the procession started to shriek. 
 
    “It’s the Thorvinians!” 
 
    “The Thorvinians are here!” 
 
    “We’re all going to die!” 
 
    “Why did you take so long doing your hair this morning, you bitch?” 
 
    “Nerissa is the one who couldn’t find her fucking veil! This is not my fault, you hag!” 
 
    I scanned the landscape and spotted the threat that they were referring to. About a quarter of a mile away a mounted band of about a dozen men galloped hard toward us. Six spread out along each side to trap the procession between closing jaws, and I guessed we had a few moments to prepare for their attack. 
 
    Their armor was painted black, a few carried bows, and most carried spears. But they did not carry Thorvinius’ banner, and they were not screaming any of Thorvinius’ mantras. Instead they were yipping some kind of wordless war cry at the top of their lungs that just sounded like, “Yiyiyiyiyiyiyiyiyiyiyi!” 
 
    Lizzy tipped her head back and let out a bloodcurdling howl in answer, and another two vestals fainted in pink billows of fabric like sails catching wind. 
 
    “Lizzy, you take nine o’clock to one o’clock,” I ordered. “I’ll take one to five and five to nine. Ilandere, take Willobee to safety. Now.” I pointed in the opposite direction as the one from which the attackers were bearing down on us. I had the impulse to send her off with a smack to the rump as one might do with a horse, but recognized in time that that was liable to be misinterpreted. It wasn’t necessary anyway since the beautiful centaur nodded fearfully and galloped off to be quickly lost from sight, the gnome clinging fast to her waist. The unusual properties of his vomit could have been useful, I suppose, but that really seemed to be more of a defensive mechanism than an offensive one. 
 
    “Give me a weapon,” Lizzy said. 
 
    “What do you mean? Aren’t you going to morph?” I asked. 
 
    “How am I supposed to do that? It’s broad daylight,” Lizzy said as if I should have known. 
 
    “Oh, you can’t-- Then get back in the carriage,” I said. “I’ll handle this.” 
 
    “I,” she hissed as she jabbed a claw at her leather-clad chest, “am not one of them, Vander.” She jabbed the claw at the procession of pink-clad vestals. “In case you hadn’t noticed. Now give me a fucking weapon.” 
 
    “As my lady commands,” I said sarcastically. There was no time to argue with her, and probably nothing I could do to make her obey, short of tying her up in the carriage. So I tossed her the sword that wasn’t Polliver, and the two of me plus her spread out to defend the whole group. 
 
    One of the riders barreled down on me with his spear extended, but I sidestepped, grabbed the haft of his weapon, and pulled the man off the horse along with it. As soon as he landed, I kicked him in the chest to detach his grip from his weapon. Then I spun it around and skewered him with it. 
 
    The next closest rider was shooting arrows at me, and one of the arrows ruffled my hair as it went by. I took one of the daggers that were strapped to my wrists and threw it with a thunk into his face. That made it look like he had a hilt for a nose, and while it was an interesting decorative touch, it compromised the structural integrity of the surrounding face significantly, and his face poured blood as he died. 
 
    My other self had already jumped in the air and cut an attacker in half with Polliver, and then I pulled another from his horse when I landed. He let out a scream when he fell, but then I cut his throat out with my magical blade before turning to a third attacker. This one was charging wildly at me with his axe raised, but I tossed myself the spear I had taken from the first brigand as I tossed myself Polliver. Then I flipped the spear around in my hand, threw it, and impaled the axe-man before his horse reached me.  
 
    “Why, if it isn’t Lizzy Longshanks of the Dungville Dastards,” exclaimed the man that Lizzy was fighting nearby. “You look as ravishing as ever, Liz. I like the new dress. If you can call it that. Like the tail too. Always did.” 
 
    “The Dungville Dastards were two crews ago, Frank,” she yelled. “Things have changed. I’ve grown up some.” 
 
    “I guess I prob’ly shoulda killed you with the rest,” Frank sighed, “but what’s done is done. And you was such a sweet slip of a thing, I just plain didn’t want to. But I shoulda known you’d never come to any good, Liz.” 
 
    “Yeah, you shoulda,” she agreed.  
 
    Frank cracked her in the side of the head with the hilt of his sword, a solid blow that knocked her flying. He threw himself forward on top of her with his sword poised for a final strike, but the tip of the blade she had borrowed from me burst through his back as she impaled him through the chest, and she shoved his body off her. 
 
    “You know these men, Lizzy?” I shouted as I scissored off a head between two daggers. 
 
    “Mildly acquainted,” she shouted back as she sprang to her feet. “Don’t be shy with the stabbing.” 
 
    Two of the remaining riders converged on me, one with a bow and the other with a spear. The one with the spear got there first. I leapt behind his horse just in time as his idiot friend proceeded to twang two arrows in a row directly into the poor beast’s flank. The horse screamed in pain and bucked its rider off, whereupon I drove Polliver downward into his unarmored throat. As he gurgled his last breath, I took his spear and threw it at the archer. 
 
    My spear punched through his shoulder, but it was enough to disable him and keep him from drawing the bow again, so I sprinted up to him, yanked him down from his horse by the dangling haft of the spear, and then my other self stomped his skull like a hardboiled egg. As soon as he was dead I grabbed the reins of the now unoccupied horse, and my other body gave me a quick foot lift so I could swing myself into the saddle faster.  
 
    “Watch out, Lizzy!” I yelled, and then I trampled straight over her current opponent after she scrambled out of the way. 
 
    I slowed the horse down and circled back to confirm with Lizzy. “That the last one?” 
 
    “Last one, Vander,” she said and licked her lips. “I weren’t gonna make the same mistake Frank made with me.” 
 
    “Frank… killed your people?” I asked. “I’m sorry that happened to you, Lizzy.” 
 
    “It were many years ago,” she said nonchalantly, “and it weren’t ah-nothing like with your people, where you all depended on and loved each other and whatnot. All it took was one too many drinks or one too few shares of loot to make one Dungville Dastard turn on another. That’s what made them so weak.” 
 
    I heard the sound of more hoofbeats headed our way, but these were more of pattering hoofbeats instead of thundering ones. I looked up, and there were Ilandere and Willobee. 
 
    Ilandere bent slightly and threw her slim arms around me in a hug that nearly dislodged Willobee from his seat. “I was so worried,” she exclaimed. “We were watching the whole thing from that hill over there.” 
 
    “You were watching the whole thing, and you still thought you had a reason to worry? I am downright insulted, Ilandere.” I smiled so that she would know I was just teasing.  
 
    “Ohh, well, you did great,” she said as a pretty blush came to her cheeks. “You are so strong, and your uhhh, I mean, both of your bodies worked so well together.” 
 
    “Thanks Ilandere,” I laughed. “I have a job for you. Round up as many of these horses as you can since their old owners won’t be needing them anymore. Keep them calm and herd them together if you can. Willobee, get down from there. You and Lizzy collect any armor, weapons, and valuables from the bodies that looks useful.”  
 
    Lizzy lifted Willobee down, and my team set to work. I assisted with both horse-catching and body-searching, depending on who looked like they needed my help most at the moment. 
 
    Meanwhile, I rode back around the huddled knot of stunned vestals over to the high priestess. 
 
    From horseback, conscious that I was severely blood-splattered, I said, “Bring Meline to me now.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” replied old Mother Georgina. She gestured with her hand, and the four vestals surrounding the litter raised it back up onto their shoulders and began to make their way to the front of the group. “Thank you for saving my vestals. I… misjudged you.” 
 
    “Then you believe I am Qaar’endoth now?” I asked, more curiously than anything else, since I was not quite sure whether I believed it myself. 
 
    The high priestess smiled wryly. “Well, I do not know about that,” she replied. “And if I were to acknowledge a mere mortal as a god, it would be a grave offense to Nillibet. I hope you understand why I cannot risk it, my lord. But I do believe that you are a valiant warrior, an honorable man, and that you deserve all the help we can lend you. Little as it may be, under the circumstances.” 
 
    I nodded. That was satisfactory. 
 
    The veiled vestals lowered the litter before me. A dark hand banded with gold rings and bracelets parted the curtain, and the oracle emerged. 
 
    She was clad in pale pink like the vestals, but she was neither veiled nor wimpled, and the style of her flowing gown left her shoulders and arms bare. She was a very lithe and graceful woman, long-necked and feline-featured, with skin the color of chocolate and masses and masses of black hair coiled upon her head in the most elaborate arrangement of braids that I had ever seen. Yet the most striking thing about her appearance was the fact that her large almond-shaped eyes had no pigment whatsoever in them. 
 
    She reached out her hand, and one of the litter-bearers took it and supported her, like a gentleman about to lead a lady in a dance. 
 
    “Hello, Meline,” I said. “I am Vander. Perhaps I am Qaar’endoth as well. You may know the truth of that better than I.” 
 
    “Hello, Vander,” the dark beauty replied as she turned toward the sound of my voice. “Thank you for saving my sisters. I know you came here for my counsel. What is it you would like to know?” 
 
    “I need to know how to defeat Thorvinius and his followers,” I answered. “They murdered my people.” 
 
    “And will murder many more, if you do not stop them,” she added gravely. 
 
    “Indeed,” I said. “Father Ludo did think that I was the one meant to stop them. He told me of a prophecy by Aurelana. She said--” 
 
    “The faithful will perish, save for the strongest of them all, and that one will be the vessel of Qaar’endoth,” Meline began to recite. “And the vessel shall be multiplied with each proof of fealty. And from the alliance of the faithless shall come the age of Qaar’endoth.”  
 
    “Yes,” I whispered. I did not ask her how she had learned of Aurelana’s prophecy. Perhaps oracles had psychic ways of communing with each other as well as with the gods. Perhaps she had obtained the information through more mundane means, such as a letter sent by bird or messenger. And then read aloud to her, for I supposed that one thing a blind woman could not do was read. “What does it mean?” 
 
    “I am not sure,” she admitted. “The will of the gods is always obscure. But there is a haze of divinity about you. It is true that you are a vessel for something. What proofs may be required of you, I could not say. And as for the alliance… well… who are your companions? Are they from your temple?” 
 
    “No. They are not from any temple,” I answered. 
 
    “Well, then, it may be that that part of the prophecy refers to them,” Meline suggested. “But ‘faithless’ could also mean that they will betray you. Or that others will, whom you have not even met yet, but who will prove vital to your quest.” 
 
    “I see,” I said. The oracle was gracious and regal and mesmerizing to look upon, but nothing she had said so far in that melodious voice of hers was actually of any real help. 
 
    Meline seemed to sense my disappointment. “I am sorry, but I cannot interpret another oracle’s prophecy for you, Vander. Most likely she could not have explained it any further herself. We know only what little we are permitted to know.” 
 
    “Well, I, ah, appreciate your time, Meline,” I said heavily. “And I wish you all a safe journey to your sisters’ temple, wherever that is.” 
 
    I had just begun to turn away to see where my “faithless” companions had gone when the oracle spoke again. 
 
    “There is one thing that I can tell you, Vander the Qaar’endothi,” she said. I gazed into her sightless white eyes, two pearls in the night. “Your quest will fail.” 
 
    “What?” This was going from bad to worse. I was getting ready to demand what the fuck Meline thought she knew about me or my quest, anyway. 
 
    Then she continued, “Unless you go to the village of Ferndale and banish that which ails its people. Unless you guard them from new mistakes by sunlight and from old mistakes by moonlight.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with Ferndale?” I asked. 
 
    “Ferndale?” Meline repeated quizzically. “What is Ferndale?” 
 
    “But you just said--” I began. 
 
    The regal oracle hiccupped. “Oh. My. Pardon me. What did I say?” 
 
    “Your quest will fail. Unless you go to the village of Ferndale and banish that which ails its people. Unless you guard them from new mistakes by sunlight and from old mistakes by moonlight,” I repeated her own words to her. 
 
    The oracle let go of the vestal who was supporting her and clasped her hands in front of her with girlish excitement. “A prophecy!” she exclaimed as she brought her hand to her chest. “Thank the Fairlands. It’s been ages since I’ve had one. You are most welcome, Vander the Qaar’endothi.” She smiled radiantly. 
 
    I barely had time to say, “Thank you,” and hope that she heard me before the strange woman slipped back into her litter and pulled the curtain shut. 
 
    “Vander, I think we have everything you are likely to want,” Lizzy said, and I turned to see that the beautiful wolf-woman had walked up to me while I finished talking to the oracle. 
 
    Lizzy now had a leather pauldron fastened over my sleeveless surcoat and studded leather bracers laced up her forearms as well as a dagger strapped to each bare thigh. She had also adorned her neck with a bird skull pendant that one of Frank’s crew must have been wearing. Willobee waddled a little ways behind the ferocious-looking she-wolf draped in what was, on him, a chainmail gown and sounding excessively jingly. The two of them carried piles of the would-be bandits’ belongings over and dumped them in the carriage, transforming it into an armory on wheels. 
 
    “Have any of you ever heard of the village of Ferndale?” I called out to the group of vestals. 
 
    One of them stepped forward shyly. “Yes,” she began, “that is where I was born, but, I have no family left there and I have not received any word from the village for seventeen years.”  
 
    “Where is it?” I asked. 
 
    “It is three days’ ride northeast of here,” she said as she pointed. “There are two forks in the road, and you must take the right each time. You will cross a stone bridge. And you will see four windmills. In the summer, it is surrounded by fields of purple wildflowers. But they will not be blooming now.” 
 
    I thanked the vestal from Ferndale.  
 
    Then Ilandere trotted up surrounded by ten adoring horses, and I turned to Mother Georgina, “These are for you and your vestals. Do any of them know how to handle horses? You should unload some of your things from those poor mules and transfer them to these horses. Then you can move faster. If any of you know how to ride, you can also use them for scouting purposes, or for some of you to escape if you meet with more trouble.” 
 
    I had considered keeping a pair of the bandits’ horses to pull our carriage, but Luna and Chrysanthemum’s harnesses would not fit them, and besides I could not bring myself to leave the loyal ponies behind. I would find other steeds for myselves later when the time for battle with Thorvinius drew nearer. 
 
    “Thank you. Nillibet knows what you have done for us.” The high priestess looked back toward the crowd of pink-clad vestals, and some of the girls came forward to take the horses’ reins. 
 
    “Watch out,” I warned them. “When we leave, they will probably try to follow Ilandere.” 
 
    “Treat them very kindly,” Ilandere told the vestals with a giggle. “They are sweet horses.” 
 
    They had not seemed like very sweet horses when they were trying to run me and Lizzy down and when one had trampled its own rider, but it was true enough that they did seem like completely different creatures in the beautiful centaur’s presence, and I hoped they would retain some of that docility when only the vestals were left to mind them. 
 
    “Well, then,” I said, “we shall take our leave of you, Mother Georgina.” 
 
    The elderly high priestess curtsied. She and I almost, almost overcame the odds and parted on very friendly terms. 
 
    And then one of the vestals who had been serving as a litter-bearer for Meline the oracle and observing the proceedings intently from behind her pink face veil stepped forward. She curtsied to me and dropped the face veil. 
 
    I literally gasped under my breath. She was stunningly beautiful, in an entirely different way than either Lizzy or Ilandere. Her eyes were dark-fringed hazel, and her thick brows dramatically arched. Her nose was perfectly straight and as elegantly shaped as her sharp cheekbones. Her mouth was full and pillowy. Her skin was caramel-colored, and the tresses that peeked out from beneath her head covering were a glossy chestnut brown. 
 
    A smirk twitched the corner of her sensuous mouth when she detected my reaction to the sight of her face. “My lord, may I ask you a… doctrinal question?” she requested in a voice like molten velvet. 
 
    “Sister Florenia...” the high priestess said warningly. 
 
    “Nillibet, as you know, condemns all carnal relations between man and woman,” the breathtaking vision in pink continued. “So, what is Qaar’endoth’s decree on this matter? Would the Unvanquished One approve, for instance, of a god copulating with one of his followers?” 
 
    “I… ah… cannot see why he would object,” I managed to croak. 
 
    “How profoundly enlightening,” the beauteous Florenia announced serenely. “In that case. Having recognized the sacrilegious perversity of my former order’s misguided teachings, I do hereby forswear the false goddess Nillibet and devote myself henceforth to my lord, Qaar’endoth, in the humble hope of attaining his grace.”  
 
    “Florenia!” Mother Georgina squawked. “By all the Fairlands, girl, think of your eternal soul! Think of your poor mother and father to whom you are more precious than all the duchies of Ambria, who committed you into my care in the desperate hope that you could be redeemed under the guidance of Nillibet!” 
 
    “Ah, yes, my honorable parents, who dragged me here and discarded me like a dollop of overproofed dough… my thoughts dwell upon them often,” Florenia replied without raising her voice by even a fraction of an octave. “As for my soul, well, Mother, this particular point of doctrinal dispute has long tormented me, and the clarity that I prayed for has eluded me. And today I have finally received the divine answer that I yearned for.” She looked at both of me. “…Twice over.” 
 
    “Sister Florenia, has all your time here taught you absolutely nothing?” the high priestess wailed. 
 
    “You do your temple a grave injustice, Mother,” Florenia replied. “During the precious months that I have passed in solemn dedication to Nillibet, her faithful servants have thoroughly initiated me in the mysteries of how to perfect the texture of a custard, neatly layer the flimsiest of phyllo dough, and whisk soufflés into the very pinnacle of fluffiness.” 
 
    Mother Georgina appeared to be aging another decade before my very eyes. 
 
    Lizzy elbowed me and whispered, “I don’t understand half her fancy jabber, but this one I think I like, Vander.” 
 
    That settled it. “Well, come on then, Florenia,” I said as I held out my arm to her. “Qaar’endoth is a very busy god. I fear there may not be much time for baking from here on out.” 
 
    As I escorted the dazzling vestal to the carriage, Willobee inquired a little petulantly, “Just out of idle curiosity, Master, how is it you can barely string together a sentence, and yet all these beauties everywhere we go are forever glomming onto you like barnacles?” 
 
    “It is because he is so kind and loyal,” Ilandere answered immediately. 
 
    “It’s on account of I’ve never witnessed any other man who was half such a bloody terror with every damn weapon that’s ever been invented,” Lizzy explained admiringly. “Also, his big cock is just about what I would call a sublime experience.” 
 
    “Well, for a god he is not half bad-looking, you know,” Florenia informed the gnome solemnly. 
 
    One of my bodies piled into the carriage with Willobee and the two lovely women while the other swung up onto the driver’s seat close behind Ilandere, and with that we were off. If Luna and Chrysanthemum noticed the increased load, they did not remark upon it. 
 
    The last I heard from the order of Nillibet as we rattled down the road was Mother Georgina screeching, “Daughter of Nillibet, I beg you to reconsider! Your motives are not puuuuurreeee….”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    My warrior she-wolf introduced herself to the vestal as “Lizzy” instead of “Elizabeth,” so I knew that she really did like Florenia. Florenia for her part seemed impressively unconcerned by Lizzy’s wolf features, violent tendencies, and proudly announced familiarity with my cock. 
 
    “The centaur you saw outside is named Ilandere,” I said since Ilandere could not fit inside the carriage to introduce herself. As it was, there was room enough inside for Lizzy, Florenia, Willobee, and one of me as well as all our gear, but if we acquired any more companions, we were going to need to add another conveyance as well. 
 
    “I am Willobee of Clan Benniwumporgan,” the gnome informed Florenia as he twirled the ostrich plume in his cap. “And my snow-white steeds that you also saw outside are named Damask and Diamond.” 
 
    “They’re named what?” I repeated. 
 
    “Damask and Diamond,” Willobee replied matter-of-factly. “After a few of the finer things in life,” he elaborated. “Because I am the sort of gnome who appreciates the finer things in life.” He gazed upon Florenia’s fine-featured face appreciatively. In a certain way, I guessed that he was being completely honest when he said that. The gnome’s instantaneous obsession with every woman I befriended did not even seem to be sexual in nature. He just coveted all pretty things the way that he coveted gems whether or not they belonged to him. 
 
    “But Willobee,” I objected, “you told me and Lizzy that their names are Luna and Chrysanthemum. And that is what we have been calling them all this time.” 
 
    Willobee winced. Then he said airily, “Yes, yes. Those are their nicknames. A couple of their nicknames, anyway. They are very famous and sophisticated ponies, and over the course of their illustrious carriage-drawing careers, they have earned almost as many names, titles, and epithets as I, in the course of my own lucrative career, have collected marvelous treasures, invitations to feasts, and debts of gratitude.” 
 
    “Then you are… what? A treasure-hunter?” I guessed. He had been suspiciously vague every time Lizzy or I pressed him on the matter of what exactly he used to do for a living before he pledged his services to me. “A mendicant? A bard? A grave-robber?” 
 
    “Oh, Fairlands!” Willobee exclaimed. “Good Master, I beg of you not to impugn your faithful servant in this way.” 
 
    “I am not trying to insult you, Willobee,” I assured him. “I like you, and I like having you with me. I just do not understand who you really are, and I wish you would stop telling falsehoods all the time. Even about things like the names of your ponies.” 
 
    Willobee’s tufted ears twitched back like a scolded dog’s and his eyelids came down to hood his glowing eyes. “I try to please you, but I don’t always know what you would consider a falsehood, Master,” the gnome sighed. “There is in the world what a person saw with his eyes. There is what he heard with his ears. There is what he smelled with his nose and tasted with his tongue. And then there is what another person present at the same event saw and heard and smelled and tasted. And then there is what a person’s friend reported having seen and heard and smelled and tasted. And then there is what a person remembers having seen and heard and smelled and tasted the day after, which is another thing entirely from what he remembers a year and a day after. And some of these people doing the seeing were half dazzled by sunshine, and some of these people doing the hearing were half deaf from dreadful tuneless music. And the person who writes it all down a century later? Well, which clan is he from, anyway? And moreover the person who tells it to you all poetically and fanciful might be getting at a deeper layer of truthiness than the one that handed you hard facts. Or, he might just be making his own part in it out to be more blameless than it was. So with all of these interpretations woven together that makes it awful tricksome to pick out just one single thread that is truer than the rest. It all gets snarled no matter what you do.” 
 
    We were all silent for a moment. 
 
    Then Florenia piped up, “I believe I understand the gnome’s meaning.” 
 
    “I believe I surely don’t,” Lizzy muttered. 
 
    “Well, sometimes it may not be possible to pin down the exact truth,” Florena said sternly. “You can only dance around it. And Willobee, I see, is quite the dancer. But. There is still such a thing as telling a blatant falsehood. And the philosophical vagaries of the concept of truth do not excuse that.”  
 
    A thought occurred to me. “Willobee, tell me this,” I said. “When you pledged ten years of service to me, was that a half-blind, half-deaf, poetic, fanciful, and tangled sort of truth?” 
 
    “That wasn’t any kind of truth at all. That was an oath,” Willobee said. He sounded shocked by the question. “Don’t your people have oaths? Truth is tricksome, but oaths are simple. An oath is what it is.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, thank you,” I said. 
 
    “Where exactly are we headed now, anyway?” Lizzy asked. 
 
    “To the village of Ferndale,” I replied. “Straight into the middle of whatever kind of trouble they are in right now. Florenia, I hope you will not end up regretting coming with us.” 
 
    “Oh, no. I would much rather be heading for trouble than for the temple of Drusilla with the other vestals,” the beautiful vestal shivered at the thought. 
 
    “Drusilla? What’s she the goddess of?” Lizzy asked curiously. 
 
    “Chastity and textiles,” Florenia said disdainfully. 
 
    “Well, then, I can’t imagine they will be much safer from Thorvinius there than they were in your old temple… if they even make it there before the bandits get them,” Lizzy remarked. “I’d nab a gaggle of geese like that for sure, if I were still in my banditing days.” 
 
    “Drusilla’s temple is very well fortified, in fact,” Florenia informed her. “The mayor of the neighboring town levies a tax to build their walls up and to employ a guard there. You see, the town economy is quite reliant on the textiles that the vestals produce.” 
 
    Then Florenia turned her heart-stoppingly beautiful olive-skinned face to me and inquired, “And you? What is Qaar’endoth the god of?” 
 
    “Er, Qaar’endoth is not a specialized god like that,” I answered. Petty gods, we had called them at the temple. “Our order had a sort of specialty, I guess, the doubling that only we can do. But Qaar’endoth is the god of… everything, really. Defender of the righteous and destroyer of the malevolent. The Unvanquished. So you really didn’t know much about him… me… when you decided to join us, did you?” 
 
    “I knew everything I needed to know,” Florenia replied calmly. She was sitting right beside me, with the she-wolf and the gnome across from us. But unlike the way Lizzy would have nuzzled and slyly stroked and snuggled against me if their positions were switched, Florenia maintained a perfectly prim posture and merely raked my entire body with her burning hazel eyes. Her blatant attention was stirring nearly as much of a reaction as if she had physically grabbed my crotch. 
 
    “I think your god specialties are war and sex,” Lizzy interjected. She glanced meaningfully down at the carriage seat I was sitting on. The fresh memories from that locale that filled my head were not helping stem the urgent flow of blood that was stiffening my shaft. 
 
    “That is not all I’m good for,” I reproached her, pretty sure by this point that both of the women must have noticed the bulge in my pants. But I could not look down to check how visible it was because that telltale gesture would eliminate any remaining possibility that either woman was still unaware of my condition. My only real hope was that Willobee would not notice because I did not think I could endure one of the gnome’s long-winded and unpredictable speeches if the topic was my erection. 
 
    Outside on the driver’s bench, my skin was tingling in a different way. 
 
    “Ilandere,” I began to ask, “did you… hear hoofbeats just now?” 
 
    The centaur looked over at me in bewilderment. “You mean besides mine?” 
 
    “Yes. Besides yours and Damask and Diamond’s. I mean Luna and Chrysanthemum’s. Besides yours and theirs, did you hear any other hoofbeats?” I asked urgently. 
 
    “Hmm. Nooo,” she said slowly as she listened. I could see her focus and make an effort to sync her light hoofbeats with the ponies’ clomping rhythm. 
 
    “Never mind,” I said after a minute. I could see that I had worried her. “I think I was just imagining things, Ilandere.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said in a tone of relief. “Well, I do appreciate you always looking out for me and all the rest of us, Vander. I feel safe now that I’m with you. Even with my herd, I didn’t always feel safe.” 
 
    “You didn’t?” I asked with concern. “Did other centaurs in your herd mistreat you?” 
 
    She laughed. “No, not at all! Well… they didn’t think of it like that, anyway. And they never asked me to do anything they wouldn’t have been willing to do themselves. In fact, they usually tried to spare me the brunt of any burden. But, the herd’s ways are… difficult.” 
 
    “Difficult how?” I asked. I had been wondering how she ended up in Osric’s grasp, but the silvery little centaur seemed so sensitive that I had not wanted to ask her about it and force her to relive what must have been such a terrible experience. 
 
    “To begin with, there’s a lot of running. We covered vast distances every single day. Even when we found nice meadows with pretty flowers where I would have liked to stay. And no one else ever seemed to care when it was cold, or wet, or we all got dirty. And a lot of times in the winter especially, there wasn’t very much to eat. Once there was a farmer with an apple orchard, and I stole an apple because I didn’t know it belonged to him, and I was hungry. And then when he caught me, instead of getting angry, he offered to adopt me and feed me all the apples I wanted and brush my coat every day,” Ilandere said wistfully. “But the herd wouldn’t l-let me. They said it was pathetic that I c-could even think of becoming a human’s pet, and th-that I should prefer death over surrender, like any good warrior.” She sniffled a bit and then continued. “But Vander, I n-never w-wanted to be a warrior at all.”  
 
    “You don’t have to fight anymore,” I told her, although it didn’t particularly sound to me like she had been doing all that much fighting while she was still with the herd, anyway. “That’s what Lizzy and I are here for.” 
 
    Ilandere sighed. “That makes me happy, but… my herd always told me that I shouldn’t rely on a man for anything. Except for breeding purposes when I wanted a foal that is. They told me that I had to be strong to survive. And that our freedom was its own reward. It never felt like a reward. It just felt like that meant we could never have a home. Or even a rest from running.” 
 
    “I’m really sorry I’ve made you run so much since we met, Ilandere,” I said guiltily. “I wish I could give you the rest you deserve. Maybe we could build some kind of extension to the carriage--” 
 
    “What, this?” she interrupted with a laugh. “This isn’t running at all, Vander. This is very pleasant and relaxing. You have no idea how fast my herd forced me to go. And they would threaten to leave me behind if I didn’t keep up.” 
 
    “Did your herd have a lot of enemies?” I asked. “Is that why they adapted such a harsh mindset?” 
 
    “Well, bears, wolves and mountain lions would always kill a few of us every year. Usually young ones that weren’t paying attention, or ones that were old or injured. But it was usually easy for our guards to shoot them if we did everything right. Grazed in outward-facing formations and posted sentries, swam rivers to break our scent trails, things like that,” Ilandere explained. “But what my herd really feared most of all was subjugation by humans.” 
 
    “Did humans ever try to conquer your herd?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded her silvery head. “Lots of times. Fur trappers would run into us and get obsessed and start tracking us. Or princes out on hunts would think we were human maidens under a curse or something and try to cut our bodies in half thinking we could just shed the horse part and grow human legs. They didn’t care when we told them it would kill us, they just kept promising that if we stayed still like good girls for the operation, they would take us home and marry us afterward.” Her big dark brown eyes filled with tears. “One of my best friends died that way when I was fifteen. The other girl that was with her escaped to tell us. And then later our scouts found her, and the prince had just left her there, he didn’t even b-bury her…” 
 
    I was horrified by the idea that someone would do something like that. “Ilandere, I know you are a centaur, and I would never try to change that. Or let anyone else try. You’re perfect exactly the way you are.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. “And then, the other kind of human threat was slavers. They knew what we were and at least they didn’t try to chop us into pieces. But they would have done that too without blinking if they thought they could sell us for more money in parts than whole. That was Osric’s type.” 
 
    “I’m sorry that happened to you, Ilandere,” I said. “I wish there was some way I could have prevented it. Or been there sooner to save you. And I wish you would have let me kill him so he could never do that again to any other centaur.” 
 
    “I wasn’t with him for that long before you saved me,” Ilandere said. “Only for two days, although they were the longest two days of my life. But one of my herdmates was kept as a slave for three years before she managed to escape and rejoin us. And she had the most awful scars and didn’t want to talk about any of it. So I was terrified about what would happen once Osric got me to market and sold me.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about anything like that ever again, Ilandere. I promise,” I said.  
 
    She leaned her head toward me, so I hesitantly reached out to wipe the tear from her cheek and stroke her long blonde tresses. Although the hairs of her pelt had the same stiff texture as any ordinary horse’s, the hair on her head was abnormally silky soft. 
 
    “I’m not worried, because I’m not going to leave you, and I know you’ll protect me,” she replied. “What happened with Osric before was all my fault. I was stupid and I left the herd. And he captured me right away, just like they always warned me someone would if I ever went off by myself. I just c-couldn’t bear life with them anymore, and I had to try.” 
 
    “Of course it wasn’t your fault, Ilandere,” I said. “Osric is the only one to blame for his actions. You were just seeking a better life, one that suited you more, and that was a brave thing to do.” 
 
    “No one’s ever called me brave,” she whispered. “My herd thought that I was a coward. No one ever said it to my face, because for us, that was the very worst thing you could call someone. But I know that’s what they thought.” 
 
    “I’m sure they didn’t think that,” I lied. 
 
    Looking at the delicate centaur, with her pale little face and tiny waist and doe eyes, I just couldn’t understand what kind of monster could ever bring themselves to harm her. I would never allow anyone to hurt any one of my companions, of course. But I could at least understand why the gamblers had come for Willobee after he cheated them out of their life savings, and why some rival bandit gangs, or the travelers that she victimized for that matter, might bear a grudge against Lizzy. I could even imagine that Florenia’s sharp tongue and haughty ways might rub some folks the wrong way, notwithstanding her flawless face. But the sweet, vulnerable way Ilandere looked and acted made me feel instinctively protective toward her. 
 
    That was when I heard the snap of a twig in the trees by the side of the road. It might have been some harmless animal, of course. A fox or a raccoon. But I just had a nervous feeling about it, and I preferred to overreact than to ignore my concerns and regret it later. 
 
    So I hissed, “Ilandere, stay close to me. But get ready to run if I tell you to. Understand?” 
 
    Inside the carriage, I rose to my feet and grabbed a few extra weapons from the back, including a newly acquired bow and quiver, to add to the arsenal that I wore on my person. At the same time I stowed away some of my best blades and my pouch of gems. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lizzy asked. 
 
    “Putting away everything that I want to keep so that I can re-assimilate this self without losing anything valuable,” I answered. 
 
    “When you reas… when you smush yourselves back together, you lose all the objects that one of the bodies was carrying, right?” Lizzy asked. 
 
    “Yes. Whichever one I withdraw,” I said. 
 
    “And when you send the second body back out again, you don’t get them back?” she continued. 
 
    “Unfortunately not,” I replied. 
 
    “So then all those weapons and armor are gone?” she asked as she scrunched her nose. “Where do they go?” 
 
    “We’ve often theorized that they are lost in the magical void when we--” 
 
    “Then how come all your new selves always still have those same clothes on?” she interrupted me. 
 
    “Those are my novice clothes that I wore in the temp--” 
 
    “So you lose your weapons and armor, but then you get your old clothes back? Why though?” 
 
    I blinked. “Er. I… guess I don’t really know. It’s just always been that way? Whatever clothes my source self was wearing that’s exactly what my new self gets too. Down to the last stitch. But… I guess I don’t know why. I really wish it worked that way with weapons too.” 
 
    “I wish it didn’t work that way with clothes,” Lizzy muttered, and Florenia hummed in agreement. 
 
    “Maybe it will work with weapons and armor once he grows more powerful,” Willobee said. “That would make sense.” 
 
    “How would that make sense?” Lizzy groaned. 
 
    “Well, he is a god…” the gnome said unhelpfully as he ran his fingers through his lavender beard. “But why would you have to re-assimilate anyway, Master?” 
 
    “I heard a couple strange noises outside, so I’m going to investigate,” I said. “I’m worried we might have company.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Lizzy said immediately. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” I said firmly. 
 
    “Vander, I can fight, how many times do I have to prove that to you?” She demanded with exasperation. 
 
    “I know you can fight. That’s not the problem. The problem is that you can’t double and re-assimilate. So we can leave me behind, but not you,” I explained. 
 
    “I don’t know if I like this plan,” Lizzy growled. 
 
    “It will be fine,” I assured her. “I’ll stay here with you, right outside in the driver’s seat where I can keep an eye on Ilandere too. And, like you said, you can fight. So if it comes down to it, you can help protect Florenia and Willobee while I’m gone. Can I trust you with that?” 
 
    “Of course you can. I just don’t want to lose even one of you,” Lizzy said. “And, you can’t track the way I can. If there really is someone following us, I’d have a better chance of finding them than you would.” 
 
    “That’s true, but… well, you’re not very fast in your human form,” I pointed out. The sky was verging into evening, but it was not yet dark enough for the moon to show. “If it were nighttime I’d bring you along for sure, and then we could both run to catch up. But that won’t work now. So what I’m going to do is quietly get out of the carriage and slip into the woods on that side, opposite of where I think our company may be so that they won’t see me getting out. Then I’m going to spur the ponies on to their top speed to try to shed our tail. If someone else in the woods speeds up a lot to try to catch the carriage, then they’ll probably make enough noise that I’ll be able to detect them.” 
 
    “Who exactly do you think is following us?” Florenia inquired. She looked more intrigued than worried. I had a feeling there hadn’t been much excitement in her life back at Nillibet’s temple. 
 
    “Most likely, no one at all,” I said for the benefit of the entire carriage.  
 
    Willobee, who had just been enthusiastically comparing the relative merits of two gnomish songs to determine which one we wanted to hear first before this interruption, looked especially glum. “It was probably just a woodland critter. But, it’s possible that we’re being pursued by more bandits. And it’s even less likely, but also possible, that the Thorvinians found out somehow that you’re still alive and that they’re hunting you now.” 
 
    “All right. You can go ahead and sing them a song, Willobee,” I told him. “Be as loud as you want. If there’s anyone out there they already know where the carriage is, so I want all their attention to stay focused on it. No matter what happens, I’ll be back soon, and you’ll have two of me again.” 
 
    I grinned at Lizzy, winked at Florenia, nodded to Willobee, then cracked the door and sprang out of the moving carriage. I kept abreast of the carriage as I sprinted diagonally off the road into the woods so that it would screen me from view as much as possible from the other side of the road. 
 
    I ran alongside the carriage for as long as I could before the ponies outpaced me at my urging and Ilandere’s encouragement. At a narrow point in the road, I quickly crossed over to the other side, where I thought I had heard a suspicious twig snap, but I saw no one. 
 
    Nor had I noticed any disturbance from the driver’s seat of the carriage when we picked up the pace. 
 
    On foot in the woods, as Willobee’s resonant voice faded from hearing, I looked for any flash of movement and listened for any sound that was not native to the forest. I hunted for any tracks or strands of hair or shreds of clothing. I did wish that I had the she-wolf’s keen sense of smell to aid my search, but I also suspected that it might not have made any difference. Although I followed the carriage for several miles, crossing back and forth between both sides of the road, sometimes moving stealthily and at other times deliberately crashing through the woods to attract attention to myself and draw out any potential attackers, there was absolutely no sign of the recent presence of any creature that did not belong there. 
 
    Eventually I had to conclude that I had simply imagined the worst. It was probably due to my consciousness of the added burden of responsibility of protecting all of my companions, numbering four now with Florenia, even though I still only had two selves to do it with and the way that lay ahead of us was unpredictable and bloody. 
 
    I would feel a lot safer with another self around to look after them while I kept pursuing Thorvinius’ followers. Part of me had to wonder if I was doing the right thing by following the oracle’s prophecy to Ferndale, instead of heading for a temple first where I could establish another altar to Qaar’endoth and confirm that my theory about how to multiply myself was even correct at all. But in all the religious parables and even secular legends that I had grown up hearing, disregarding an oracle’s advice always brought down a shitstorm of nasty consequences, no matter how silly or arbitrary it might seem at first. So I figured I should give Meline a chance. Besides, Ferndale was just some random village in the middle of nowhere, so how significant could its mysterious source of trouble really be, anyway?  
 
    When I had become certain that I wasn’t going to find anything in the woods, I withdrew myself back to the driver’s seat, where nothing had changed except that the ponies had slowed to a huffing puffing trot. 
 
    “Whoa there, Luna, whoa there Chrysanthemum. Or Damask or Diamond or whatever the hell your names are. You can slow down now. It’s all right. Thank you for your hard work.” I spoke to them in soothing tones until they had slowed back to a walk. Ilandere did not seem to have tired at all yet, but she did seem relieved that I no longer thought we were threatened. 
 
    I sent myself back into the carriage behind us. Although I could double for as long as I chose to, my sending radius was about the same as any other order member’s, which was about equivalent to my height. Very useful in a fight. Not very useful for making it back to class on time from out in the field or catching up to a galloping horse on foot or visiting another town or anything like that. 
 
    Florenia let out a little gasp when the second me appeared beside her. 
 
    “Find anything?” Lizzy asked as she leaned out the carriage window. 
 
    “Not a thing,” I admitted from both of my mouths. 
 
    “Well, you should’ve had me with you. To sniff out the situation, like.” The she-wolf tapped her nose thoughtfully. 
 
    “Or maybe there just wasn’t anything to sniff out. It was probably just a raccoon or something that snapped a twig,” I said. “But if there ever was anyone, we’ve left them far behind by now.” 
 
    “Well, we all missed you,” Lizzy purred. 
 
    “I was still right outside, and I was only gone for half an hour,” I argued as the she-wolf leaned in for a kiss. I inconspicuously tried to hold her back with a hand to the shoulder and turn my head aside as I warned through gritted teeth, “Lizzy…” 
 
    She snickered at me. “What secret exactly do you think you’re protecting? You were gone for plenty long enough for us to talk about you.” 
 
    I snuck a glance through Lizzy’s mane at our other two companions. 
 
    Willobee had a hand over his face and was mumbling something incoherent that sounded a lot like, “My nice shiny carriage…” 
 
    But Florenia’s head was cocked, her lips slightly parted, and her eyes bright with interest. 
 
    Lizzy hadn’t moved her head away from mine when I held off her kiss, and when I slid my eyes back over to meet hers, the fact that I had not withdrawn either was all the permission she needed. She tilted her chin and engaged me in a hungry, open-mouthed kiss. My body urged me to enact a repeat performance of that afternoon’s ride. It wouldn’t be the same with Florenia present, of course. 
 
    It would be even better. 
 
    But there was also Willobee to consider. An oath is what it is, he’d said, and I knew my little gnome buddy would accept all my decisions even if he complained about them. But that didn’t mean that I wanted to force him to watch anything that would make him uncomfortable. Or that I wanted to be watched by a gnome while I fucked either of my alluring friends. 
 
    So I pulled away from Lizzy and leaned all the way back in my seat, my knees splayed apart. They could look if they wanted. My head tipped back and my eyes half-closed, I drawled to Willobee, “Sing us another song.” 
 
    And the gnome obliged.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    There was no village and no inn anywhere near that night, so we found a spot where there was a clearing broad enough for the carriage and grass for the ponies to graze on, and set up camp. 
 
    The carriage was not well-insulated enough to provide any warmth beyond blocking the wind, and there was not enough room inside for us to spread out and lie down to sleep, so we gathered outside in the shelter of its bulk instead. 
 
    At first, I was wary about the idea of building a fire, even though it was a wintry night and cold, since the light would draw any human predators in the area to us like a beacon. I explained my reasoning for this decision, and not one of my companions complained about it.  
 
    Lizzy’s response was to strip off her surcoat and new accessories and set them in a neat pile before she promptly transformed into a wolf. She allowed the gnome to nestle in her fur and even wrapped her tail around him for extra warmth. But Ilandere clutched my cloak around her and shivered, her already-lily white skin completely drained of its usual faint rosy undertones, and despite her modest layers of vestal’s robes, Florenia’s teeth were soon chattering. 
 
    After observing all this, I relented. Wordlessly I both collected some branches, dug a shallow pit for them, and piled them in. Then I knelt to strike a spark into my tinderbox, and once the char cloth was ignited, I transferred it carefully into the pile of logs. Besides Lizzy, who continued to serve as a furry blanket for Willobee, the girls helped by collecting more twigs and any bits of moss and lichen they could find nearby that were dry enough to burn. 
 
    Soon we were all gathered around a cheerful, crackling little fire and everyone’s spirits much improved. 
 
    “This would be a very lovely night, if only we had a little honey mead,” Willobee sighed. 
 
    “It already is a very lovely night,” Ilandere said. The warmth and reflected light of the fire had restored a vivid flush to her cheeks. “It makes me very happy to be with you all. It is like having a new herd.” 
 
    Lizzy made a little rumble in her shaggy throat that sounded suspiciously like a laugh, but Willobee was positively melting. “We are honored by your radiant presence, my lady,” he told the centaur. 
 
    I could tell from the way Florenia kept peering over at Lizzy that, although she kept her face composed as ever, she was still trying to get used to the idea that the enormous nonverbal wolf was the same being as the scantily clad warrior woman she had just been sharing a carriage with for the last several hours. 
 
    The vestal eventually announced with a slight smile, “The four of you… or should I say five?... may very well be the most peculiar confederation of… entities that I have ever encountered, and that is saying something.” 
 
    “It is?” I asked. “What was your life like before the temple?” 
 
    “It was… ‘ill-befitting one of my birth and breeding,’” Florenia said cryptically. Her tone made it sound like she was quoting someone whose opinion she did not particularly care for, and the mischievous look in her hazel eyes dared me to ask for more information. 
 
    That is exactly what I would have done if an arrow had not at that very moment whizzed straight at her heart.  
 
    “Get down!” I leapt and knocked the beautiful brunette away just in time, and Willobee’s ponies neighed in terror. 
 
    Lizzy crouched low to the ground and snarled like she was good and ready to rip something to shreds. Her hackles standing up as tall as Willobee’s ostrich plume, but the gnome emitted a squeak and dashed for the carriage. A second arrow knocked his cap off his head, which revealed for the first time that the little gnome was bald as an egg, but he kept going without breaking stride and made it through the door. 
 
    “He’s right, that’s the safest place,” I said urgently to Florenia as I shielded the vestal with one of my bodies. “Let’s get you in there too. On three, get up and run.” 
 
    Meanwhile my other body took a few steps outward toward the edge of the clearing and shouted, “Where are you? Show yourself!” 
 
    Then I withdrew that body into the other right before two arrows flew through the space it had just been occupying. This was starting to look like a shitty night, but that didn’t mean I had to experience one of my bodies getting punched full of arrows if I didn’t need to. 
 
    I sent my second body back out next to Lizzy and lay flat on my belly propped up on my elbows as I asked her urgently, “Where are the shots coming from? How many do you think?” 
 
    She swung her snout wildly back and forth, sniffed the air, and growled in frustration. The sound of hoofbeats circled the clearing just out of sight, so it seemed that my ears had not deceived me earlier on the road. 
 
    Meanwhile Florenia rose up from under me and attempted to run to the carriage, but she tripped on her long pink robes. As she went down, I again covered her with my body, which resulted in an arrow burying itself in my back. That hurt, but not as much as the next arrow which burst through my jugular. The instant my heart stopped beating I sent out a replacement self, pulled Florenia from the arms of my corpse, slung her over my shoulder, dashed to the carriage, and threw her in on top of the cowering gnome. 
 
    Lizzy charged into the forest barking furiously at the top of her lungs, and I sprinted at her side with Polliver out. As soon as we penetrated the treeline in the spot where arrows had last flown from, I heard the hoofbeats of another of our attackers on the opposite side of the clearing. 
 
    At the same time, my other self shut the carriage door and slid around toward the other side of the carriage where Ilandere had been the last time I saw her. She was too big to fit inside the carriage so I would just have to shield her with my body as best as I could until my other self had dealt with the threat. Or maybe I could send her into the woods for safety. She was fast, faster than any ordinary horse, but I didn’t want to accidentally send her straight into the path of our attackers? 
 
    I expected the poor little centaur to be quaking in fear and perhaps trying to hide underneath the carriage or something like that. What she was actually doing was standing perfectly upright, presenting the fullest possible target, as she plucked an arrow from the side of the carriage and examined it curiously. 
 
    “Ilandere!” I shouted. “Get down!” 
 
    Lizzy and my other self split up as we frantically tore through the brush in search of our attackers, but they kept evading us. An arrow would fly from one direction, and then a moment later we’d hear hoofbeats from another. 
 
    Ilandere blinked at me. “Vander, I think--” she started to say. Then she looked behind me, and her rosebud mouth opened in a silent scream. I calculated that her gaze was slightly diagonal, and I was, therefore, not directly between her and whatever had caused the scream. I ducked and an arrow shot inches above my head before it thudded into the carriage between me and Ilandere. 
 
    “Elodette, stop!” Ilandere screamed as she galloped out to the edge of the clearing. “Stop it right now! I command you!” 
 
    I thought she was about to get feathered with arrows, and I wasn’t close enough to do anything about it, but instead there was silence. No more twanging of arrows. No more hoofbeats. 
 
    “Elodette, present yourself,” Ilandere yelled in an imperious tone that I had never heard from the shy little centaur before. 
 
    As I stared in disbelief, a woman’s pale disembodied head and torso seemed to float into the clearing from behind the trees. Then I realized that her hips transitioned into the body of a muscular horse so black that it was almost invisible in the darkness. This other centaur was several hands taller than Ilandere. Her human body was also incredibly athletic, still feminine and graceful, but rippling with lean muscle throughout the arms, shoulders, back, and bare stomach. Instead of a rag tied over her chest like Ilandere’s, she wore a short leather breastplate that came down only as far as her ribs, and her dark brown hair was tied back in a thick braid that hung down past her waist. 
 
    As the brunette centaur approached me and Ilandere with a bow still clutched in her fist, the fire still alight next to the carriage started to illuminate more of her features. Her eyes were gray and as cold as steel. Her face was pretty in a sharp way, but what seemed more relevant at the moment was that her full lips were twisted in rage. 
 
    She swung the bow up and nocked an arrow back with dazzling speed. The tip was aimed directly at my forehead. 
 
    “Elodette, no. I forbid it,” Ilandere cried out, and the large dark centaur reluctantly lowered her bow before returning the arrow to the quiver on her back. 
 
    “Princess, you are making a mistake,” she said flatly as she continued to glare at me. “Human men… even the ones that pretend to be kind… are not to be trusted. You have no idea of the depravity his kind is capable of. You are lucky that I arrived in time before he showed you his true nature.” 
 
    “Princess?” I asked, but the two beautiful centaurs ignored me. 
 
    “You don’t know anything about Vander,” Ilandere retorted. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Elodette insisted. “I’ve been watching you all for most of the day. Since you fought those bandits that were going to rob the stupid vestals.” 
 
    “Then you know that Vander is the kind of man who saves helpless women, not preys on them,” Ilandere said triumphantly. 
 
    “Actually, I know that he is the kind of man who likes to collect pretty women to satisfy his appetites,” Elodette corrected as she looked toward the carriage where Florenia was still hiding with Willobee. “I saw that he claimed one of the vestals as his reward for helping the order.” 
 
    “It wasn’t like that. I was there. Florenia was the one who decided she wanted to go with him,” Ilandere explained. 
 
    “Well, then I suppose that is the foolish human girl’s decision,” Elodette said coldly. “But it is far beneath your royal dignity to be lumped in with this human’s degenerate harem.” 
 
    “I can decide for myself what is and isn’t beneath my dignity,” Ilandere said fiercely. “And it is an honor to be Vander’s friend and a member of his party. I am much happier with him than I ever was with the herd. So you can go back and tell them that!” 
 
    “I will never leave without you, Princess,” Elodette replied, in a gentler tone. “Your many ridiculous mistakes can never change the fact that I swore my fealty to you, as my mother did to yours.” 
 
    As I stared at the new centaur, I was all kinds of impressed by her. It was hard to believe that one archer alone had been the source of all those arrows, from seemingly every direction at once. But she kept referring to herself in the singular as if she had been traveling and tracking us alone, and outside the clearing, as Lizzy and I prowled through the trees searching for the rest of her companions, we indeed found no one. 
 
    I grinned at Elodette and said, “It’s an absolute pleasure to meet any friend of Ilandere’s.” 
 
    She looked at me like I was a rodent and spat, “You should be dead.” 
 
    “And so I am,” I said cheerfully, and pointed at my corpse with her arrow through the jugular. “You are really something special with a bow. I don’t get myself killed by just any girl who waltzes by, you know.” 
 
    As I spoke, Lizzy and my other self crept up silently behind Elodette from out of the trees. 
 
    “Well, if you refuse to leave,” Ilandere said slyly, “I guess that makes you part of Vander’s degenerate harem now.” 
 
    “What did you say?” Elodette sputtered. 
 
    A deep growly wolf-chortle escaped from Lizzy’s throat, and Elodette whirled around, saw us standing there with my arm draped over Lizzy’s massively powerful shoulders, and gasped in shock. 
 
    “As Ilandere said, you are very welcome to join us,” I said from both behind her and in front of her. 
 
    “Princess, what is this monstrosity?” Elodette asked in horror. 
 
    “He’s a god,” Ilandere chirped, and then she trotted up to the larger centaur and flung her arms around Elodette’s waist. “Elodette, I’m so glad to see you. I missed you so much.” 
 
    Elodette froze for a moment, but then she returned the smaller silver centaur’s embrace. 
 
    Ilandere looked up at her imposing handmaiden with a radiant smile. “Thank you for coming to find me. I didn’t think anyone from the herd would even care that I left. But you’re the only one that I truly missed.” 
 
    “Ilandere, of course we all cared!” Elodette exclaimed. “You’re the princess!”  
 
    Ilandere pouted. “Yes, but that’s the only reason. And I didn’t want to be the princess anymore when none of you even thought I was worthy.” 
 
    Elodette sighed. “I can’t speak for the whole herd, but… you know that’s not the only reason I care about you, Ilandere.” 
 
    Ilandere nodded against the other centaur’s chest. Then she finally released her from the tight hug and clasped her hand instead, the hand that wasn’t still holding a bow that is. “Elodette, let me introduce you to everyone,” she said eagerly. “You’ll love them all once you get to know them, and especially Vander. I promise.” 
 
    “I very much doubt that,” Elodette said through gritted teeth, but she finally slung her bow. 
 
    I took that as my sign to open the carriage door and let Florenia and Willobee out to meet the newcomer. Willobee remained curled up in the corner looking very much like an exceptionally well-dressed boulder. 
 
    But Florenia flung herself around my neck and cried out, “You sacrificed yourself for me! You died for me.” 
 
    “Well, I… kind of sort of,” I managed to respond. I was a little flustered by the fact that I had never so much as accidentally brushed elbows with her before, and now her entire body was pressed up against mine. The close contact made it immediately obvious to me that the loose vestal’s robes she wore were depriving the world of even more visual splendor than I had dared to imagine.  
 
    “Not ‘kind of,’ you did.” Florenia seized my face between her hands and kissed me passionately. The kiss didn’t just involve tongue, it also involved a lot of forward pressure from her hip region. 
 
    I had to disentangle myself after a few glorious moments. There would be time for that later, but I didn’t want to give Ilandere’s handmaiden the wrong impression. I really wanted the fierce brunette to come around to the idea of joining the group, and not just tolerate our presence for Ilandere’s sake. Elodette was possibly the finest archer I had ever met. Short of successfully creating a third self, I could not have asked for a more useful ally. I just needed to be patient enough to win her over to our cause. 
 
    “Ilandere, this is not a suitable environment for you,” Elodette remarked icily as she averted her eyes from me and Florenia. 
 
    “I can decide what is--” Ilandere began. 
 
    “I know, I know, Princess,” Elodette interrupted with a sigh. “I will just have to accompany you for now. You will change your mind eventually, and then I will escort you home where you belong.” 
 
    Ilandere giggled at the expression on her handmaiden’s face. “You don’t have to worry about me, Elodette. I’m still a virgin, you know.” 
 
    Willobee finally chose that moment to emerge from the carriage and remark unhelpfully, “Which is quite a rarity with this lot, I tell you.” He looked from the muscular black centaur to me and asked plaintively, “Are you really letting her come with us, Vander?” 
 
    “Why, Willobee, that is not very friendly of you,” I scolded him. 
 
    The gnome’s reaction amused me. He had been thrilled by the addition of each of the other three women to our traveling party and took endless delight in their beauty even though he had told me that gnomes only mated with other gnomes. And even next to the likes of Lizzy, Ilandere, and Florenia, Elodette was strikingly pretty, in her own slightly terrifying way. But it looked like shooting Willobee’s hat off his head had soured his opinion of her. 
 
    I looked around and found the velvet cap with its ostrich feather lying nearby. I picked it up, plucked the arrow out, and handed it to the lavender-bearded gnome. “There you are. Now please put on your hat as well as your manners, Willobee.” 
 
    “We should get some sleep,” other me said. “We will be riding all day tomorrow, and we will catch you up on the situation then, Elodette. If you want to, I think you’ll be able to help us a lot. But even if all you want to do is protect Ilandere that will still be a great help to me.” 
 
    Lizzy curled up by the fire, just far enough away that the sparks wouldn’t land in her fur. Willobee, who looked a little more content now that his hat was back on his head, went back over to reclaim his cozy spot nestled against her belly. He pulled her shaggy tail over his round stomach and was soon snoring. 
 
    The two centaurs went off a little way, folded their legs under them and leaned their torsos down in the same way that I had seen Ilandere arrange herself on the bed at the inn, and rested their heads on their arms with their faces toward each other. I could hear them quietly whispering to each other and I supposed they were catching up on the latest events in each other’s lives since they had last seen each other. 
 
    I kept watch over the fire, and all the members of our little camp, in one body, Polliver sheathed at my belt. In the other body, I lay on my side, holding Florenia’s back tightly against me, my arm across her stomach and my chin resting on the top of her head. We were warmed partly by the fire and partly by each other. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    That morning I was woken by a shout of, “I have a hell of a lot more of a right to be here than you do, horse!” and I leapt up with the thought that Lizzy must be bullying poor Ilandere again, never mind that the little centaur had never so much as said an unkind word to her. 
 
    But that was not the case. 
 
    Instead, I saw that the wolf-woman, reduced by the morning light to human dimensions and to complete nakedness in the absence of her fur, was lying on her side glaring up at the enormous dark centaur, who had an arrow aimed at Lizzy’s head. Lizzy’s wolf-ears were pressed back, and her human teeth were bared in a snarl. 
 
    “Elodette, put that fucking thing away!” I yelled and was completely and utterly ignored. I called out, “Ilandere, tell her to put it away.” 
 
    The silver dappled centaur trotted up and cried out, “Elodette, do as he says!” 
 
    Elodette turned to her, sighed, and lowered the bow. “Princess, it is your blood right to rule, and yet you squander this gift by catering to the whims of a human man.” 
 
    “Lizzy is our friend!” Ilandere exclaimed, which I thought was awfully generous of her considering the way the she-wolf had constantly demeaned and threatened to eat her since the moment they met in that stable by the inn. “You could’ve killed her!” 
 
    “Your friend? But I’ve never seen her before,” Elodette said with genuine surprise. She looked Lizzy over and wrinkled her sharp little nose. “She looks like a half-breed.” 
 
    Lizzy opened her mouth and guffawed. “That’s rich ain’t it, coming from a creature with human tits and a horse twat.” 
 
    Elodette flushed with anger. “The bloodlines of our herd are pure and stretch back centuries. We may bear a superficial resemblance to both species, but we are neither horse nor human. We are a separate species entirely that has always had our own form. The perfect form. Whereas you…” 
 
    Lizzy got up and sauntered over to her neat pile of clothes. Even with the dangerously arrow-happy centaur ranting on and on and with Florenia standing silently right next to me, who was the most objectively beautiful woman I had ever laid eyes on, I couldn’t help but be completely entranced by the rolling alternation of the way Lizzy’s full round buttocks flexed as she walked, her shaggy tail completing the picture with the way that it brushed lightly over them and provided just a teasing shred of concealment. 
 
    Elodette was also fixated on the tail, for very different reasons. Her expression of confusion relaxed into one of contempt. “Ah,” she said. “So you are the wolf.” 
 
    “I,” Lizzy replied to the centaur as she leisurely began to don the surcoat I had given her, “am the great-granddaughter of a mighty and fearless warrior who went out on a hunt with his tribe to kill the most fearsome wolf in the land, which had been devouring entire herds of sheep along with a few small children here and there. It ripped each of his hunting companions to shreds one by one until only my great-grandfather survived. And then, instead of shooting the wolf down from a safe distance, he wrestled it into submission with his bare hands and fucked the bitch silly till it rolled over belly-up, became his dog-wife, and bore him a litter of fine sons and daughters a few months later.” 
 
    “That’s the most disgusting thing I’ve ever heard,” Elodette said icily. “And you just admitted that you are a product of bestiality and rape.” 
 
    “Lizzy can’t help what her ancestors did,” Ilandere interrupted. That was the second time she had come to the defense of the she-wolf. I was touched by her generosity of spirit. “None of us can. I can’t help that mine rose to dominance over the herd. I didn’t ask to be a princess.” 
 
    “Well, you very much look the part, my dear,” Willobee contributed unhelpfully. “You are an exquisitely lovely girl. All of you are, in your own special ways. And I do wish you would stop trying to kill each other.” 
 
    “It’s all because of Vander,” Florenia said serenely. 
 
    “What?” I yelped. 
 
    “Oh, yes. It’s a temporary problem of supply and demand. Lizzy explained to me that you will be able to gain more bodies soon, once you conquer more temples, and then there is no reason for us not to get along. Your soul is vast and can encompass all of us in your divine love. But each of your bodies can only penetrate…” 
 
    I coughed. “I think the social and cultural dynamics here are a little more complicated than that, Florenia. And I definitely don’t think Elodette has any interest in… you know…” 
 
    “That is the most accurate statement I have ever heard you make, human,” Elodette hissed. 
 
    “Well, she herself is not yet aware of her own desires, but of course she does,” Florenia said matter-of-factly. “Vander, look at you--” 
 
    “Who wants breakfast?” I yelled cheerfully. 
 
    As I pulled out the remainder of all the bread, cheese, jerky, and dried fruit from both of my packs, I remarked, “One of us is going to need to bring down some game today or tomorrow.” 
 
    “I can do it tonight,” Lizzy offered as she strapped the last of her daggers onto her long, lean thigh and then placed her skull necklace over her head. 
 
    “Vander needs one of us to kill an animal, not rape it,” Elodette said poisonously. “I shall do it. As much meat as we can eat before it spoils.” 
 
    “Great, I’m so glad everyone wants to help,” I said before Lizzy could make a retort. “You’ve got the job, Elodette. Lizzy, you’ll help me guard the camp.”  
 
    I had a feeling most of the group would prefer to eat meat that wasn’t dripping in wolf slobber, and I also knew that Lizzy would be much more agreeable to have around at night than Elodette would. 
 
    As soon as I finished spreading out the remainder of our food stores on a napkin for everyone to share, Florenia peered over my shoulder and asked innocently, “Oh, is that for the ponies?” 
 
    I blinked at her uncomfortably. I still didn’t know exactly what her family background was, but I’d gathered from hints that she was from some kind of nobility. And I had a pretty strong feeling that her family did not typically dine on stale bread, smushed cheese, and jerky so tough that it was really only suitable for people with wolfish teeth or gnomish digestive enzymes. “Er, no, it’s, ah… it’s all we have left to eat for now, I’m afraid, Florenia.” 
 
    “Oh.” Florenia didn’t make any rude comments, but her hazel eyes looked extremely wide. Wider than they had, in fact, when Lizzy and I were talking to her order while still soaked in the fresh blood of the bandits that would have killed them, or when the whole camp was getting pelted by Elodette’s arrows just the previous night. 
 
    “Don’t worry, darling, I have plenty of money and I will buy you the loveliest meal you could ever ask for just as soon as we get to someplace where they serve such things,” Willobee reassured her.  
 
    The money belonged to me, and I almost reminded him, but I remembered that although he had started out with a pouch full of gems from my temple which he still had not returned to me, it was true that he had increased that wealth substantially through his dubious gambling tactics. 
 
    “Here,” Elodette said unexpectedly as she handed Florenia a piece of honeycomb. Then the dark-haired centaur proceeded to withdraw several more pieces from the bulging saddlebags she was wearing and hand them around the circle. At least, I thought of them as saddlebags, on account of the way she was shaped and all. She certainly wasn’t wearing a saddle, so I guess she might have defined them more as packs. Regardless, she hadn’t been wearing the bags at all last night, so I guess she must have stored her supplies in the woods before she launched her attack. Then, Elodette pulled out a ripe red apple and tossed it to Ilandere. “For you, Princess.” 
 
    The centaur’s doll-like little face lit up with such pure joy that I made a mental note to stock up on apples at the next market we came to. 
 
    “I also have mushrooms and some root vegetables that we can cook tonight with whatever meat we catch,” Elodette informed us. 
 
    “Thank you for the honeycomb,” Florenia said. “It’s delicious.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Elodette replied. “It’s good for a quick burst of energy when you need it.” 
 
    “What else do you have in those bags?” Florenia asked curiously. “Herbal contraceptives, perhaps?” 
 
    “Herbal what?” Elodette repeated. 
 
    “To prevent us from getting pregnant when Vander fills us with his--” 
 
    “We also need to find a clean source where we can refill our waterskins today,” I interrupted Florenia. 
 
    “Ah, Wendy said something about a stone bridge on the way to Ferndale, didn’t she?” Florenia asked me. “So there ought to be water underneath, or that would be a rather irrational architectural construction.” 
 
    “You are not sleeping in my fur again until you clean all that honey out of your beard,” Lizzy told Willobee sternly. Indeed, the gnome’s curling lavender beard, which had looked so silky and luxurious when I first met him, now looked like an extremely bedraggled rope of indefinite color and was starting to attract flies. I knew that we all needed baths, but I didn’t know when we were going to get them. I hoped the village of Ferndale would have a nice inn that was up to both Florenia’s and Ilandere’s standards. 
 
    “Alright, let’s hit the road,” I said and started helping everyone pack up our things and harness the ponies. 
 
    A few minutes later, the carriage wheels were rolling again. 
 
    I knew that, if the vestal Wendy from Ferndale had given us accurate directions, then we still had another two-and-a-half days of travel left before we reached her village. I might have been able to beat that estimate if I were alone on horseback, but certainly not with Willobee’s carriage and my now-five companions in tow. 
 
    As usual, I took the driver’s seat as well as a seat in the back, wedged in with Lizzy, Florenia, and Willobee. But now two centaurs instead of one trotted alongside Luna/Damask and Chrysanthemum/Diamond. I marveled at how much more massively physically powerful the black-pelted brunette was than the little silver-dappled blonde, and yet Ilandere was the one who apparently held all the authority in their relationship. If Elodette could look bigger and stronger than any destrier I’d ever seen, and I had seen a few in my life when noblemen stayed as guests at the temple, then I wondered what male centaurs must look like. Maybe someday I would meet one who could become my battle buddy. Together, we’d surely be invincible. 
 
    “Will you sing us another song?” Florenia asked Willobee. “The one that you sang yesterday about the seven gnomish women, each more beautiful and less virtuous than the last… it was utterly extraordinary. It nearly brought a tear to my eye. And I didn’t think I even cared for music.” 
 
    “How I wish that I could sing to please you, my lady, but alas, my heart is dashed to pieces, and my voice is choked in my throat,” Willobee replied glumly. 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about, gnome?” Lizzy demanded. 
 
    “I am talking about the black centaur, the shadow of doom that has fallen upon us,” Willobee answered dramatically. “She has parted me forevermore from my darling Ilandere. I had wished to ride upon her silver back and dry my beard a little in the sunshine, and I know that the beauteous princess would not have denied me, but I also know that her handmaiden’s disapproval would have cut us both like knives and ruined the mutual enjoyment of our friendship.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t have cut you like knives, would have poked holes in you like arrows,” Lizzy snickered. “And, probably not both of you. Probably just you.”  
 
    Soon after that we reached the first fork in the road. 
 
    “Which way are we going?” Ilandere asked me. 
 
    “Right,” I answered from where I drove. “The vestal said there would be two forks and to go right both times.” 
 
    “Well, if the way is as simple as that, I will scout ahead for a while,” Elodette announced. “I cannot abide creeping along at the pace of a pony. Ilandere? Would you like to come?” 
 
    “I-- I suppose so,” stammered the little silver centaur. 
 
    “You do not have to run anywhere if you do not wish to, Ilandere,” I said with a warning glance at her dark companion. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t mind stretching my legs for a little while, I guess,” Ilandere replied a little more confidently. 
 
    “Well, come back as soon as you want to then,” I said. 
 
    Ilandere smiled at me. “I will, Vander. I promise.” 
 
    Elodette rolled her eyes, and then they were careening off in tandem, two black and silver streaks of lightning. 
 
    Florenia stuck her beautiful head out the window. She still wore her pink vestal robes, but she had not refastened the face veil since parting from Nillibet’s order. “Were those the centaurs, Vander?” she called out to me. “What are they chasing?” 
 
    “Put your head back in and talk to me inside,” I advised her. “It’s safer.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry,” she said to the one of me that was across from her. “I keep forgetting that it’s… well, the same you, do you know what I mean? That you know just as well from in here what’s going on out there. It’s marvelous, of course-- no, godly, but it’s still… odd.” 
 
    I laughed. “Don’t worry,” I said. “You’ll get used to it. And as for your question before, Elodette said she was scouting, but I think partly she just felt like going for a run. Or perhaps she just wanted to get Ilandere away from me to try to convince her to go back to their herd again.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, I have not really spoken with her much yet, but the poor little thing seems much too fragile to run around with a herd of Elodettes,” Florenia remarked. “Is she really a princess? She doesn’t seem like one.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked as I stroked Lizzy’s head behind her ears the way she seemed to like. The she-wolf was lying down on the carriage bench with her head in my lap, and her long bare legs propped up against the side of the carriage. They were really glorious, leanly muscled legs, and I fought against the urge to run my fingers up and down them since Willobee was sitting across from us next to Florenia.  
 
    “I mean that she doesn’t seem nearly spoiled enough,” the aristocratic brunette replied. “Not spoiled enough to be any kind of princess, but especially not spoiled enough to be a pretty one. Trust me. Any real princess who looked like her would be absolutely insufferable.” 
 
    Florenia looked at Lizzy and me and seemed to guess that my thoughts were far from princesses at the moment, so she cleared her throat. “Well, Vander, would you mind telling… yourself to stop the carriage for a moment, so I can go sit up front with you? I think I’d like a little fresh air.” 
 
    “I will not stop the carriage,” I said. 
 
    “Oh?” Florenia raised one elegantly arched eyebrow. “And why not?” 
 
    “Because it isn’t necessary,” I replied. 
 
    “Vander, there’s something you really must understand about me,” Florenia said as she raised a suggestive eyebrow. “There’s a very, very fine line between what I ‘want,’ as some might term it, and what I need.” 
 
    “Well, come on then, my lady!” I said as my other self yanked open the door. 
 
    She stood up and let out a little gasp when she saw my other body running next to the carriage. “But Vander, who’s driving then?” 
 
    I ran in silence for a few steps as I considered her question. “Well, I believe Diamond, as you know her, has the slightly more dominant personality,” I concluded. “And I have noticed that she tends to take turns a bit faster too.” 
 
    Florenia giggled and flung herself into my arms. She was really quite light. Not as diminutively child-sized as Ilandere, but compared to Lizzy, whose body had more heft from her muscle mass and exaggerated curves, the ex-vestal had a sleek and willowy figure. 
 
    “Don’t break my carriage, Master!” Willobee grumbled as he pulled the door shut behind her. 
 
    I clutched Florenia tight through her billowing pink robes, put on a spurt of speed to catch back up to the driver’s seat, and tossed my beautiful companion up. Then I leapt up after her. She handed me the ponies’ reins that I had discarded before and nestled herself against me with her head resting on my shoulder. 
 
    “You were going to tell me earlier about how your lifestyle was unsuitable for someone of your station,” I prompted her. “Or something like that.”  
 
    “Oh, that. It isn’t important anymore. Do you really want to know?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course I do. It won’t change my opinion of you,” I said. At least, I doubted that it would. Finding out that Lizzy was a full-fledged man-eating wolf-monster by night sometimes, instead of just a prettily wolf-tinged girl, hadn’t affected my desire for her or my respect for her scrappy survivor’s mentality. It just meant that now I could incorporate her into all my battle plans. 
 
    “All right. Well. It can be rather enjoyable to confess my sins,” she mused. “Risky, too, though. My parents’ household priest started stalking me after I told him a few too many secrets. And one of the senior vestals at Nillibet’s temple fainted. But then again they would faint over absolutely anything there. Like another girl forgetting to wear her veil. Or burning a croissant.” 
 
    I pinched Florenia’s slender waist and made her squeal. “I’m guessing you got up to worse than burning a few croissants,” I growled. 
 
    “Oh yes. I burnt absolutely everything that I was put in charge of in the kitchens for the first few weeks,” Florenia replied solemnly. “Or added salt instead of sugar. Or dropped the eggshell in along with the egg. And it was all on purpose. It’s because I was so angry about being stuck there, and the way they treated me there, like there was something profoundly wrong with me. But then I realized that it wasn’t really the vestals’ fault that I was there. And their perverse and impossibly narrow worldview wasn’t truly their fault either. Some of them, maybe, were innately awful. But others had just always been taught that way, and they weren’t clever enough to think past all those walls other people had implanted in their minds. And either way, most of them didn’t have a single pleasure left in life besides fucking baking. So I started baking well to make them happy in the only way they could be.” 
 
    “Why did your parents send you to the temple?” I asked. “Surely they knew you would be miserable there.” 
 
    “That was the point,” she replied. “It was a punishment. And I had to go along with it because they told me that if I left the temple before they died, they would cut off my inheritance.” 
 
    “But… they’re not dead, are they?” I asked. 
 
    “Not as far as I know,” she replied with a shrug. “But I decided that I don’t really much care anymore. Not about them or what they think, and not about the inheritance.” 
 
    “Freedom is freedom. One can always make more money,” I agreed. 
 
    She laughed. “It wasn’t just money. It was a duchy. A significant one.” 
 
    “You’re a duchess?” I exclaimed. 
 
    “No. My mother is a duchess,” she corrected me. “And I would have been one someday, in my own right, since I have no brothers. But I never will be now. And I am no longer even what I was, which is the daughter of a duke… the Lady Florenia di Valentis.” 
 
    “You mean you gave up the ‘di Valentis’ for me?” I asked her. 
 
    “Yes, but I know you will repay me,” she said as her eyes stared into mine. 
 
    I hesitated. “Uh… I have a few things to take care of first, but I suppose someday in the future, I could try to conquer a duchy for you.” 
 
    “No, that is not what I mean. You will repay me tonight,” she replied with a meaningful smile. 
 
    “That I can swear to, my lady,” I agreed hoarsely. I held the ponies’ reins in one hand and traced the inside of her thigh with the other. “But since we must pass the long hours in the meanwhile, will you tell me how you invoked the wrath of the di Valentis house?” 
 
    “Yes, if it will please you, but it is not a very interesting story,” she warned me. “It all started when I was fourteen. An ambassador from the duke of Arjen who sought my hand in marriage and was too old and infirm to make the journey himself arrived at our hall. But the ambassador’s retinue included his handsome son. And the son, well, he did want to be a loyal servant to the duke of Arjen, but his cock wanted other things. And it was a nice cock, the first one I had ever become acquainted with, but then we got caught. And that was such a catastrophe for all parties involved that both the ambassador and my parents could trust each other to keep their mouths shut. So the ambassador went back to the duke and advised him that I was plain and that he would be better off taking my younger sister instead. So he did. Years later, shortly before he died of a heart attack and left my sister an extremely wealthy widow, the duke saw a portrait of me and ordered the ambassador executed.” 
 
    I gaped at her. 
 
    “Don’t look like that,” she chided me. “You’re much, much handsomer than he was. And you did ask, you know. Are you sure you really want to know more?” 
 
    “Of course I do,” I said as I squeezed her thigh. “I want to know everything about you. What happened next?” 
 
    “Well, I had a normal childhood, you know,” she said. “It wasn’t all ambassadors’ sons, executions, and other scandals. It was mostly reading, dancing, language lessons, hawking, and being fitted for new gowns for every dinner.”  
 
    I was about to question her definition of a normal childhood, but she continued.  
 
    “But if you mean you want to know about the next incident that pushed my parents toward eventually abandoning me in a temple, well, it was… a similar sort of thing. This one was a prince. Blonde, chiseled looks. I didn’t even think my parents would be angry this time because they’re very politically ambitious people. But we snuck around behind their backs anyway because it was the polite thing to do. And the prince did want to marry me although I wasn’t so sure I wanted to marry him. I just wanted--” Florenia stopped herself. “Well, anyway, everything was fine, until the king ended the century-long war his kingdom had been waging and forced his son to marry the enemy king’s daughter as part of the peace treaty. My lover killed himself by jumping off a tower. And one thing led to another and then the war started back up again. Once the gossip spread, everyone found out, and guess who they blamed? Me.” 
 
    “I… ah… how unfortunate,” I said. “So that’s when your parents packed you off to Nillibet’s?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Florenia said in surprise. “I hope I haven’t given you the wrong impression entirely about them. They did love me once, you know. And they wouldn’t have given up on me that easily.” 
 
    “Ah… then what exactly…” 
 
    “Hmm. They refused to speak to me for a week and gave away my horse after the stable boy incident. And when my other sister’s betrothed hit his head on a marble pillar so hard that he forgot how to talk and clucked like a chicken for a week, the whole family blamed me, but I really hadn’t known that he was going to walk by just as I got out of the bath, or I really would have sent a maid for a robe,” Florenia assured me earnestly. “Oh, and then there were the parties. That was when they really decided they needed to get rid of me. So many suitors wouldn’t give me a moment’s peace and quiet, you see, that for efficiency’s sake, I started inviting them all over on the same day of the month and then I’d invite my girl cousins over too and dye all my handmaidens’ hair the same shade of chestnut as mine and have everyone wear masks. And get them all drunk enough that quite a lot more of them ended up believing they’d possessed me than the number that actually had possessed me. And that worked to satisfy some of them although others got more obstinate than ever and started thinking I had an obligation to marry them. But then my father got home early from a hunting trip in the middle of one of these parties. And saw about twenty heirs fucking about thirty masked girls with hair just like his daughter’s. And an earl’s son in the middle of all this who was so drunk that he wasn’t fucking any girl at all; instead he was enthusiastically humping my father’s very favorite marble statue. A statue… of the goddess Nillibet,” Florenia concluded darkly. “And you know how that ended.” 
 
    “That’s rough luck, no doubt about it,” I said. From anyone else, these tales would have been implausible to say the least. But Florenia’s face with its carven angles and sensuous curves really did seem designed to ignite men’s wildest fantasies and drive them over the edge into madness. I hadn’t even seen her body yet. I had only felt it through her vestal’s robes, and I knew I wanted her. 
 
    “I suppose, but it would’ve been worse luck to be born plain,” she remarked.  
 
    Based on everything the disowned duke’s daughter had just told me, I for one was not convinced that her life wouldn’t actually have been easier if she had indeed been born plain. But that didn’t mean that I could have ever brought myself to change a hair on her head if it had been up to me. 
 
    “Maybe you could have focused more on your baking career then, Duchess?” I teased as I ran my free hand up the back of her neck, traced it along her angular jaw, and then ran my thumb along her plump lower lip. She bit my finger, then licked it. 
 
    “I am not a duchess, and why would I wish to be a baker or a duchess when I could be the consort of a god?” she whispered with heat crackling through her velvety voice. 
 
    She climbed onto my lap and kissed me. I felt a flash of vague worry about relatively trivial details such as the fact that anyone on the road, including the centaurs once they returned, could see us, and that I couldn’t see the road in return, and that all of our lives depended on my currently impaired driving skills. 
 
    Then the hazel-eyed beauty slid down my chest, knelt at my feet where she was mostly concealed from view by the front of the driver’s box, and unlaced my pants. She tugged them down just far enough to allow me to spring out of them, stroked my shaft with lust burning in her eyes, and took me gently but urgently into her mouth.   
 
    She reached her hand inside my pants to cup and fondle my balls as she slid my cock in and out of her mouth. With her deft tongue she painted firm stripes along its length and toyed with the tip. She panted and whimpered with vicarious arousal when she felt it twitch and throb and when I uttered groans and oaths under my breath. Her back was arched, her fingers were digging into the sides of my ass to pull me deeper in, and her whole body was tensed with anticipation by the time I exploded into her mouth. She swallowed, licked her perfect lips, and sighed with satisfaction. 
 
    Florenia looked at me with bright, triumphant eyes as she resettled herself on the bench beside me. My hands were clumsy as I fumbled to relace my pants. The blood was pounding in my head, my entire body felt limp, and I wondered a little as if I might float out of it. 
 
    “Is that an acceptable mode of worship, Qaar’endoth?” the ex-vestal inquired. I answered her with a deep kiss full on the mouth. 
 
    Not long after that, we heard the pounding cadence of horse hooves and the two centaurs arrived, both of them sparkling and windswept. 
 
    “Welcome back! So what have you seen? What lies ahead?” I asked them. 
 
    “Yes, what terrors await us? What infinite bliss?” Florenia added dreamily. 
 
    Elodette gave her an odd look. “You’ll have to ask an oracle for that one.” 
 
    “We found the bridge!” Ilandere announced excitedly. “But it’s, er, it’s broken, Vander.” She looked at me worriedly as if it was somehow her fault, and I might blame her for it. Well, I had seen her break that bed at the inn by jumping on it and barely seem to notice, but a stone bridge? Surely that didn’t have anything to do with the little centaur. Or the large one for that matter. 
 
    “It’s broken?” I repeated curiously. “You mean it’s falling apart from disrepair?” 
 
    “No, it looks like someone demolished it on purpose,” the little centaur princess explained. 
 
    “Why would someone do that?” Florenia asked as she delicately adjusted her robes. 
 
    “To stop someone else from crossing,” Elodette replied grimly. 
 
    “Yes, but who? Thorvinians?” Florenia guessed. She looked over at me and smiled. “I would like to watch you destroy them, Vander. Watching you fight is very… exciting.” 
 
    “Well, how are we going to get across?” Ilandere asked as she clutched both arms around her slender torso. “There’s a river underneath. With a really strong current.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll find a way,” I told her. “How far ahead is this bridge?” 
 
    “About three miles,” Elodette estimated. The powerfully built centaur was watching me sharply with her cold gray eyes, and I guessed that she was withholding her judgment and her taunts for when I had to deal with this bridge problem directly. 
 
    Well, I wasn’t about to give her that satisfaction. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    When we reached the bridge, “broken” turned out to be an understatement. It had been about four feet wide and twenty feet long originally but it now looked like a couple of full-blood mountain trolls had been using it to host death matches. Jagged stone ledges jutted out just a few feet from each shore to show where the bridge used to be, with a huge fifteen-foot gap in the middle. I supposed Ilandere and Elodette could probably clear it, but they were the only ones. Lizzy maybe could in her wolf form, but that would mean waiting for night and crossing in the dark. 
 
    I stopped the carriage, dismounted, and walked out on the intact portion of the bridge that extended from our side to get a better look at the situation. The broad river churning past thirty feet below looked icy and forbidding. And condensation and spray from the water had turned what remained of the stones themselves icy and slick. That made me change my mind about even Ilandere and Elodette jumping. They might be able to make the distance, but if their hooves slipped upon landing, they could easily fall in the river and break their necks or legs. 
 
    “So, Vander, what do we do?” Elodette asked.  
 
    I turned toward her in irritation, under the assumption that the centaur was mocking me, but then I realized that it was a genuine question. Ilandere’s perpetually tough-and-superior-acting handmaiden was actually asking my advice.  
 
    She seemed to become self-conscious under my attention and maybe misinterpreted it as contempt, because she informed me hastily, “I can jump much farther than that gap, of course. Probably I could jump the river without any bridge at all. But Ilandere can’t. And a rider might throw my balance off. I wouldn’t know since I’ve never had one.” 
 
    “We could go up or down the river until we find another crossing, or a narrower point,” Florenia suggested. 
 
    I didn’t like that idea. I knew that in a remote part of the countryside like this, the next-nearest crossing could be days away if it existed at all. And every moment we wasted was another moment that the monsters who had ended Simon, Peter, and Meryn’s lives were allowed to continue breathing and slaughter more innocents. There had been many moments on this journey when I had let myself become distracted from those hard truths, sure. There had been moments when I had let Willobee’s marvelous voice carry me off on amusing gnomish adventures and moments when I had completely given myself up to pleasure with Lizzy and Florenia. 
 
    But, during all those moments, we had still been on the move toward our next destination. 
 
    “I don’t like the look of this at all, Master,” Willobee said as he waddled up laboriously, still gowned in chainmail. I had told him a few times that the human-sized bandit’s mail shirt looked too heavy for him and asked how much fighting he planned to participate in, anyway, but he always gave one of his vague and meandering replies that I couldn’t make heads or tails of, and eventually I gave up. Mostly because if a stray blade or arrow did come the gnome’s way, I sure as hell didn’t want to be the guy who had made him take his only protection off beforehand. 
 
    “Aw, don’t you worry none, little gnome, I’m sure I can fling you across just like a ball and you’ll keep rolling thataway,” Lizzy offered. She reached for Willobee, but he danced out of range of her questing hands as his chainmail jingled and his ostrich feather wagged wildly. 
 
    “If we are going to jump, I will carry Willobee,” Ilandere also offered, rather bravely I thought. Fifteen feet might not be a big deal for a horse in general, but whereas Elodette was more athletic-looking than any horse I’d ever seen, Ilandere was smaller than any horse I’d ever seen. Almost as small as the ponies. That was another problem. There was no way the ponies could jump the gap even if the centaurs could carry all the rest of us across safely, and I didn’t feel right about abandoning them. Not unless my mission absolutely required it. 
 
    “What is it about the severe likelihood of dropping me in a chasm to drown in a river that suddenly has all the beautiful women so eager to get their hands on me?” the round little gnome wondered aloud. “Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you ladies, but Willobee of Clan Benniwumporgan is not budging one inch from this side of the shore until there is something solid connecting this side to that side. No sirree.” 
 
    I remembered the grappling hook that I had brought all the way from the temple. Well, that was a good start. A horse couldn’t cross a rope, but at least I could get one of me on the other side. I fetched it from my pack and uncoiled the rope that was tethered to it. Then I found a tree near the shore on the other side that I liked the look of. 
 
    “Watch out, everyone,” I warned them. “I need a lot of space. You don’t want this hooked through any part of you. I’ve seen it happen, and it’s not pretty.” 
 
    I was referring to an entirely accidental kill by Elis last year when he was really just trying to scale a wall. He had been as shocked as anyone when his hook instead burst through Peter’s chest in a fantastic display of gore, since he hadn’t noticed that Peter was sneaking up on him from behind. We’d all been obsessed with replicating the move ever since but had no luck. A grappling hook just wasn’t much of a precision weapon, not while it was hurtling through the air, anyway. It was easy enough to insert a grappling hook in someone’s body by hand, but you didn’t score any style points that way. 
 
    While I reminisced, the centaurs had led the ponies out of range while Florenia scrambled back too. Willobee moved too slowly for Lizzy’s liking, so she grabbed him by the back of the shirt and dragged him along, in a way that reminded me of how she had carried him by the scruff of his neck in her teeth. 
 
    I started whirling the grappling hook in circles at my side to gain momentum and then I tossed it at the tree I had selected almost thirty feet away. On my first throw, it merely crashed through some of the tree’s weaker branches and fell down to its roots. So I reeled the hook back to me over the river, whirled it again, and tossed. This time it caught on securely to the V-shaped juncture where a thicker branch met the tree’s trunk. 
 
    I wrapped the other end of the rope around the most convenient tree and held it fast for myself while I traversed across the river hand over hand, my feet also hooked over the rope at the ankles. Once I was over, I examined the problem from both sides. I looked at the river. I looked at the gap in the middle of the stone bridge. I looked at the surrounding trees. I looked at my companions and assessed their respective athletic abilities. I looked at our carriage and estimated its weight. And I came to a conclusion. 
 
    “The carriage is going to have to go,” I announced from the far shore. 
 
    Over the roar of the river, no one seemed to hear me. 
 
    “The carriage is going to have to go!” I bellowed from the middle of the group. 
 
    Ilandere shied away, and Florenia jumped. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said.  
 
    On the other side of the river, I removed all the weapons from my body and set them safely aside to retrieve once we crossed. Then I detached the grappling hook so that my other self could reel the rope back in, because we were going to need it for my plan, and re-assimilated to the same side as the rest of the group. 
 
    “Sorry?” Willobee repeated. “But Master, that carriage is all I own in the world! Besides my snow-white beauties and what is on my person.” 
 
    Lizzy and Florenia also exchanged stricken looks with each other about the impending loss of the carriage, which I suspected had more to do with the loss of privacy that that would entail than the destruction of the gnome’s property. There was nothing I could do about that right now. But at least I could soothe Willobee’s feelings. 
 
    “Those gems that you took from me,” I said to him. The gnome’s expression filled with a mixture of guilt and guile. Just as he opened his mouth to prevaricate, I continued, “They are yours now. Yours for keeps. That should be enough to buy a nice new carriage, as long as you don’t squander it all on honey mead, right?” 
 
    Willobee’s lantern eyes glowed with delight. “Oh, Fairlands, yes, Master!” He fell to his knees and prostrated himself just like he had when I first saved his life from Lizzy’s bandit crew. “Thank you. You are the bravest and noblest and most generous of masters.” 
 
    “Get up, Willobee, we have work to do,” I told him. 
 
    He scrambled up happily and chortled, “Willobee of Clan Benniwumporgan shall have a fine fleet of carriages, and a herd of stalwart ponies.” 
 
    “You will?” I asked in surprise. I really needed to learn more about how this whole bribery system worked. “All right. Well. First of all we’re going to have to pull down some trees. I think two will do nicely. Then we’ll chop the branches off and use just the logs as the main support for a bridge. Then we can take the carriage apart and use its planks to build a platform on top that we can walk across.” 
 
    “Why can’t we just walk across the logs and keep the carriage?” Lizzy asked huffily. “There are all sorts of other positions we haven’t even tried yet on those benches--” 
 
    “The ponies can’t balance across logs,” I interrupted. I was also thinking that the centaurs couldn’t either, but I didn’t want to give the she-wolf the chance to make any unkind comments about that. “And splitting a tree into planks would take a long time, and we wouldn’t have any nails to nail them together with, except the ones that are already holding the carriage together. So, we’ll dismantle the carriage and use it to build the platform.” 
 
    Willobee handed me an axe that he had pulled from the back of the carriage. “Thanks, Willobee,” I said with a smile as I took it from the diminutive gnome. “All right everyone, go ahead and empty everything out of the carriage and sort through what we need to take and what we’ll leave behind while I start on these trees. Remember, we can only take as much as we can carry.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the she-wolf replied with an ironic curtsy. I noticed Florenia bite back a smile at that gesture and I guessed that Lizzy’s curtsying form probably wasn’t quite up to the standards of a ducal household. Lizzy taunted, “I’ll be sure to bring along your chamber pot, we wouldn’t ever be able to defeat any Thorvinians without that, my lord.” 
 
    “Very funny, Lizzy.” I stuck out my tongue at the pretty wolf-girl. I’d figured out pretty quickly that on the road everyone seemed to just piss against trees or squat over logs, no chamber pot needed, so I did the same.  
 
    I chose two suitable trees of about twenty-five feet in height with the slimmest trunks that I believed would still be broad enough to support Elodette’s weight. She was definitely the heaviest member of our party. She probably weighed about one-thousand five hundred pounds if not more. Then I sent out my second self, took up an axe each, and set to work chipping a downward-angled wedge-shaped notch into each trunk. 
 
    Once I believed the notches were deep enough, I switched around to the opposite side of each trunk and made another notch about a foot higher up than the first to create a sort of diagonal fault line. After that, I climbed up one of the double-notched trees with the rope from the grappling hook, after having untied the hook itself, and knotted it about halfway up the trunk, right above a sturdy branch so that it couldn’t slip down any further. Then I called over Elodette and Ilandere and led the ponies over to help me pull the tree down. 
 
    The four of them lined up with their backs to the side of the tree that had the lower notch in order of descending strength, with Elodette closest to the tree at the point of greatest pressure followed by Ilandere and then the ponies. Then they wrapped the rope around their horse chests and strained with all their might. I had thought my main job would be to guide Damask and Diamond to pull, but the ponies watched the centaurs and seemed anxious to imitate them and prove their own strength in front of their half-human idols, so instead I ended up just taking up a position at the lowest end of the rope outside of the ponies and contributing my own shoulder and leg muscles to the effort. 
 
    After a few seconds of our combined maximum effort, a satisfying crack rang out, and then the tree toppled over. We all screamed with excitement and triumph, both pullers and spectators alike. 
 
    “Lizzy, Florenia, and Willobee, take those axes and start clearing all the branches off that trunk,” I instructed them. “Don’t worry about the really skinny ones, just anything big enough to get in the way of laying down a stable platform.” 
 
    While they hurried to comply, I untied the rope from the fallen tree and climbed up to tie it halfway up the other notched tree so that we could repeat the whole process. 
 
     After both trees had been felled, I used one axe to clear the branches from the second tree, with the help of the centaurs, who could stomp branches hard enough to crack them, and Lizzy and Willobee, who sawed off the cracked branches the rest of the way with knives.  
 
    Meanwhile I took the other axe to the now-emptied wooden carriage. I cracked every corner apart, laying out the walls, ceiling, and floor separately, as well as disassembling the driver’s box with the bench and platform. I called Florenia over to help me pry the nails out of the planks so we could reuse them. She used a small dagger to pry out nails from along the edges of the separated planks where they had become superfluous.  
 
    At first I had been a little concerned that her delicate hands would not be accustomed to any kind of construction work and kept an eye on her out of my peripheral vision to make sure she wasn’t doing anything stupid that was going to end in severed fingers. But despite her obvious inexperience with the task, the golden-skinned beauty clearly had manual dexterity, and she approached her work thoughtfully, so that as she began to figure out the mechanics of working the dagger tip under the nail heads and then positioning the blade in such a way that it could be used as a lever to force them out of the wood, she became more and more adept at it. I reflected that the highly educated duke’s daughter was intelligent in a different way than world-wise and pragmatic Lizzy, the wily and imaginative Willobee, or Elodette with her thorough knowledge of woodcraft and, I was willing to bet, battle tactics. 
 
    I had not thought I would need anyone but my selves to defeat Thorvinius, but I could see now how it was possible that this “alliance of the faithless” would have its various roles to play. 
 
    As these happy thoughts ran through my head, I took the longer planks once Florenia had removed the unused nails from them and lined them up to form a rectangle. I had split the planks just as broad as they needed to be in order to accommodate the centaurs’ girth, so I did not need to attach them side by side, but I did need to overlap several in order to extend them to the length that I estimated would be needed to replace the shattered bridge. 
 
    The carriage did not provide enough wood for me to be able to lay this makeshift platform double-thick, but what I did do was set the shorter leftover pieces horizontally across my base rectangle at intervals of every couple feet to reinforce it. 
 
    Then, I set out the loose nails that Florenia had amassed in the places where I believed they would be most critical, connecting the overlapping sections of the main platform and securing the crossbeams, but making sure to save enough for nailing the platform to the thick logs that would really be bearing our weight. 
 
    Then the whole group converged to help me hammer in the nails using rocks, except for the centaurs, who could not easily reach the ground unless they lay down. 
 
    “It looks as though it might actually work,” Elodette remarked as she surveyed our progress. 
 
    Both of me looked up and smiled at her. She had her bow in hand, but for once she wasn’t pointing it at any members of the party. Instead her intention seemed to be to keep watch over us while we worked.  
 
    “Why the tone of surprise, Elodette?” I asked. 
 
    The perpetually angry-looking centaur actually smiled back at me. “Well, I’ll reserve my real surprise for when it actually does work,” she retorted. “I’m not exactly light as a feather, you know. The ponies can use this human crutch of yours, but I still might be better off jumping.” 
 
    “It’s up to you, but at least wait to see how it holds up for the ponies before you take any unnecessary risks?” I suggested. 
 
    She nodded her agreement. 
 
    Ilandere made no remark as she watched our exchange, but her angelic little face was alight with joy to see her handmaiden and me getting along for once. I was also pleased, but not surprised. It was easy to predict from their personalities that whereas kindness was the way to the heart of the little princess, competence was the way to the heart of her warrior handmaiden. 
 
    Once all the nails were implanted, the carriage planks were united into one piece, albeit a rickety one.  
 
    The only things left to do were getting the logs propped across the gap which was going to be a precarious process, and then positioning the carriage-come-platform on top. 
 
    The rest of us “short ones,” as Elodette called all the humans and humanoids in our party, rolled the logs over by the shore. Then, it took a lot of ingenious rope-rigging on my part using other nearby trees as anchors, and a lot of equine muscle power, to maneuver the bare trunks into an upright position again and drop them with enough directional control that they each landed with one end on the other shore and successfully spanned the river. 
 
    Once we had both logs across, and spaced correctly to accommodate the platform, Lizzy, Florenia, Willobee, and I dragged the platform over, propped up one end onto the ends of the logs on our side of the shore, and went around to the other end of the platform to push it across the logs. 
 
    We were very careful to move slowly and keep the platform as straight as possible, so that we wouldn’t accidentally just shove it into the river, but the surface of the logs was uneven, and the platform itself was even more uneven so eventually it got skewed, anyway. 
 
    “Stop,” I yelled. Everyone froze. I carefully darted out across the crooked platform, and then after I reached its foremost edge, which was only about halfway across the gap at this point, I stepped down onto the logs themselves. I moved forward a little with my legs spread to straddle the two logs, which had about a foot-and-a-half gap between them. Then, I moved both feet over to one log. That was a precarious move. I was tensed to re-assimilate in case I fell. I didn’t really relish the idea of drowning in the icy river below or getting dashed to pieces on its rocks. Then I crouched down on the log and flipped myself sideways so that the log was across my hips while my torso hung off one side, and my legs hung between the two logs. I wrapped my arms around the log for stability while I brought my legs up to hook them over the other log so that my body was extended awkwardly across the two. Then I grabbed the edge of the platform that was jutting off the logs and called back to my friends, “All right, start pushing again! Slowly!” 
 
    While they pushed from the shore, I pulled to correct the platform’s course. Each time its foremost edge bumped up against my body, I scooted farther down the logs, toward the other shore. It was a slow and arduous process that resulted in scrapes all over my body. But eventually, the platform reached all the way to the other shore, across almost the full length of the logs, which still protruded by several feet at each end.  
 
    I leapt onto shore and started stretching my stiff and aching limbs with satisfied groans. 
 
    For a minute we all stared in silent awe at our creation. I knew it would have looked like pretty shoddy craftsmanship to someone who just walked up without witnessing what the process required, and compared to a stone arch bridge that took skilled masons years to complete, it certainly was. But for something that we had thrown together in the space of mere hours with only the materials at hand, I thought it was a solid testament to our ingenuity, teamwork, and sheer determination. 
 
    My self that was still on the other side of the river surrounded by my companions swung one of my packs, lightened after the others’ sorting efforts, onto my back. Then I took the nails we’d saved before in one hand, a rock in the other, and stepped out onto the bridge. It felt awfully nice to walk upright on the platform compared to the unpleasant experience of wriggling horizontally across the logs. 
 
    On my way across I paused every few feet to hammer a nail through the platform into one of the logs below. I also stomped my feet and jumped up and down to test the carriage planks. No effect but some creaking and barely perceptible flexing. My weight didn’t seem to affect the logs at all. But then again, my weight wasn’t the real test of my bridge, the ponies’ and the centaurs’ would be.  
 
    Next, my other self led Diamond the pony over to test the bridge further. Whether she hated the fact that it had no walls between us and the thirty-foot drop into a raging river, or simply had no faith whatsoever in my engineering skills, I do not know. But as soon as she reached the start of the bridge she made it very clear that she wanted absolutely nothing to do with it by neighing frantically and even halfheartedly rearing as she struggled to break my grip on her reins and back away. 
 
    “But Diamond, you have to, or you won’t be able to come with us,” I tried to explain. “Do you understand that? You could look for another crossing elsewhere, but I don’t know if there is one. And if there is, then it seems to me there’s a good chance that whoever destroyed this bridge so thoroughly probably got to that one too. I would hate to leave you behind in the wilderness. Diamond, please trust me. Be a brave pony. I worked hard on this bridge. I won’t let you fall. You and I are going to cross together, all right?” 
 
    Then a tinkling voice like silvery bells rang out from behind me. “Diamond, look!” Ilandere called as she danced past us onto the bridge. 
 
    My heart caught in my throat. I had really wanted to test the bridge with another equine first, any other equine but the delicate princess. But she was already out in the middle of it, and she seemed fine. She trotted all the way over to join me on the other shore. 
 
    “Diamond, it’s safe, my darling! Please come join me,” she called back over, and just like that, the pony succeeded in ripping her reins from my grasp and then instead of running away as she had clearly intended originally, she bolted across the bridge to join Ilandere and nuzzled the princess with her white snout. 
 
    “Oh, sure, now that she tells you to,” I grumbled. “Damask, I suppose you feel the same way?” 
 
    I nearly got smacked off the edge into the river by her white hindquarters as she bustled past. The clip-clopping of her hooves was louder than the creaking of the platform, although that was loud enough to make me a little nervous. 
 
    “Who’s next?” I asked. 
 
    Her ears pricked up, and her tail swished with excitement, Lizzy sashayed across with my other pack on her back. Willobee waddled after her, and Florenia glided after him. 
 
    That left Elodette, who probably weighed as much as the two ponies put together. 
 
    I tried not to let any concern show on my face as I looked over at her and smiled encouragingly. She did not smile back, but neither did she betray any flicker of trepidation. The stern black centaur simply gave me a nod and trotted forward. 
 
    The tree trunks themselves flexed slightly beneath her as she reached the middle, and I could hardly breathe, certain that my own handiwork was about to crack in half and drop the loyal warrior to her death while I looked on helplessly. I was about to scream out to her to run, or jump, or something. But then with a few more steps Elodette seemed to reach a more solid section, and a few more steps after that, she was nearly at the other end. 
 
    Then, her left hind hoof punched through the platform between the two trunks. One plank swung loose and Elodette froze as Ilandere screamed. But the underlying trunks and the rest of the platform, including the parts that supported the centaur’s other three hooves, held together. 
 
    “I am fine, Princess,” Elodette said with a tortured pretense of calmness. As she leaned her weight onto her other hooves, she attempted to withdraw the trapped hoof, but it was wedged fast. 
 
    Ilandere moved forward and seized her handmaiden’s hands in hers. Elodette kicked down with her trapped hoof and dislodged it. Then the hoof crunched back up through the gap as Ilandere yanked the other centaur forward with all her might. Elodette reached the shore. The one of me that stood among the group there could see that she was pale and trembling despite her efforts to be completely nonchalant. 
 
    But the gap her hoof had left behind wasn’t a very big one, and I knew that any bridge that could survive a giant centaur’s crossing mostly intact wasn’t going to have a problem with my merely human-sized self. So I strolled across casually. 
 
    “Shall we proceed, then?” I invited the group. 
 
    “Yes. I shall carry Willobee, now that he no longer has a carriage to ride in,” Ilandere announced as she swung him up onto her back. The gnome looked very nearly as ecstatic to be perched on his favorite silver-dappled seat again as he had when I granted him the gems for keeps. Then Ilandere looked over at her handmaiden expectantly. 
 
    “I suppose the human girl may ride upon my back, just this once,” Elodette volunteered reluctantly. 
 
    “Thank you. It is an honor,” Florenia said gravely, which erased much of the disdain from the centaur’s expression. She even knelt to allow the beautiful duke’s daughter to climb onto her back. 
 
    That left the two ponies for Lizzy and me. Lizzy was standing closest to Damask, so she mounted her. I contemplated the potential pleasures of riding behind the she-wolf and having my body pressed up against hers, and I knew that she would be eager to tease me in every way she could while we rode, but I didn’t want to slow the group down unnecessarily by burdening one pony with two bodies. So I re-assimilated and mounted only Diamond. 
 
    Then we were once again on our way down the road toward the mysterious village of Ferndale. 
 
    The bridge solution had been a success. There was only one thing that still troubled me about the incident. Who had destroyed the original, and why? Did it have anything to do with Ferndale’s troubles? And if so, were the people of Ferndale trying to keep outsiders away from them? Or were other people trying to keep the villagers of Ferndale trapped on their side, apart from the rest of the world? 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    We traveled for the rest of the day at a slightly faster pace than when the ponies had still been dragging the carriage. Damask and Diamond seemed slightly disoriented by the change and tended to drift toward each other to trot along side by side just as if they were still in their harness. We did not stop for a midday meal since we had used up the last of our food stores at breakfast. 
 
    When it began to get dark, we chose a spot with wind shelter and clear lines of sight to set up camp. Of course, now that we no longer had the carriage, setting up camp really just meant dismounting and unloading our packs. Willobee never even hobbled his ponies to keep them from straying too far. He insisted that it would run contrary to their every instinct to leave his side. I didn’t mention the fact, but it seemed to me that the ponies worshipped and adored the centaurs even more than they did their gnome master, especially the radiant princess. 
 
    I had been a little wary of the unwanted attention that a fire might draw the night before when Elodette had attacked us and proved my fears justified, but I did not feel that way tonight. We were so far off the beaten path by now that we had not met a single other traveler all day, so there was no incentive for brigands to prowl these parts. There also weren’t any temples nearby that I knew of, which meant that we were likewise unlikely to encounter Thorvinians on the warpath. And if we did, I relished the prospect of annihilating them, now that I had a peerless archer who could also trample warriors beneath her hooves, a giant wolf who would rampage gleefully through their ranks, and both of my selves available and well-armed, unlike the night of the massacre. 
 
    So while Elodette went off to hunt down some dinner, the rest of us built a large and toasty blaze by which to warm ourselves. I doubled myself to help with the fire-building, which also provided both Lizzy, who remained human for the purpose, and Florenia with laps to sit on afterward. Ilandere lay down close to the fire and allowed Willobee to lean back against the warmth of her horse flank although she made him remove his chainmail shirt first because she said that the metal links poked her. The little gnome quickly fell into a contented sleep, and the ostrich plume in his cap bobbed with the rhythm of his snores. 
 
    “What you did with that bridge today was wonderful,” Ilandere told me, in a soft voice so as not to wake the gnome, “and I know that Elodette was very impressed, too. Even if she’d never admit it.” 
 
    I knew the princess was right. It was funny, because Elodette hadn’t been impressed at all by my ruthlessly efficient takedown of a dozen mounted bandits in defense of Nillibet’s order, even though she’d witnessed that too. Maybe that was because killing was a familiar skill to her whereas bridge-building wasn’t something she thought she could do herself. 
 
    When Elodette returned shortly after, she had an entire doe slung limply over her shoulders as if it weighed nothing. 
 
    “Sorry,” the dark centaur said. “I was hoping to find something a little smaller, to feed us for just one night, but I figured you guys might be getting hungry while I was gone, so I just settled for this.” 
 
    I didn’t even have time to reply before Lizzy started jabbing me with her elbows and hilts as she thrashed around in my lap flinging off all her clothes and accessories. Then, I had less than a second to appreciate the sight and sensations of her naked body before I was suddenly being crushed beneath a mountain of musty-smelling fur. 
 
    “Don’t ever do that to me, please,” I said to Florenia through my non-smothered mouth as we watched wolf-Lizzy trample over me in her haste to get to the meal.  
 
    Lizzy reared up on her hindlegs, reached out, and casually ripped off an entire deer leg. Then she padded back over to nestle against me while she crunched her way down the meat. She sprayed me with blood, gristle, and little shards of bone with every chomp. “It’s bad manners,” I explained to the ex-vestal, since Lizzy clearly wasn’t listening. “The beating-me-up and chewing-with-your-mouth-open parts, anyway. I don’t mind the stripping part.” 
 
    “Hmmm. Using the carriage for a bridge earlier was a very ingenious solution, but I do rather wish there had been another way,” Florenia sighed. “I haven’t forgotten that you promised to repay me for the loss of my duchy tonight. Perhaps there is a clearing nearby that we could use?” 
 
    “Outside?” I said with concern. “But the ground is frozen and everything is dark. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “You won’t,” she whispered. “I am in agony now, Qaar’endoth.” 
 
    I still hesitated, but I wasn’t really fooling either of us. 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “After dinner we’ll sneak off. Come on, let’s help Elodette with that deer or she’ll feel unappreciated.” 
 
    The golden-skinned aristocrat did not have the first clue about how to skin or cook a deer. So I instructed her to fetch sticks and whittle the ends into points while Elodette and I set about the process. 
 
    We strung the doe up by the neck from a sturdy branch using the leather sash from my surcoat. Then we slit its belly open and started pulling out the organs. I carefully severed the translucent, urine-filled bladder and threw it into the bushes, but Lizzy padded over and started eagerly slurping up the rest of the spilled organs while Elodette and I worked above her. When I reached the slimy gray loops of intestines, the she-wolf was ready to eat those too but I pushed her snout away with my hand. She whined. 
 
    “Your breath,” I explained. 
 
    She hung her huge shaggy head and gave an annoyed little growl, but she did not make another go at the intestines. 
 
    Once Elodette and I had finished clearing out the intestines, we started with strategic cuts around the neck and elbows of the deer and carefully peeled off its hide. Lizzy gnawed on the discarded hide while the centaur and I carved steaks and handed them off to Florenia, who impaled them on her wooden stakes to cook them over the fire. 
 
    We had all tried to work in relative silence so we didn’t disturb the gnome, not because he was really in such desperate need of more sleep, but because it became an amusing game to see just how much he was capable of sleeping through, and to practice communicating with each other using only hand signals and other gestures.  
 
    As it turned out, it wasn’t even Lizzy’s loud smacking, slurping, and crunching noises that finally awakened him. It was simply the aroma of the venison once it started to sizzle in its juices over the fire. 
 
    The gnome’s huge knobby nose started twitching furiously with his glowing eyes still shut tight, and then after a minute he sprang to his feet, which did not increase his height all that much. 
 
    Florenia handed Willobee the first steak, medium rare, with a flourish, and he squeaked out his thanks and settled down to munch it while Ilandere giggled uncontrollably. Even with deer juices streaming through his already filthy lavender beard, the little gnome’s table manners appeared positively demure compared to wolf-Lizzy’s. 
 
    The nubile ex-vestal handed Ilandere the next steak, which she accepted graciously, but she barely even nibbled her portion. The only thing I had ever seen the centaur princess consume more than a few bites of was an apple. 
 
    Florenia gave me the third steak, and I passed it to Elodette. 
 
    “Thank you, human,” the dark-haired huntress said with some hesitation, as if she still did not quite trust my intentions. But that was a drastic improvement from just one night ago when she had been trying to convince Ilandere that I was a depraved monster. 
 
    “You know, I quite understand why you would disdain humans,” Florenia told the centaur as she placed another steak into my hand. 
 
    “You do?” Elodette asked as she stared at the beautiful human woman suspiciously. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Florenia replied. “They are very easy to manipulate. They are vain yet insecure. They all tend to be a lot more alike than they realize. But…” 
 
    “But what?” Elodette asked. 
 
    “But, Qaar’endoth is not a human,” Florenia informed her gravely. She pressed a tender kiss at the corner of my jaw and then turned back to the fire carrying the two raw steaks that the centaur had passed her. 
 
    I hoped I was not deceiving the excruciatingly desirable duke’s daughter. I knew that I was faithful to Qaar’endoth, and I felt his spirit burn for vengeance within me, but I did not know if that necessarily meant that I was actually the embodiment of the god. Yet as ironic as Florenia’s tone could be regarding everything else, she seemed more earnestly convinced of my divinity than I was myself. 
 
    Once Florenia had roasted a second steak for Willobee and one each for herself and my other self, we settled down to eat them with her between the two of me, her legs across one of my laps and her head resting on my other chest. Lizzy had disappeared into the woods with a growl that I believed translated closely to, “Getting seconds.” 
 
    The venison was the tenderest, juiciest, and most delicious that I had ever tasted. And it did not compare in the slightest with what came next. 
 
    When Willobee had eaten his fill and dropped back off to sleep again using Ilandere’s warm flank as his bed, and the two centaurs lay quietly chatting over the snores of the gnome, Florenia looked over at me with pleading in her hazel eyes, so I nodded and drew her off into the woods, while my other self remained behind to watch over the camp and ensure that Lizzy returned safely. 
 
    When I judged that the body with Florenia was out of earshot of my other body at the campfire, we stopped. Then I kissed Florenia roughly, like I was claiming her mouth as my territory. She threw her arms around my neck, and I lifted her up and grabbed her ass in both my hands while she hooked her slender legs around my hips. As we continued to kiss, she moaned and flexed her legs to press herself harder against my erection through the fabric of both of our clothing. 
 
    I held her in place with one hand and struggled to find the hem of her long, cumbersome layers of now dirt-stained pink robes in order to reach my other hand up underneath them, but when she realized what I was trying to do Florenia promptly disentangled her body from mine and stepped backward a pace. Her eyes burned into mine, her expression unreadable. In the darkness her extreme beauty was almost eerie in a way that made me think of some kind of supernatural creature that was about to kill me or perhaps suck my soul from me. 
 
    Then the duke’s daughter reached up, unfastened her vestal’s robes, and cast them all aside at once. She backed up even farther to display her body to me in full and watched my eyes devour her. She shivered severely, but she was defiant of the cold and as proud as an empress in the power that she knew very well she wielded. She was so slim that when she moved, I could catch faint traces of her ribs and hipbones beneath her tawny skin, yet her shoulders and hips flared out from her tiny waist, creating a shape that was leanly curvaceous rather than gaunt. A healthy body’s usual share of fat was present, but it had been redistributed from her nearly concave stomach and sleek thighs to the full breasts that rode high on her ribcage and her round bottom. She was not muscular, but her limbs were taut and firm. 
 
    I thrashed out of my uniform as well so that I would be able to feel every possible inch of her skin against mine. Then I grabbed her, lifted her up again, and lowered her gently to the frosted ground. As I propped myself above her on my elbows and kissed her carven nose, she shifted her hips slightly to align my jutting cock with her entrance. 
 
    “Take me, Qaar’endoth,” she whispered. 
 
    I forced myself all the way into her with a single protracted, twisting thrust. She was slick with anticipation, yet so tight that I could not easily fit inside of her, but I could not wait even a few more seconds to ease my way in. I claimed her mouth again hungrily as I bucked my hips and battered against her walls. She cried out in ecstasy and locked her legs around my hips again to pull me in as deep as possible while her hands roamed over my face and hair and clawed at my back. 
 
    After a few minutes of rough thrusting in that position, Florenia drew one leg and then both up across my chest and hooked them over my shoulders so that I could penetrate her even more deeply. I slowed my rhythm significantly. We surged that way for less than a minute, slow and deep, as little gasps escaped her throat. Finally, her breathing became urgent, and her gasps frantic. Her tunnel clenched around me as her body began to shudder, and I allowed myself to relish in my own climax. We both shuddered against each other as we climaxed, and I could see her eyes roll back into her skull when she felt my seed pump into her womb. 
 
    “I am yours forever now,” Florenia whispered as she lowered her legs to either side of me while my shaft was still buried between them  
 
    “Yes, you are,” I said as I lay down against her. I was still hard, so I stayed deep inside of her while we passionately kissed. Then, after a dozen or so minutes’ rest, I fucked her again, and so on and so forth well into the night. The sky had deepened to its darkest shade and then lightened again by the time we returned to camp and fell into a sound sleep. 
 
    Lizzy had returned to camp not long before us, still in her wolf form, with her muzzle even more bloodied than before and her tail was wagging. The one of me that was standing watch there by the fire greeted her. It seemed to me that even when the circumstances did not demand Lizzy’s wolf capabilities, she liked to wear that form and hunt and sleep in it sometimes. It was not merely a tool to her. It was an integral part of her nature. She licked my face and curled up beside me, not as my complicated and cynical woman for the moment, but simply as my loyal partner in the hunt. 
 
    In the morning we ate more venison for breakfast, and it was as delicious as before, but we could not enjoy it as much because at this point we had run out of water. We still had another day and a half, according to the Nillibetian vestal’s initial estimate, before we would reach Ferndale, so we needed to find another water source before then. Preferably one that wasn’t at the bottom of a steep thirty-foot drop and churning up silt with enough force to shatter bones. 
 
    “We should take rotations today scouting for water, before the situation becomes desperate,” I told my companions as we finished what we wanted of the doe and left the rest for the wild to reclaim. “But I want to put some miles behind us first. When we break at midday we can coordinate that if we haven’t already found water.” 
 
    “Wendy mentioned two other landmarks that we haven’t come to yet,” Florenia reminded us. “Another fork at some point where we’re supposed to go right, and then four windmills.” 
 
    “If it should so happen the windmills are broken, Master, I say we do without wind,” Willobee muttered. 
 
    “But, Willobee, you said the other day that I am the wind,” Ilandere objected teasingly as she lifted him up onto her back. “Don’t you remember that?” 
 
    “Oh, I said that you are a fleet silver wind, and the happy wind that buoys up weary birdlings, and the wind that blows ships back to harbor, and the wind that ruffles pretty tresses, and the wind that rustles golden leaves beneath the moonlight,” Willobee acknowledged, “but what you are not, is the kind of workaday wind that mills generate for laboring purposes. And these alleged villagers in need, they can build their own mills if they are really so much in want of that kind of wind. The bridge was enough. We’ve done our part in the way of being neighborly.” 
 
    “You think that windmills make wind?” Lizzy asked as she mounted Damask. She was prettily human again. I loved having her around even as a wolf, but I sure had missed the sight of her faint freckles, among other features. I wondered if it was rude of me though to keep wondering what she would look like with a bath if she could already look the way she did without one. 
 
    Regardless, I again gave up the privilege of riding with her by re-assimilating so that each pony would only have to carry one person and one pack as the group started out on the road. Florenia was safely perched atop Elodette nearby. The two brunettes made a rather complementary pair, the willowy olive-skinned one who oozed sensuality and the pale imposing one who seemed chiseled out of ice. 
 
    “And just what else should they be making?” Willobee demanded of Lizzy, still on the topic of windmills. “What does a flour mill make, riddle me that.” 
 
    “Ten years of that, Vander,” Lizzy sighed. “Reckon he’ll learn a snippet or two from us in all that while?” 
 
    “Why, Lizzy Longshanks!” I teased her. “You mean you don’t intend to ditch us before then? A ride to the next town is all Willobee, and I ever promised you, and unfortunately for you, it looks like Ferndale is going to be that place. Perhaps the lack of a green-eyed she-wolf is what’s ailing them.” 
 
    “I imagine that would be a source of true despair for just about anyone,” Lizzy purred. 
 
    “Why, Liz-- Elizabeth, I mean,” Ilandere stammered, “you wouldn’t ever really leave us, would you?” 
 
    Lizzy stared incredulously at the silver-dappled blonde. I’d noticed that she had mostly left Ilandere alone since Elodette showed up. Not out of fear of the archer, but because she no longer perceived the delicate princess as being such a burden on me and by extension on her, now that the stronger centaur had taken her back under her protection. Instead of answering Ilandere’s question, the she-wolf addressed me. “Vander, she is simply not a rational creature,” she remarked. “I have done nothing but bully her for her weakness, not that that was undeserved of course, ever since we met and threaten to eat her when I could stand her prissy little ninny ways no longer. And yet a teensy joke about parting ways, and her eyes well up like unmilked udders? It is beyond the comprehension of a rational creature like me.” 
 
    “You, a rational creature?” Elodette broke stride to scoff. 
 
    “I don’t mean the fact of my existence,” Lizzy growled as her long ears twitched. “I mean the way I approach the matter of existing. That’s different.” 
 
    “Why, but the Princess has told me a little about you, and you’ve made nothing but one… wildly injudicious decision after the next your whole life,” Elodette remarked, in a tone of genuine surprise rather than malice. 
 
    “The Princess,” Lizzy repeated the title sarcastically, “knows little and less about my life, horse. My past decisions may have been… bad, if that’s what you mean to say, but you weren’t there or you would have seen that the ones I didn’t make were even worse. And I never knew that I could have any other kind of life until I joined up with Vander.” 
 
    “I can’t promise you that I’m leading you to a better life than you had,” I interrupted hastily. I loved having each one of my companions around me, but I still wasn’t used to the idea of having followers, people who relied upon me to give them a purpose. All I knew was that my own purpose for surviving the attack that had destroyed my whole order was wreaking vengeance on their behalf. And to be honest it was both magical and strange that four beautiful women and a gnome were now traveling with me. “I can’t promise any of you that. I may be leading you into deeper shit than you’ve ever waded through before. I may be leading you all to your deaths.” 
 
    “But at least we would be dying for our god, and that would be rather glorious,” Florenia said dreamily. “There is nothing I would not do for you, Qaar’endoth, except abandon or betray you, even if you asked me to.” 
 
    “Florenia, I would never ask you to die for me,” I laughed. “It is my job to protect you.” 
 
    “This is why I have to get you out of here,” Elodette muttered to Ilandere. “What has it been, two days? And look how far gone she is already.” 
 
    “I know what it is,” the little silver centaur said sagely. 
 
    “He is not a god, he is so obviously human,” Elodette continued. “A better specimen of one than I thought at first, admittedly, but still undeniably human.” 
 
    “It’s because they made love last night,” Ilandere announced. 
 
    “You know, we should really start planning for when we reach Ferndale,” I said loudly. “We haven’t even discussed--” 
 
    “It has such a potent effect on humans,” Ilandere mused in a tone of innocent fascination. “I cannot help wondering what Vander’s passion might do to me, Elodette.” 
 
    “You, Princess, are destined to perpetuate the royal bloodlines of your herd,” her handmaiden replied sharply. “Your mates must be of the purest, swiftest, and most virile stock. If you believe that it is time for you to bear a foal that could certainly be arranged. We just need to return to the herd and--” 
 
    “I do not like the sort of stallions that you favor, Elodette,” Ilandere said in exasperation as she glanced at me sideways. 
 
    “Ilandere,” I said gently, “selfishly, I would of course never want to lose your company. But I know that the kind of life I will be leading for the foreseeable future, on the road all the time, with danger and discomfort, and never settling down in a real home, is not the right kind of life for you. So I will understand when, someday, you will need to leave me, just like you found the courage to leave your herd. I will be sorry, but I will also be glad as long as I know that you are finally safe and happy.” 
 
    “But Vander, no one has ever kept me as safe and happy as you have done,” Ilandere said as she gazed at me with her enormous doe eyes. “I was hoping that maybe… someday… when you have enough selves that you can spare one sometimes?” she began shyly. “Well, maybe I could have a home with a bed of my own, and one of you could live there with me. I’d take care of you, but I’d understand that you would have to leave sometimes to do more important things, of course. But I’d always wait for as long as it took for one of you to come home.” 
 
    “Oh for fuck’s sake,” Elodette groaned. “I’m going to go look for water.” And she set off at a gallop. 
 
    “That would be very lovely, Ilandere,” I said. “But I, er, you do know that I’m not trying to make more selves in order to be able to start a bunch of households, right? I was more thinking along the lines of building an army. So it might be a long time before I get around to more peaceful activities like that. I hope it does happen someday, but I don’t want to keep you waiting for something that might never happen. I would just be afraid of disappointing you, Ilandere.” 
 
    “You will never disappoint me, Vander,” she replied. 
 
    “I keep analyzing your speech patterns, most careful-like, Master,” Willobee said, and raised his velvet cap to scratch his bald head. “But I still cannot puzzle out what it is you are saying that is all so very special and terribly persuasive. Meaning no offense, Master.” 
 
    “It ain’t about what he says at all, that’s why, gnome,” Lizzy informed him. “It’s on account of what he does. What he does for us, like saving your little gnomish ass from me and mine, but more than that it’s what he shows us can be done.” 
 
    “Even simpler than that, it is a matter of who he is,” Florenia asserted. 
 
    “Thank you all for the compliments,” I said. “But I’m just doing my best to move forward, take care of you all, and claim my vengeance.” 
 
    “You’ve been claiming a lot more than vengeance,” Florenia giggled. “Especially last night.” 
 
    I was about to reply, but then Elodette came barreling back at us. She had perfect control of her colossal physique and stopped inches from when she would have actually trampled any of us, as I had been confident that she would, but the ponies whinnied in panic. They did seem drawn to the giant black centaur in a similar fashion as they were drawn to little Ilandere, but they also unmistakably feared her. I couldn’t really blame them. 
 
    “So what’s on your tail, horse?” Lizzy drawled. 
 
    Elodette ignored the she-wolf and pointed behind her. “I found water,” she announced. 
 
    The burbling stream that she led us to, just a little way off the road, was a great relief to all of our parched throats. Everyone quieted down, much to my relief, and gratefully drank his or her fill. I also refilled all of our waterskins. Elodette produced a waterskin from one of her saddlebags that I had not caught sight of before, which was more the size of a flour sack. The only reason I supposed I hadn’t heard it sloshing around in there was that it was as deflated as the rest of ours. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I saw the she-wolf make a sudden aggressive lunge and heard a gnomish squeal which turned into a gurgle. For a horrible instant I thought that Lizzy was drowning Willobee. Then I realized that she was forcibly washing his beard, which by this point on our journey had turned to a crusty brown and started attracting bugs.  
 
    I left her to it. 
 
    “If only we had some soap, and time to heat the water,” Florenia said wistfully. “I have not had a bath since I left Nillibet’s temple.” 
 
    Lizzy paused her beard-scrubbing to ask in confusion, “But wasn’t that this week?” 
 
    “What is a bath?” Ilandere inquired sweetly. 
 
    “It’s a form of human nonsense,” Elodette replied. I reflected that I liked her a lot better when she and I were working on a project together. It was almost enough to make me wish for more trouble. Well, if the oracle Meline were to be believed, there would be enough of that to be found at Ferndale. 
 
    Florenia explained, “A bath is when you take all your clothes off and slowly immerse yourself in a tub of water that feels almost scalding to begin with, but then as your body becomes accustomed to the sensation of strong heat, it becomes exquisitely blissful. And then you take a bar of soap, scented like any kind of flowers and herbs you please, and glide it all over your skin to remove the presence of any contaminating particles and renew its silken luster. Or better yet, you simply close your eyes and relax all your limbs while a maid does it for you. And then she works gently through all the tangles in your hair with soap as well, and massages your scalp, and rinses the soap out, and then combs your hair with fragrant oils until it shines like a mirror. And if at any time the water ever cools or becomes impure, then buckets of the old water are ladled out, while fresh, steaming water is poured in to replace it. Oh, and usually there are rose petals added to the surface… but sometimes lily petals instead.” 
 
    “Oh. I think I should like to have a bath someday,” Ilandere replied. 
 
    “I think I should like us all to have baths someday,” I agreed. “I hope there is an inn or something of the sort at Ferndale where that can be arranged.” 
 
    “Well, Willobee has had his already,” Lizzy announced proudly. “See? He is as good as new.” She hauled the gnome out of the stream by the back of his chainmail shirt. Really, it was impressive that she could support his full weight with one hand like that, including the chainmail on top of it all. Willobee sputtered like an angry cat, and then the she-wolf gently set him back down on his feet before she handed him back his cap. 
 
    “Now I am sure to rust!” he complained as he wrung out his beard with both hands. 
 
    Florenia gazed at the gnome in astonishment. “Why, what a pretty shade of lavender. That’s Drusilla’s color, you know. Do you dye it?” 
 
    “Dye my beard?” the gnome demanded indignantly. “What do you take me for, a fop?” 
 
    Florenia’s hazel eyes traced his suit of embroidered red velvet clothes beneath the chainmail shirt, all the way up to the foot-long feather sprouting from his cap, and she opened her mouth, then closed it. 
 
    Once we had all drunk as much water as our stomachs could hold, relieved ourselves, washed our hands, and splashed our faces, we mounted back up and set off again. 
 
    By evening, we had reached the second fork which somewhat reassured me that we were still on the right path, although of course the path to Ferndale was not the only path that had two forks in it. We turned right and continued on until I could tell that both Ilandere’s and the ponies’ steps were slowing, in spite of Lizzy and me sometimes walking in order to give them a rest. 
 
    When we made camp that night, Elodette caught us a rabbit, and we stewed it with some of the centaur’s dried mushrooms in one of my pots from the temple which Lizzy had thought worth keeping with us. We also roasted the sweet orange yams from her pack, until they were caramelized on the outside and soft on the inside, and scooped them from their crackled skins. We had to use a combination of hands, teeth, and sticks for the meal, since Lizzy had discarded all my silverware, not to mention the cloth napkins. 
 
    “Can all the centaurs in your herd shoot like you do, Elodette?” I asked her. I knew that the princess could not, but perhaps all their warrior sect had skills to match the giant black centaur’s. If that were the case, they must be nearly invincible as a unit. 
 
    “Well… no,” Elodette replied. “There was only one who was superior. But he passed on some years ago.” 
 
    “Who was he?” I asked. 
 
    “Chiron. My teacher,” Elodette explained. 
 
    “Well, he must have been truly magnificent,” I remarked. 
 
    “He was,” the dark centaur replied softly. “The best of us all.” The firelight flickered in her gray eyes as she gazed off, lost in thought. Then she looked back up at me and offered hesitantly, “If you like, I could try to teach you, Vander.” 
 
    “You would do that?” I exclaimed excitedly. “It’s not… you know… against herd regulations or something, to share archery techniques with a human?” 
 
    The fair-skinned brunette smiled. “No, it’s not. And if you are to share the duties of protecting Princess Ilandere with me, then it is not acceptable for you to be anything short of superb with a bow.” 
 
    “I am not terrible by human standards, but I’m sure I fall far short of ‘superb’ by yours,” I admitted. 
 
    The brunette unslung her bow from her shoulder. “Follow me, then,” she said. “And afterward, you shall help me start on more arrows.” 
 
    “Deal,” I agreed, and we moved off from the camp together to find some suitable targets. 
 
    “There is also one way in which I reckon I am a better fighter than you, Vander,” Lizzy informed my other self. Her green eyes were glinting mischievously. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Wrestling,” the she-wolf replied. 
 
    I looked her curvaceous and well-muscled frame up and down, skeptically and then with interest. “Wrestling…? Do you mean…?” 
 
    “I mean wrestling,” Lizzy repeated. “And afterward, we can try whatever else you have in mind.” 
 
    “All right, but I don’t want to hurt you,” I began, right before I was tackled by four hundred pounds of canine killing machine. 
 
    “No teeth or claws!” I yelled from underneath her. She paused to drag her massive tongue wetly across my entire face in acknowledgement. 
 
    Then she went back to crushing the life out of me. I worked my arm up between myself and Lizzy’s hulking wolf chest so I could breathe and bucked my hips to get some leverage and managed to bend a knee. I used that knee to propel myself forward and try to get my upper body out from under Lizzy while I reached to grab her shoulder with my arm. Then I got my other leg out from under her and hooked it around her flank. I tried to use my foot to dig into her hindquarters and force her more upright toward a sitting position while I simultaneously pushed with my arm from below in an attempt to gain more space. Lizzy was still bearing down on me with all her might and I could tell I wasn’t going to be able to push myself clear from that direction, but I did have enough space to get myself turned around perpendicular to her, so that more of my torso was sticking out from one side and my legs were partly free from the knees down on the other side. I jabbed Lizzy’s ribs with my elbow and kicked as hard as I could with my legs and managed to squeeze out from under her. Then I immediately tackled her by driving my shoulder into hers while I flung my arms around her neck in a headlock and tried to kick one of her front legs out from under her. Lizzy wobbled, and then she flung herself onto her back using an awkward diagonal roll that had the effect of wrapping my body around hers and once again flattening me between her and the ground. 
 
    Meanwhile, I had discovered that Elodette did not like to shoot tree trunks. She liked to shoot branches. That was what she called them, anyway. But the ones she pointed out should really have been classified more as twigs. 
 
    After I had lost enough arrows to annoy her, even though almost all of them skimmed close enough to their targets that, had I been aiming for a human, I probably would have just hit a different portion of the same organ, the black centaur moved in to start correcting my stance and my breathing patterns and checking the level of muscular tension in various parts of my body. She interrogated me on my perception of wind currents and lighting conditions. She questioned and criticized me on details that I had never even been taught to consider in relation to archery. I still wasn’t convinced that some of them weren’t just centaur superstition mixed in with the genuinely valuable advice. 
 
    On one of my tries, just when I had everything aligned in accordance with Elodette’s specifications, I suddenly winced and shot wide, hitting a completely separate tree than the intended one. 
 
    “What was that?” she asked. 
 
    My other self appeared right next to me, growled, “I told her not to use her fucking claws,” and walked off back toward the others at the camp to rejoin my wrestling session. 
 
    When Elodette finally acknowledged a marginal improvement in my archery skills, we went around and collected as many of her arrows as we could reach. This involved a lot of tree-climbing. I went back to the camp to grab my grappling hook and use it for just that purpose. I brought the arrows back to camp while the centaur stayed behind to collect a pile of branches that she thought would be suitable for new shafts. 
 
    Ilandere, Florenia, and Willobee were the only ones still at camp, since Lizzy and my other self had gone off to find a clearing after our wrestling session. She had returned to her human form but opted to remain on all fours, like she was still in a bit of a canine mood, while I took her aggressively from behind. It felt good to reassert my dominance after the many times she had just pinned me or thrown me in her wolf form, and I found it a bit hard to concentrate on my body that wasn’t experiencing the violent waves of pleasure our lovemaking brought. 
 
    At the camp, I saw that the little silver centaur and the golden-skinned duke’s daughter, left to their own devices, had busied themselves sewing Florenia’s pale pink veil into some other sort of garment while the gnome watched and provided verbal encouragement. Ilandere held it up to her chest, and Florenia tugged at and scrutinized a few corners. Then the ex-vestal set the material in her lap and took a needle to it again. 
 
    “I didn’t know you brought a needle and thread with you,” I remarked to both women as I struggled to divide my mind between Lizzy’s wet tightness around my shaft and the other women. I didn’t know which one the sewing materials belonged to, but I had been under the impression that neither one had had anything more than the clothes on her back in her possession when I met her. 
 
    “Oh, they’re Elodette’s, from her pack,” Ilandere explained. 
 
    “Elodette carries a sewing kit?” I asked in disbelief as I pictured the fierce huntress in her leather breastplate quietly occupied with delicate needlework. 
 
    “Well, it’s part of her medical kit,” Ilandere explained. I pictured the black centaur up to her elbows in gore grimly holding down another warrior and stitching his body back together while he screamed and things made a lot more sense. 
 
    While the girls continued to work on the garment, and the gnome continued to provide them with an admiring audience, I sorted Elodette’s arrows into piles. Most were still perfectly intact. There were a few with split shafts that would be useless now, so I removed the steel heads from them for safekeeping. And then there were the ones with intact shafts but damaged fletching, so I started stripping the fletching from them with a knife. 
 
    Then Elodette returned with an armful of sticks, and we began checking them for straightness, stripping the bark off, paring them down to the proper diameter, and cutting them to her draw length. Once I returned from the woods with Lizzy, who had immediately morphed back into a wolf post-coitus, I sat down to help us, while Lizzy assumed her usual spot by the fire and promptly fell asleep. 
 
    By the time we had carved our way halfway through the pile of sticks and discarded all the ones that turned out to be too bendy or have wood grain that didn’t run parallel, Ilandere was delightedly sporting a new blouse in place of her old chest rag. 
 
    “Qaar’endoth, come look,” Florenia called out to me, clearly proud of her handiwork. 
 
    One of me continued working on arrows while the other walked over to the girls and the gnome. The veil-turned-blouse was a diaphanous pale pink and had just enough fabric to cover the centaur’s small breasts, with scrunching along the edges and in the middle that made it cling in place. It did not have sleeves exactly but small loops of fabric that curved around her upper arms and left her ivory shoulders bare. 
 
    “Do you like it?” Ilandere asked me shyly. 
 
    “It is lovely and it suits you perfectly,” I replied truthfully. The delicate, ethereal beauty with her silver hair and pelt and large dark eyes always looked like a princess no matter what she was wearing, but this garment fit the role as well. “You are extraordinarily beautiful.” 
 
    She blushed prettily, lowered her pointed chin, and whispered, “Thank you.” 
 
    “It would be impossible to enhance your beauty, but this garment displays it to much better effect,” Willobee contributed. “You look like a single miraculous rose blooming through deep snowbanks in the gleam of twilight. Also, it matches your lips.” 
 
    “That’s, ah, that’s what I meant,” I said as I nodded to the gnome. 
 
    The little centaur giggled. “That’s so sweet of you, Vander.” 
 
    “Pardon me?” sputtered the gnome. 
 
    I quickly retreated back to the arrow-making party. By the time Elodette and I had finished cutting all the shafts, sealing them with oil from a bottle in her packs, and setting them out to dry, the other two women were fast asleep right next to Lizzy, with Willobee nestled in the middle of them like a lavender-tufted red velvet ball. His chainmail shirt was set aside next to Lizzy’s clothes, and his body looked half the size without it on. 
 
    “Thank you for your help,” the brunette centaur said to me gravely. 
 
    I smiled, partly because I knew that Elodette couldn’t have imagined even two days ago that she would ever be thanking me for anything. “Of course. Thank you for the archery lesson.” 
 
    “I will take first watch,” she volunteered. “You may both sleep.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. “I am not too tired.” 
 
    “Why, do you not trust me?” Elodette asked sharply. 
 
    “Of course I do,” I blurted immediately, and upon brief reflection, realized that it was true. Despite her recent attempt to shoot every single one of us but Ilandere dead. 
 
    “Then go to sleep,” she said with a smile. 
 
    I nodded my thanks to her and curled my selves around both the giant wolf and the slender duke’s daughter beside the gentle glow of the fire. Florenia made a contented sound in her throat and wriggled her body against mine. Willobee let out a long melodious snore.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    The next morning we breakfasted on leftover rabbit stew and Elodette and I collected all the new arrow shafts and stored them away to complete later. Then we set off down the road and rode for a few hours until four windmills came into sight. 
 
    They were about forty feet tall and half as broad, built round and smooth out of gray stone, each one studded with a few windows, topped with thatched roofs and equipped with grid-like spinning arms.  
 
    “Well, Willobee, they seem to be in good working order,” I observed. 
 
    “Maybe that is a good omen that the village of Ferndale will not be too badly off either,” Ilandere suggested hopefully. “If they had been destroyed like the bridge, I would have been more worried that a hostile army had come through the area. But they are not.” 
 
    “A hostile army gets hungry like any other group of bodies and has got to grind grain to feed itself, if it is intending on sticking around for any long time at all, so it wouldn’t make any sense to be busting up windmills,” Lizzy pointed out. Then she frowned and sniffed the air. “Keep an eye out.” 
 
    “Keep an eye out for what?” Elodette asked. She had her bow and arrow in hand. I saw Florenia tense on her back and brace herself as if she were expecting the centaur beneath her to charge. 
 
    The she-wolf raised her pretty little nose and sniffed again. “That is truly foul.” 
 
    “Lizzy, what is truly foul?” I asked. 
 
    Instead of answering me, she rode Damask up to the road parallel to the nearest windmill while the rest of us trotted to catch up. As soon as we caught up to her, the wolf-girl dismounted and walked off the road through the frozen grass toward the windmill, her tail stiff and her long ears on high alert. The odd thing, though, was that despite her wary body language, the she-wolf had not drawn any of the weapons she wore. I leapt off Diamond and hurried to catch up to her. 
 
    We circled around the base of the windmill. I did not bother to double myself, based on the fact that Lizzy did not seem to be anticipating a violent encounter. 
 
    On the side not visible from the road, crumpled up against the windmill, there was a partially decomposed corpse. Bloated, gray-skinned, with chunks missing and flies buzzing. Most likely male based on the clothing, but the features were too decayed for the sex to be apparent on any other basis. 
 
    “Foul,” Lizzy hissed again. “Vile. Reeking.” 
 
    It did stink horribly, now that we were close enough for me to smell it too, but I was actually a bit surprised by the vehemence of Lizzy’s reaction. To be sure, a corpse was not a pleasant thing to encounter on our way to Ferndale, and especially if it had anything to do with the problem that the oracle Meline had sent us there to solve, it might mean bad news for us in all sorts of ways. But death and decay and other stuff that normal people considered disgusting just generally didn’t seem to faze the part-wolf ex-bandit all that much. Just the other night she had been eager to gobble down some shit-crammed deer intestines after all. 
 
    “Er, well, it’s not exactly fresh,” I acknowledged, as I examined the corpse from a yard back trying to figure out what wound had caused its owner’s death. But I didn’t see any obvious one. Against my personal preference, I stepped closer and leaned toward the corpse. 
 
    Lizzy yanked me back and growled, “Don’t go any closer.” 
 
    “He’s dead, Lizzy, I don’t think he can hurt me,” I replied. 
 
    Lizzy pointed her clawed finger. “The armpit. Do you see that?” 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I muttered as I realized what had gotten the she-wolf’s hackles up so badly. Mostly hidden beneath the corpse’s rotting arm, a blackened, pus-filled lump the size of an egg bulged out. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Ilandere asked nervously. 
 
    I whirled around and barked, “Stay back!” to the two centaurs approaching us with their riders from behind. 
 
    Ilandere backed up worriedly. “I’m sorry, Vander, I didn’t mean to get in your way.” 
 
    “It’s not that, I just don’t want you to get sick,” I explained. “Because it looks like this guy died of some kind of nasty disease. And I’d be willing to bet he’s not the only one who has it.” 
 
    “A human disease?” Willobee asked from atop the princess’ back. 
 
    “Well, I presume so?” I looked at the she-wolf for confirmation, since I knew that just because a creature looked vaguely human-shaped didn’t mean that it was necessarily truly human. 
 
    “Smells human,” Lizzy agreed. 
 
    “Well then, I have absolutely nothing to worry about,” Willobee announced cheerfully. He looked around the group and added, “Besides losing my dearly beloved and peerless master and a bevy of the most magnificent beauties I have ever had the pleasure to behold as well as my two noble and long-suffering steeds to the most agonizing, arbitrary, putrid, and pointless of deaths, that is.” 
 
    “Gnomes don’t get sick?” I asked. 
 
    “Not in the same ways you humans do anyway,” Willobee replied. “We have, what would you call it, enzymes or acids or some such inside of us that instantly dissolve any human germs that get inside of us. We can also spit them up and use them to dissolve any germs or diseases that may be troubling a human.” 
 
    “You can cure diseases?” Ilandere exclaimed as she clasped her hands together in wonderment. 
 
    “Yes,” the gnome confirmed. “We can wipe them out completely. It just, er, involves dissolving the sick person too.” 
 
    “Oh,” the princess said in a small voice. 
 
    “What about the rest of you non-humans?” I asked as I looked around at Lizzy and the centaurs. “Do you know whether you are susceptible to this kind of thing?” 
 
    “I am su’peptible to having to smell it and that makes me want to barf up blue slime too,” Lizzy replied immediately. “But as far as catching it, I reckon not. Once I drank from a filthy river along with one of my old crews and in three days flat all the rest of them died moaning and shitting themselves. But I never even got a tummy-ache. And I can tell you, when there was nothing else available I’ve had to eat meat sometimes that every other predator left well enough alone on account of it having died of its own accord and smelling all wrong or looking the wrong color, and sometimes with bumps or lumps like this fellow’s got that weren’t nothing natural to the species, but it has never bothered me except for being a less-than-delectable dining experience and all.” 
 
    I looked over at the centaurs. 
 
    “… Yes,” Elodette admitted with obvious reluctance. She didn’t sound afraid so much as ashamed. She hurried to add, “Centaurs are, of course, a completely separate species from humans, one that is designed much more ideally, and we are stronger and faster and smarter in almost every way. But… ah… one of our few-and-far-between weaknesses is that we do seem to share the same frailties as the human constitution, in a few instances. … Such as susceptibility to the plague.” 
 
    “All right, well then,” I decided, “you and Ilandere will stay behind with Florenia and set up camp at a safe distance to wait for us, while Lizzy, Willobee, and I continue on to Ferndale to see what we can do to help them.” 
 
    “Qaar’endoth, I already told you that I would never abandon you, and that includes allowing you to abandon me for my sake,” Florenia objected.  
 
    “But--” I opened my mouth, but before I could even speak the ex-vestal added.  
 
    “Even if you order me to. Even if you beg me. Even if you threaten me. It does not matter. I will follow you. Your life is worth infinitely more than mine, and I will not stand by uselessly while you risk it. I know you have a spare body, but what if they both contracted the plague at the same time? If you were immune like the gnome and the she-wolf, then I would not mind staying behind. But since you are no more immune than I am, it is the imperative of my heart and soul to go with you.” 
 
    “I am honored by your loyalty, but I will be fine without you, Florenia. Like you said, I have a spare body. So if one ever feels sick, I will simply re-assimilate and send out a healthy one. But I could not bear for you to come with me and get sick because of it.” 
 
    “If you refuse to let me ride with you, then I will walk to the village myself,” the hazel-eyed beauty replied serenely. 
 
    “You won’t have to walk,” Elodette interrupted. “I will take you there. I do not belong to the human, and he cannot order me around. And I am most certainly not afraid of anything that a human, a gnome, and a half-breed do not fear. So I will go to the village myself to see if it has any real problem, and if it does, I will shoot the problem.” 
 
    “You can’t shoot the plague!” I protested in exasperation. 
 
    “Maybe you can’t, but my aim is far superior to yours, human,” the black centaur replied stubbornly. 
 
    This was going from bad to worse. “Shouldn’t you stay to look after the Princess, Elodette?” I pointed out. “I thought there was some sort of lifelong fealty involved. Something like that. Something to do with centaur honor. Hmmm?” 
 
    “You mean me?” Ilandere asked before her handmaiden could reply. “But I’m coming too, Vander. I couldn’t possibly endure losing my only real friends in the world and being left alone. That would be much worse than getting sick,” she said as her huge dark eyes glistened with tears. “And besides, Vander, I just need to do one truly brave thing in my life. I hate always being the weak one.” 
 
    “Ilandere, you don’t have anything to prove to me or anyone else,” I began. 
 
    “Oh for fuck’s sake, Vander, everyone’s coming whether you like it or not, so you’d better just accept it if you ever want to get around to killing Thorvinians,” Lizzy declared. 
 
    “You are all being unreasonable,” I argued. “I can handle Ferndale on my own!” 
 
    “Well, you’re not alone anymore,” Lizzy informed me. “And if any of us get sick, well, dear Willobee can just barf on ‘em a little and make it nice and quick. And you know, to disinfect our living quarters and such as an added helpfulness.” 
 
    I had seen three members of Lizzy’s last bandit crew die from being covered in gnome bile, and “nice” and “quick” were some of the last words I would ever have chosen to describe the process. Between that death and death from whatever kind of plague had turned the fellow by the windmill into a rotting corpse, it was really hard to say which one was worse, but I was pretty confident that neither one was better, and I couldn’t imagine losing any of my friends in either way.  
 
    “Lizzy,” I growled as I glared into her unapologetic green eyes. 
 
    “Better catch up,” she suggested, and I looked away from the she-wolf to discover that Elodette was already racing down the road in the direction we had been headed with Florenia on her back, and Ilandere struggling to keep up while she carried the chainmail-clad gnome. 
 
    “Fuck!” I yelled and spurred Diamond after them. 
 
    Lizzy snickered as she kicked Damask into action. “You better get used to having everyone obsessed with you and so ready and willing to charge toward their deaths for you,” she remarked. “And if you don’t like it, maybe you’d better stop fucking so many of us.” 
 
    “What? I never touched… most of them,” I sputtered. 
 
    “Well hopefully not the gnome,” Lizzy agreed, “but Florenia and me, and Ilandere soon if you haven’t already.” 
 
    “What?” I yelped. “But she’s--” half horse, I thought. I’d gotten used to that a long time ago and did become uncomfortably aware of her beauty sometimes, like when she had insisted on showing off that new sheer blouse to me, but I always pressed those thoughts down, because her personality made me feel even more wrong about it than her anatomy. “So innocent,” I concluded. 
 
    Lizzy shrugged. “Don’t mean she wants to stay that way forever,” the she-wolf pointed out. 
 
    “I’m not the right partner for her!” I said. “She needs a nice, normal man… or centaur… who will be content living a quiet life in a cozy house and, and tending to an apple orchard or something.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean she can help wanting you instead,” Lizzy replied unconcernedly. “It’s your own fault, you know. For rescuing her. You should’ve just let me eat her right away before the two of you got attached to each other. But it’s too late now. She wants your cream in that horse pussy of her’s, and you are going to have to give it to--” 
 
    “Lizzy, you can’t just eat anyone who is inconvenient to you,” I tried to change the subject. 
 
    “It’s worked just fine for me so far!” the she-wolf hollered out as she spurred Damask on to pull ahead of Diamond. 
 
    It was only a mile or two later that all five of us, seven including the ponies, came upon the village. By village, I mean a small collection of about forty huts surrounded by plots of farmland from which the woods had been cleared. No one appeared to be working in the fields right now. That could have just been because it was winter, although I knew there were certain crops that could be grown and harvested during colder seasons, but as we slowed down and passed through the fields, I saw a few more corpses lying in them in a similar condition to the one we had found by the windmill which suggested there were other factors contributing to the lack of human activity. 
 
    “Well, how are we supposed to save a village that’s already dead?” Lizzy demanded grumpily. 
 
    “I’m sure not everyone is dead, that would be too horrible to imagine,” Ilandere whimpered. 
 
    “Why haven’t those bodies in the fields been disposed of yet?” I wondered aloud. “Surely someone should have noticed by now?” 
 
    “No survivors, I told you,” Lizzy said. “Should’ve known better than to listen to some dumb brain-addled baker. Playing blind is the oldest trick in the book to win sympathy, you know.” 
 
    “I don’t think Meline was--” I began, but then we all heard the sound that proved someone in the village was still alive. The sound of sobbing, coming from the second-closest hut. 
 
    I looked around the group. “Hey, why don’t you guys get started digging a big pit? We’re going to need someplace to bury the bodies. So if you can find a spot that’s reasonably far from the dwellings and the fields where they plant food, and won’t contaminate any water source, and the ground isn’t frozen solid, there’s a shovel from the temple in one of my packs that you can use to--” 
 
    “No, there isn’t,” Lizzy interrupted. 
 
    “You haven’t even looked yet.” I pointed south and suggested, “There might be a spot in that direction.” 
 
    “There isn’t any shovel in either of your packs,” Lizzy clarified. “I didn’t know when you asked me to sort things from the carriage that burying a load of bodies was going to be high on our to-do list. I mean, if there are a lot of spares lying around I usually just eat them, anyway.” She shrugged. 
 
    “Oh.” I sighed. “Well, I don’t think you should do that here. Even if it won’t get you sick, the villagers, um, they might be less likely to trust us and accept help from us if, um, you start munching all their dead relatives,” I explained. 
 
    “Guess they’ll just have to deal with all that rotten disease-spreading flesh lying around in breathable distance of them then,” Lizzy replied unsympathetically. 
 
    “Once we talk to the villagers, we will obtain digging tools from some of them,” I told her. “Stay here everyone, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I dismounted and walked toward the hut where the crying was coming from. I kept myself contained in one body to be as unintimidating as possible. To my dismay but not to my surprise, I heard far too many footsteps right behind me for them to belong just to the gnome and the she-wolf, my only chosen helpers in this situation due to their natural immunity. 
 
    I knocked on the door. Then I heard a sharp gasp, and the crying was interrupted. It started back up again in a heaving, stunted breathing pattern like the person was trying to suppress it but couldn’t. 
 
    I knocked again. “I don’t mean you any harm,” I called through the thin wood. “If there’s any way I can help, then I want to.” 
 
    The crying finally shuddered to a halt. A few moments later the door flew backward, and I found myself facing a gaunt middle-aged woman who had eyes red and puffy from crying and beneath that, deep bags of exhaustion. I didn’t know whether she had the plague or not, but she looked about as close to dead as a living person could without having any visible wounds or signs of disease. 
 
    “What do you want? Are you a bandit?” she demanded bitterly. 
 
    “No, of course not,” I replied at the same time as Lizzy replied from right next to me, “Reformed, ma’am,” and gave her a wolfish smile. 
 
    I yanked the she-wolf behind me and assured her, “We are not here to steal from you, we were sent to help you.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” the woman said wearily, “because murdering me and everyone else still unlucky enough to be alive around here for valuables that we don’t even have, is probably the only way you could help us at this point.” 
 
    “I hope that is not true,” I told her sincerely. “I, ah, do not have any specialized medical knowledge myself, but I can help bring food and water for the sick, and I can help you bury those bodies in the fields, so that they don’t spread disease to anyone else. How many people live in this village?” 
 
    “‘No specialized medical knowledge’?” the woman repeated. At first I thought she was expressing scorn at my apparent uselessness, but then her tone actually acquired a little more interest as she went on, “Not another quack doctor, then? With the beaky masks that just scare the poor wee ones when they’re already delirious with fever anyway and makes them think there are demons coming to carry them off?” 
 
    “Er, no, we’re not doctors, and we don’t have any masks,” I answered. 
 
    “Then what the hell are you doing here?” the peasant woman demanded. “Who sent you? Lord Kiernan?” 
 
    “Uh, no, I don’t know who he is,” I replied. “We were sent by an oracle, Meline of the Order of Nillibet, to… see what we could do for you here in your time of need.” 
 
    “Ah, an oracle,” the exhausted-looking creature scoffed. “Just when I thought this world couldn’t get any madder. Well, she should have kept her silly pampered mouth shut instead of sending more poor souls here to die of a disease that only the gods could cure, and they don’t care to.” 
 
    “Qaar’endoth cares to,” Florenia spoke up. “The fourth son of the Fairlands. The Unvanquished One. He has journeyed here all this way just to help you.” 
 
    As the duke’s daughter slipped around Lizzy to stand beside me, the peasant woman gaped at her in unabashed stupefaction. With her lustrous golden skin, perfectly chiseled features, dark arched brows, and fiery gaze, I knew that even a fully clothed Florenia di Valentis looked a hell of a lot more like an earth-walking goddess than I did a god. 
 
    “Qa-Qaar’endoth, my lady?” the poor woman finally managed to stammer. 
 
    “We don’t know that for sure, Florenia,” I muttered, because even though I was going to do everything I could for her village or die trying, I did not want to give the unhappy woman too much false hope by claiming divine powers that I might or might not actually possess. 
 
    Florenia took my hand in both of hers. Then, before I realized what she was doing, she wrapped my hand around Polliver’s hilt. I felt the gentle, fortifying heat of the sword, as if the martyred saint were sending me a subtle message of encouragement. “Don’t we?” Florenia whispered. 
 
    “Er,” I stammered as my heart beat too fast for comfort. I turned my attention back to the peasant woman. “You can call me Vander. What is your name?” 
 
    “My name does not matter much since I will be dead soon anyway,” she replied matter-of-factly, “but it is Millie.” 
 
    “What can we do for you, Millie?” I asked. “What do you need?” 
 
    Her weathered face crumpled into tears again, and she wheezed hoarsely, “I need my babies back. Can you bring them back?” 
 
    Millie turned toward the interior of the hut with the apparent expectation that we would follow her. Florenia, Lizzy, and I did, although the centaurs could not fit through the door, and Willobee remained outside with them atop the back of the princess. The air was so putrid and smelled so dense with disease particles that I immediately thought we should burn down all the village’s huts and rebuild them. 
 
    Millie crossed the one room that her hut consisted of to a straw-filled bed with threadbare sheets that looked dingy and stained as if they had never been washed. This was all the more horrifying because the bodies of two children, about six or seven years old, were curled stiffly in the middle. Their skin had an awful purplish-gray hue and a smattering of small black pustules. There was dried blood that had run from the boy’s ear and from the girl’s nose. Their sackcloth clothing concealed their armpits, but I had no doubt that the buboes would be present. 
 
    “Please bring them back,” Millie sobbed. “If you are truly a god, that is all I ask of you.” 
 
    “Millie, I cannot do that,” I said gently, “but even if I could, you would not want me to. There are only two necromantic orders that I know of, one historical and one that still practices somewhere in the remote regions of the Gormenthal range. But the things they did and do are terrible beyond imagining. You do not want that for your children. I would not wish a resurrection on my worst enemy.”  
 
    That last statement was the only one that may have been slightly untrue. Although I hadn’t even mustered enough strength to kill Thorvinius once yet, I had to admit that the prospect of eventually getting to do it twice, after first seeing him and his followers having their consciousnesses ripped apart and grafted back together in crude bastardized imitations, and their corpses tortured into unrecognizable reanimated forms, did not cause me the slightest twinge of pity. But I hoped for Millie’s sake that an ordinary woman like her had not had cause to know hatred as potent as mine, even though other forms of suffering had obviously ravaged her life.  
 
    “I can tell that they were beautiful children,” I said as Millie sobbed over their bedside. That one was a blatant lie. I could not guess from looking at them now whether they had been beautiful, ugly, or somewhere in between in life. “What are their names?” 
 
    “Timmy and Beth.” Millie pointed to a wooden cradle in the corner. “And Elsie. They were such good, sweet children. Beth never left Timmy’s side after he fell sick. She was the most devoted little nurse that anyone ever had. Perhaps I should have tried harder to keep them apart, perhaps I could have saved at least one of them, but… there seemed so little point. None of the wee ones are strong enough to survive this. They’re all catching it from the bad airs, anyway. And where else could they go, where else could I house one? There’s hardly a family in this village as does not have one sick yet. And besides that his sister’s presence was the only thing in the world that seemed to give Timmy any comfort in the end. I could not bear to deny him that.” 
 
    “I am sorry for your loss. I am sure you did the best that you could for them,” I replied carefully. It was true that any sick should have been quarantined. But if the entire village was already riddled with disease, then it may have been too late for that. 
 
    “I know that they are playing in the Fairlands together now,” Florenia said softly but in a tone of firm conviction. “Rosy with health and joy again. They’ll never grow old. They’ll never know frailty or disappointment or weariness. And Timmy will always be grateful for his sister’s faithfulness. I believe there is only one thing that still troubles them now, Millie. Their mother’s grief.” The elegant beauty reached out to the despairing peasant mother, and at first Millie quaked almost as if in fear of her. But then as Florenia enfolded her gently in her arms, the older woman slumped against the younger one and the tension released from her rickety frame as she sobbed into the ex-vestal’s pink-robed bosom. 
 
    Florenia continued steadily, “As you worried for them in life, they will worry for you in death, now that they are safe forever and you continue to suffer alone. They will not expect you to be able to stop grieving today, or tomorrow. Because you cannot see for yourself yet how wonderful their existences are now. But their peace cannot be complete until you are healed as well.” 
 
    “What about the baby?” Millie wailed. “My Elsie… she was so young that I fear that even if we are reunited someday in the Fairlands, she will not know me.” 
 
    “Of course she will know you,” Florenia replied warmly. “You are her mother. Yours was the first voice she heard, the first face she saw, the heartbeat that first set the rhythm for hers. She will know you, Millie.” 
 
    Lizzy and I stood there feeling useless and snuck glances at each other while the duke’s graceful daughter continued to speak to and soothe the bereaved mother. We weren’t going to abandon either of them as long as our presence could give them comfort, but I knew I would be able to do more good once we got outside the hut than I could inside it. I had ideas for how we could improve the living conditions and hygiene standards of the villagers and halt the spread of the disease as well as provide relief to those who already suffered from it even if we could not cure them.  
 
    But as for what to say to a grieving mother? Florenia clearly knew better than I did. I was glad and grateful for her help in this situation although I was horrified by the idea that her noble gesture in coming here could potentially result in her meeting the same fate as those poor children decomposing in the bed. The thought of the beautiful ex-vestal lying there like that was almost enough to shake my resolve to carry out the terms of the oracle’s prophecy and compel me to head straight for the temple of Thorvinius instead, consequences be damned. 
 
    But more lives than mine now depended on going about this quest the right way. And countless lost lives depended on me alone to avenge them, for no one else remained on earth to do it. And what my gut told me was to have faith in Meline, even though when she delivered her prophecy with a hiccup, the blind oracle could not have had any conception of the kind of living hell that she was so casually sending us into. 
 
    After a time Florenia returned to my side and said, “Millie wants us to go and visit the rest of the village now to see if there is anyone who can still be saved. I told her that we will return later to retrieve the children to give them the burial that they deserve, once we have made preparations for that under your guidance, Qaar’endoth.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes. Better that than Ed should take them,” Millie mumbled. “I know he said I have to give them up the minute they passed…but I just couldn’t do that, and let him dispose of them that way, they are all I have left, and mine are special, I know mine would never harm me. Never.” 
 
    “Ed?” I repeated. I was curious about this Ed, because if there was someone in the village insisting on prompt corpse disposal, then maybe he did have some kind of knowledge of hygiene and disease and could be a helpful ally to us. But before I could ask Millie any more questions, Florenia ushered me and Lizzy out of the hut that reeked of death and back into the winter air. 
 
    The centaurs and the gnome were waiting for us anxiously. 
 
    “Are you all right, Vander?” Ilandere asked me. 
 
    “Are you, ah, quite sure that this is the village Meline was referring to, Master?” Willobee asked at the same time, as his hair-tufted ear twitched uncomfortably. “Because I am widely acknowledged as being the cleverest gnome of Clan Benniwumporgan, but even my prodigious noggin cannot produce an especially compelling rationale for us spending more minutes in a place like this than it takes to ride past forty huts, Master.” 
 
    “Yes, I am all right, Ilandere,” I replied to the lovely centaur and smiled to reassure her. “And Willobee, didn’t you say you can’t get sick from human diseases?” 
 
    “Of course I can’t,” the gnome scoffed. “But does that mean that I revel in the sensation of being enveloped in the clinging vapors of inexorable death and pervasive decay, with atmospheric undertones of cyclical near-starvation and hereditary fatalism, to a symphony of sorrowful wailing and ominous chanting?” 
 
    “… Ominous chanting?” I repeated. Then I heard it too. I turned around to see a stream of villagers pouring from a relatively large blue-painted wooden building half a mile away that I assumed was a local temple of sorts. My first thought was relief that so many more than I had feared seemed to be alive. There were about two dozen in the procession alone, and I could only assume that some villagers, such as this Ed character, were engaged in other tasks such as tending to the sick and disposing of the dead. 
 
    Then, as the procession approached, I began to get a weird feeling about it. The leader was a priest clad in vestments like a shabby discount version of Father Ludo’s, but all of his other followers were shirtless; even the women wore only rags like the one that Florenia had recently replaced for Ilandere. They were all shivering in the cold, and their half-nakedness was not at all an attractive sight. Most of the villagers were simply pale, but some of their skin tones were verging more toward the purplish-gray that I had seen on Millie’s deceased children, and I even spied pustules and those horrible black underarm lumps on a few of them, which made me horrified at the proximity of the group’s members to each other. These people were mostly gaunt and emaciated, many with soft pooches hanging over their waistbands while their spines protruded from their hunched-over, defeated backs. Their hair was stringy and unwashed, and their eyes looked like those of dead fish at market. 
 
    They were chanting under their breath while hardly moving their lips. The words of the chant sounded something like, “Hakmut forgive us our sins, Hakmut witness our atonement, Hakmut be appeased by the blood of the wretches that grovel for your mercy and forgiveness.” 
 
    “Hakmut?” Elodette inquired of me. “Is that a human god?” 
 
    “Not one that I have ever heard of,” I replied. “Probably his power does not extend beyond this village.” 
 
    And then it became apparent what the wretches meant by their “atonement” and their blood. The fully clothed priest drew a leather scourge tipped with metal from his robes, turned, and began to move down the line of his followers. He administered a forceful, resounding blow to the back of each one that he passed, young and old, man and woman, obviously sick and not-obviously sick alike. 
 
    “I can’t bear to watch!” Ilandere exclaimed as she covered her angelic face with her dainty hands. 
 
    “They are just foolish humans, Princess,” Elodette replied coldly. 
 
    “Stop!” I yelled as I ran toward the procession. It was one thing to practice whatever rites you wanted to worship your temple’s particular god, and maybe Hakmut was into this sort of thing, but the main problem here as I saw it was that this priest was using the same scourge on all of them and thereby mingling diseased blood with potentially still-healthy blood. I knew from the temple infirmary that the nurses never, ever used their medical tools on two different people in a row without cleaning them in between. 
 
    As I reached the procession, some of the dead fish eyes registered me, but the priest completely ignored me as he continued down the line. I got so angry at the idea of this guy spreading the plague through these poor hapless suckers as they lined up ignorantly to be whipped that I yelled, “Qaar’endoth commands you to stop, mortal.” 
 
    That got his attention. He tucked the scourge in his belt and walked toward me as the rest of the procession halted and stood there dully awaiting further orders. The priest was middle-aged, with large ears, heavy jowls, and watery blue eyes. He had all his teeth and looked healthier than the other villagers of Ferndale. 
 
    “Who is Qaar’endoth, stranger?” the priest sneered. 
 
    I doubled myself and proclaimed in unison, “I am the Unvanquished One. The defender of the good and innocent and the destroyer of the wicked. I am the first earth-walker since the age of Luma.” And I will make Hakmut my bitch, I thought but did not say aloud. 
 
    Many of the villagers gasped aloud and some of them made whimpering noises, but the priest declared loudly, “He is a charlatan! Hakmut has no need of such cheap conjurer’s tricks. I have never heard of you, and whoever you are, you have no authority here.” 
 
    I could see that his scourge was already bloodied. He had probably already cost some more lives needlessly just in the last few minutes right before the eyes of my companions and me, and that pushed me past the point of diplomacy.  
 
    “You have never heard of me because you are an ignorant peasant,” I growled. “And I make my own authority wherever I go, so you will disperse this procession, you will no longer sacrifice any more of your followers’ blood to Hakmut, and you will cooperate with my efforts to control the spread of the plague that currently afflicts Ferndale.” 
 
    “This village belongs to me,” the priest snarled. “Hakmut will not take kindly to some random blustering warrior barging into our affairs and trying to usurp my authority. I know what is best for these people. Only Hakmut’s mercy can save them now, and if we stop sacrificing our blood to him, he will think that our repentance was not in earnest and that our cowardice has gotten the better of our faith.” 
 
    I could have just cut him down, of course. But I didn’t think he maintained control over these people just by physically abusing them. He also had them brainwashed to a certain degree and simply killing him wouldn’t automatically reverse that process. It would just make them think of me as a brutal thug. 
 
    So instead I reached out, wrenched the scourge out of his hands, and flung it away as I called out, “Qaar’endoth declares that your penance has ended, and we will start working together toward salvation today!” 
 
    Then I grabbed the outraged priest’s hands and forcibly wrapped them around the hilt of the still-sheathed Polliver. 
 
    I had thought that I might go up in flames along with him and was willing to risk one self that way for the sake of the villagers’ education, but instead, the flames bathed the front of my body with no more effect than a light display, a “conjurer’s trick” as the priest might have said. Meanwhile, the priest screamed and writhed in agony as the very same flames rapidly charred the hair and cloth, then melted the skin and fat and muscle and sinew from his sorry bones. 
 
    I stepped back from the blazing corpse. Then, since I had touched the bloody scourge and knew I was likely to be contaminated with plague germs, I handed off Polliver to my clean self and re-assimilated. Then I reappeared plague-free. As far as I knew, anyway. My other self had also been talking to Millie and standing around her dead children’s bedside after all. But I couldn’t betray any fear of the plague to these villagers, or they would lose faith in my godly powers. 
 
    “Hakmut is no more. Qaar’endoth claims Ferndale,” I announced to the dead priest’s bleeding and bewildered followers. 
 
    They gaped at both of me speechlessly for so long that I started to worry the priest had cut out their tongues or some fucked-up shit like that. Then a first one, then a few, then all the villagers present fell to their knees and prostrated themselves facedown in the dirt before me. 
 
    Good. 
 
    They didn’t tell me which clans they were from or pledge me ten years of service, but I didn’t need them to. I just needed them to listen to my advice and comply with my directions as I figured out a plan to stop them from infecting each other and continuing to die of the plague. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Tweleve 
 
    I instructed the roasted priest’s former flock to disperse and return to their homes and tell their families what had just transpired, since I assumed that they would normally interact with their family members anyway, but not to interact with neighbors or anyone else unless it was absolutely necessary. I also told the ones that had open wounds from the priest’s scourge to wash and bandage them right away using rags that had been boiled first. 
 
    They remained extremely subdued and defeated-looking, but some of them found their voices enough to mutter, “Yes, my lord,” or, “Hail, Qaar’endoth,” before they scurried away. 
 
    Protecting wounds in the way I had described was standard practice at the temple infirmary, although there, they also had antibacterial poultices available to apply first. I didn’t understand the temple nurses’ reasons for all of their actions, but I did remember a lot of their rules because they had always been so strict about them to the point of annoying their patients. The nurses, like the rest of the serving staff at the temple, were not order members, so they couldn’t double themselves and could never seem to get out of the habit of treating those of us who were as if we didn’t have an extra body to spare.  
 
    It was, of course, possible for any member of the Order of Qaar’endoth to send out a new healthy and uninjured self and then re-assimilate the damaged one. But novices were forbidden from doing so unless their lives were at risk since the priests believed that the habit of erasing wounds that way would ruin our physical discipline and make us poorer fighters. So we were usually forced to recover from anything short of life-threatening at a natural pace, and that was where the nurses’ job came in. If we turned out to have a permanent disability, like a limp or a loss of the full range of motion, then the nurses could authorize us to replace that body. Depending on how the injury had occurred and whether the witnesses thought it was our fault, a priest or vestal might choose to make us keep something like a missing eye or a finger or a disfiguring scar for a certain period in order to enforce the lesson. 
 
    By now, I’d learned enough of those kinds of lessons. I’d kept the cut on my arm and the minor stab wound from fighting Thorvinians during the temple massacre for as long as I could, because those scars were mementos of those who had fallen in that attack and reminders of my new purpose of vengeance. But then a centaur arrow to the jugular had destroyed that marked body, and from now on I would never wear scars again. I would keep my selves in the most perfect possible physical condition to maximize my chances of accomplishing my mission. 
 
    “Vander, how can we help?” Ilandere asked me sweetly, which interrupted my reverie. 
 
    I thought quickly. I didn’t want the centaur princess, or her handmaiden, or human Florenia to come into contact with the plague-ridden villagers any more than could be avoided, since they didn’t have immunity. Then I remembered Elodette’s medical kit that the other two had been using to sew Ilandere’s new blouse, and her obvious knowledge of foraging and preparing edible plants. “Elodette,” I asked her, “do you know anything about medicine? Or tending the sick?” 
 
    “Ye-es,” she answered doubtfully, “but I can’t fix this situation. If a centaur ever came down with a really dangerous disease, then she or he was banished from the herd. And if a sick centaur was selfish enough to follow us and endanger the rest of the herd after being banished, then we would shoot her or him on sight.” 
 
    The towering archer glanced over her shoulder at a few of the scrawny villagers who still hadn’t reached their huts and brightened up a little. “I could still do that part for you if you like, Vander. It would be a mercy at this point.” 
 
    “No!” I said quickly. “We aren’t shooting or otherwise harming anyone in this village unless it becomes necessary in self-defense. Meline’s instructions were to save them. And it’s pretty clear that some of them are already past the point of saving, but I’m going to do whatever I can for the poor souls that remain. Like Millie, that woman we met in that first hut.” 
 
    “We could give them… baths?” Ilandere suggested shyly. “I know it won’t cure them, but bathing sounded so nice when Florenia described it, that maybe it would help them feel better?” 
 
    “Well, actually, that’s a good idea, Ilandere,” I replied. It wasn’t that I thought the villagers could benefit from flower petals or hair oils right now. But maintaining hygiene, more generally , would be crucial in improving this situation. “We should identify the closest safe water sources and make sure that there’s plenty available for the people here to use, but that they don’t accidentally contaminate the sources. And fire, that’s another tool. We should burn everything that we think is likely to carry the plague.” 
 
    I saw Elodette open her mouth, and I added quickly, “Everything non-living, that is.” I tried to think of a way to distract the fierce brunette from her harsh centaur notion that whatever was damaged should be discarded or dispatched with efficiency and haste. “Er, Elodette, what did you do when a centaur in your herd was only mildly ill? Like, just had a sniffle or something?” 
 
    “Monitor them for any signs that it was something worse,” she replied immediately. “And if it was--” 
 
    “Elodette…” Ilandere said in a gently chiding tone. 
 
    The large dark centaur relented. “Oh, all right. Common colds happened. Not often, but they happened. If it was a valued member of our herd who was strong most of the time, then we’d let them run in the front for a few days to make sure they didn’t get left behind. And we’d feed them bone broth to regain strength and sneezeweed to clear out their nose and hyssop to soothe their throat. And just make sure they had enough water to stay hydrated. But that’s it. The rest was up to nature.” 
 
    “Well, that’s great,” I said earnestly. “No one’s ever invented a cure for a plague, and since none of us are doctors, we’re probably not the right people to do it. But we can use all the methods that you just mentioned to help nurse some people through it, and to give ones that might not be sick yet enough strength to stay healthy. And if we combine that with better sanitation methods, including corpse disposal, I know we can beat this thing.” 
 
    “I’ll do the corpse disposal part,” Willobee volunteered unexpectedly. 
 
    “You will?” I asked him uncertainly.  
 
    Just a few minutes ago before the priest and his half-dead-looking procession showed up, the rotund little gnome had been complaining about how unpleasant this village was and urging me to leave. So, it surprised me that he would immediately volunteer for what seemed to me like one of the most unpleasant aspects of the plague management project that lay ahead of us. 
 
    “Yes, Master.” Willobee explained, “It seems to me that most of these folks have little or less appreciation for fine language, and besides that, it is a dreadful waste of my talents to spend time winning over people who are just going to keel over poxy and pustuled anyway the instant they are properly besotted with me. So in this particular situation, I’d prefer to interact with just the ones that neither ask nor give any conversation.” 
 
    I stared at my little gnome friend with the growing suspicion that his real motivation for volunteering for corpse duty was that he was secretly tenderhearted and wanted to avoid forming attachments that would only lead to heartbreak. I didn’t make this accusation out loud, though, in case it would embarrass him in front of the girls.  
 
    “Well, then, the job is yours,” I said instead. “But you’ll have to dig a pit for them and then haul them over. We’ll help you find a cart or something to use. And one more thing, Willobee. I don’t personally care, but you can’t let any of these villagers catch you spewing blue slime on the bodies, okay? People who have lived in small villages for a long time can end up getting some funny ideas. And if we’re lucky, they might just take offense about it. But if we’re unlucky, they could get it all twisted around and find some way to blame us for the whole damn plague. We’re strangers here after all, and when something this big and bad happens, people start hunting for a scapegoat.” 
 
    “I understand, Master,” Willobee squeaked. “No slime. Unless one of the bodies tries any funny business with me first.” 
 
    I didn’t question him on that last comment. I hoped it was just some kind of weird gnomish joke. Or that maybe he was referring to rigor mortis or something. “Florenia,” I addressed the beautiful aristocrat next. “You can read and write, I assume?” 
 
    “Of course, Qaar’endoth,” she replied. “In four different languages.” 
 
    “Good. We’ll only need one language. Anyone else?” I asked. Besides me with my temple education second only to Florenia’s practically royal one, I doubted it, but I didn’t want to offend the rest of the group by making assumptions. 
 
    “Only gnomish runes, which are too subtle and complex for any human mind to comprehend, even yours, Master,” Willobee answered. 
 
    “We sing our histories so that each new generation learns them by heart, and we honor our spoken contracts without fail, so why would we require a written language?” Elodette replied, which I concluded meant no. 
 
    I looked over at Lizzy since I didn’t want to leave her out. The voluptuous she-wolf snickered. “I had parchment once and I wiped my butthole with it. I had a quill pen once and I jammed it up someone else’s ass so far that he died of leaky intestines.” 
 
    I wasn’t convinced that that second part was anatomically possible, but I wasn’t going to question Lizzy’s story since that would only encourage her to tell more of it. “Well, then. That makes Florenia our scribe,” I announced. 
 
    No one objected. The tawny-skinned duke’s daughter smiled at me with her luscious lips, but then again she seemed to have worked herself into such a fevered ecstasy of self-sacrifice over the prospect of dying of the plague at my sides that I could have told her to start lancing buboes, and she probably still would have smiled.  
 
    “Florenia, your task today will be to prepare writing materials,” I informed her. “You could take some broken arrow fletching from Elodette’s packs and find some berries to crush for juice. Or you could build an earth mound and burn some wood for charcoal. Whatever suits you. But this is important, because we’ll be recording everything we do to try to fight the plague, so that we can figure out what strategies work and don’t work. We’ll also formulate lists of instructions for the villagers. We’ll also keep rosters of the healthy, the sick, and the dead.” 
 
    “Ilandere and I will prepare some medicines that we use in the herd for minor illnesses, if you think it will do any good,” Elodette offered. 
 
    “Yes, thank you, Elodette,” I agreed. “I know they won’t cure the plague, but those kinds of things can help sustain people’s bodies so they’ll have the strength to fight off the disease themselves.” 
 
    “Then I will gather all the useful plants that I can,” Ilandere promised. 
 
    “And what about me?” Lizzy demanded. 
 
    “You will be with one of me,” I told her. 
 
    She grinned wolfishly and purred, “Why, that’s my favorite place to be, Vander.” 
 
    “It’s not going to be fun,” I said quickly. “We’ll be going around to all the huts. And while I talk to the people and figure out what their problems are and who’s healthy and who’s not, and explain to them that our team has a plan to help them, it will be your job to scope out their belongings.” 
 
    “Why, Vander!” Lizzy gasped. “I wouldn’t never have guessed you had it in you.” 
 
    “We’re not stealing anything!” I hurried to explain. “You need to evaluate what can be cleaned and what should be gotten rid of. What they can do without and what we’d have to replace for them. If there’s anything that can be used against the plague in some other way we haven’t thought of yet. If there’s anything that seems odd or unusual about the way people around here live. That kind of thing.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” Lizzy exhaled with obvious relief. “I’m awful glad of that. I mean, I know I have it in me to scope out dying people’s goods for other reasons than what you said, but… I like you partly on account of your being full of more virtues and god-laws than me. Even though I get the hunch your instincts are just as dirty.” 
 
    I winked at her. I appreciated the wolf-woman more than I think she knew, for more than her awe-inspiring ass and combat capabilities. 
 
    “And meanwhile,” my other self concluded, “I will go around and figure out which food dealers are still operating. I don’t know if anyone’s still using those windmills where the corpse was, but these people have to be eating something to stay alive, plague or no plague. So I’ll look for millers and bakers and butchers and grocers and at what kinds of produce families are growing or have stored. Because they need to have enough to eat, which might be a problem with how many farmers and food dealers the village must have lost by now, and we also need to make sure they’re not eating anything that is contaminated.” 
 
    “All of that is a brilliant plan, Vander,” Ilandere said admiringly. “Ferndale is very fortunate that you are here, and I’m sure that you will save the village.” 
 
    “It’s a fucking stupid plan,” Elodette retorted. “The details might make some sense. I’m not saying that I won’t help out while I’m here anyway, because I will, but I don’t understand how the human race has even lasted for as long as it has, if even its best members insist on clinging on to the weakest members instead of leaving them behind for the good of the herd.” 
 
    “Look here, horse, when Vander does something irrational it’s not because he’s being stupid, it’s because he’s being noble,” Lizzy informed her. 
 
    “I am not being stupid or noble,” I said in exasperation. “I am just being faithful to the prophecy of an oracle. And to the memory of my order because Meline told me that saving Ferndale is the only way I can succeed in avenging it. I don’t care if it costs me both my lives, some fucking plague is not about to stop me from wiping Thorvinius out of existence. I told you how we’re going to do it, now let’s fulfill that fucking prophecy. Any questions?” 
 
    “I have a question, Master,” Willobee squeaked. His green eyes glowed with anxiety in his chubby little face, and I wondered if it was going to be another bile-related question. “Er… two questions depending how you count them, Master. Firstly what exactly are we going to be eating, and secondly where shall we be resting our weary bones after the arduous business of valiantly delaying this pathetic village’s inevitable demise?” 
 
    “Uh. We’ll eat what we can hunt and forage,” I responded. “Speaking of which, Elodette, when you and Ilandere go to gather medicinal herbs, try to scope out natural water sources too. I’ll check for any wells or cisterns they may have in the village. And we will sleep… ” I hesitated as I looked around with both sets of eyes. Then I pointed. “There! In the temple. Qaar’endoth is the new resident god here, and Hakmut’s priest will have no further need of it.” 
 
    Lizzy and I went to stable Damask and Diamond in a corner of the temple where they would stay relatively warm, and where no curious or desperate villagers would likely dare to disturb them. The centaurs trotted off for the greenest-looking parts of the frosted woods, with Florenia remounted on Elodette’s strong back, and the richly clad gnome waddled off toward the village fields where we had passed the corpses on our way in.  
 
    Meanwhile I walked up to the door of the nearest hut and knocked. 
 
    Time to get to work being a living god 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Throughout most of Ferndale, the villagers who Lizzy and I encountered seemed as barely alive and hollowed-out as Millie, every one of them with a loss to mourn, although none of the others had kept bodies inside their huts, thankfully. 
 
    The exception to that were a few huts where the sole occupant, or all the occupants, were dead. I marked the doors of those huts-turned-tombs for Willobee’s reference with X’s smudged in ash. Some huts had been left empty after all the occupants died. Other huts had been deserted, based on the neighbors’ accounts, by villagers who fled Ferndale after the plague struck, and no one knew if they had survived the harsh winter, the wild beasts, and the bandits, but it wasn’t likely that any other lord would agree to provide them with land and protection if he figured out that they came from a plague village. The baron who owned Ferndale, Lord Kiernan, barred his gates to the villagers to prevent them from coming to him with their pleas for help, but he was aware of the situation and delivered them food supplies via riders who warned them to keep their distance. He had also hired the physicians in “beaky masks” that Millie had mentioned, but everyone agreed they had been of absolutely no use. 
 
    In the nineteenth hut that I entered with the she-wolf, the red-haired woman who answered the door looked immediately different from the rest. She was lean but not gaunt, and she looked wary and exhausted, but not defeated. Her facial features would have been on the pleasant side of ordinary, except for the pitted scars that clustered across her left cheek and the right side of her forehead. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked us. She was actually the first one to ask us that since Millie. Most of the other huts so far contained at least one member of the priest’s procession, and they tended to react to me in a very servile manner and seemed eager for Lizzy and me to get the hell out of their homes. I didn’t blame them. These people had been without hope for so long that they probably wouldn’t recognize it if it kicked them in their faces. 
 
    I wanted to tell the scarred redhead to call me Vander, but I had decided that the village needed to know me as a god for the sake of their cooperation and ultimate benefit. So I said, “I am Qaar’endoth, fourth son of the Fairlands. This is Lizzy.” 
 
    The woman looked at me blankly. “Fourth son of what? Are you some kind of lord or something?” 
 
    Before I could respond, Lizzy blurted out indignantly, “No! Well, yes, damn right he is. He is a god. The Unvanquished One. Fights and fucks like no other.” 
 
    “The god of what?” the redhead inquired. She didn’t sound hostile or particularly intimidated, just cautiously interested. 
 
    “Everything,” Lizzy replied. “Most recently, this village.” 
 
    “The god of this village is Hakmut,” the scarred woman corrected her, with an eye roll that suggested she didn’t think very much of Hakmut. 
 
    “Was,” Lizzy retorted triumphantly. “You are a bit behind the times.” 
 
    While Lizzy, who had been doing a good job until then of complying with my request for her to remain silent and focus on the inanimate contents of each hut, relished the chance to steal this conversation, I slipped into her assigned role and started wandering the hut. 
 
    It wasn’t like the other huts. 
 
    This one had a dirt floor, a single bed, a hearth, and a stool like many of them, with a wooden chest and a few shelves in the corner, but there the resemblances ended. Instead of the usual scant cooking and cleaning implements and even scarcer foodstuffs, it was full of weapons. Not high-quality ones like you might find in a castle armory. More like every ordinary village tool in existence that could plausibly be weaponized, including but certainly not limited to pitchforks. I saw axes, knives, and shovels. I also saw scythes, shears, hammers, tongs, and hunting nets and traps. I also saw spare parts that appeared to be the makings of more weapons, such as handles from butter churns and piles of nails and cutlery that I guessed they might intend to melt down for metal. 
 
    “Er, miss?” I asked the hut’s owner hesitantly. “Are you expecting some kind of battle?” 
 
    She blinked at me and replied, “They haven’t told you?” 
 
    “… Told me what?” I asked with a bad feeling in my gut. 
 
    Instead of answering me, the scarred woman sighed. “Should’ve known. The spineless creatures. It’s because Father Norrell, tells them that talking about it will summon them. It’s nonsense. Ed and I are the only ones doing a damn thing to keep Ferndale in existence, and sometimes I just don’t think it’s worth it anymore.” 
 
    “Summon who?” I asked. The name “Ed” sounded familiar, and I remembered that Millie had mentioned someone by that name in connection with trying to take away her children’s bodies. 
 
    “The dead,” she answered simply. 
 
    Lizzy and I exchanged glances. 
 
    “Uh, miss, I hope you don’t mean…” I began. 
 
    “I think I mean exactly what you hope I don’t mean,” the redhead replied. “The dead here come back. Not all the dead, just the ones that died of the plague, which is most of them lately. And when they come back, they aren’t themselves anymore. They do head for their own homes first, usually. There’s some lingering instinct that makes them do that. But they don’t recognize anyone they meet when they get there, nor any other friend or lover they’ve ever known. They don’t seem to have any wits left at all. They don’t feel pity and they don’t feel pain. All that’s left of them is hunger.” 
 
    The redheaded woman’s grim tone and the unusual way she had furnished her hut made it pretty clear to me that she wasn’t referring to hunger for kidney pie or eel stew. “Then you and Ed have a way to stop them?” I asked. 
 
    “We try,” she muttered. “But it isn’t easy, and the other villagers despise us for it. Just like they despise us for surviving when their loved ones didn’t.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s where you got them scars then,” Lizzy remarked. “From the plague.” 
 
    “Oh. Yes.” The woman ran her hand across her pitted face. “Ed has them too. I know they’re hideous, but Ed said they’re… constellations of the ways we could’ve died and didn’t. Or some kind of crap like that.” 
 
    “Is Ed your husband?” Lizzy asked curiously. 
 
    “Well, n-no,” the redhead stammered. “I know it ain’t right. But Father Norrell never would have agreed to marry us. And times being what they is… We both of us were married before, but I lost my husband, and Ed lost his wife, and in some ways we’re the only ones who understand what each other have been through.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we don’t give a shit,” Lizzy assured her cheerfully. “Vander and I aren’t married either. I mean Qaar’endoth and I, and we fuck all the time. It’s great.” 
 
    “I… I thought you told me you were his disciple?” the village woman asked uncertainly. 
 
    “Of course I am,” Lizzy scoffed as she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “But you’re also his… woman?” the redhead asked carefully as she glanced back and forth between us. 
 
    I sighed. This really wasn’t the time to discuss my sex life, and I knew Lizzy enjoyed talking about it all too much and might either not realize that she was shocking this villager, or might take additional enjoyment from that fact.  
 
    “What is your name?” I asked the woman before the she-wolf could start in on any graphic descriptions. 
 
    “Maire,” she replied. 
 
    “I am very glad to meet you, Maire,” I said. “And I look forward to meeting Ed as well. My friends and I want the same thing you do, which is to save Ferndale. And I think we can all help each other if we work together.” 
 
    “If the other villagers think that you’re friends of Ed and me, then they won’t want anything to do with you either,” Maire warned me. 
 
    “Once we prove that I have more power to help them than Hakmut did, I think they’ll start to change their minds about a lot of things,” I replied. 
 
    “I doubt it, but you’re more than welcome to try,” Maire said with a shrug. “You and Lizzy seem like honest folk, and you don’t seem worried about the flesh-eating risen dead, so either you’re just idiots of a different kind than my neighbors are or… or heroes or something. Maybe even a god like you say you are. How about you spend a night with Ed and me, and then we’ll see which it is?” 
 
    “That was my plan exactly,” I said. I was about to ask where Ed was right now and what he was up to, but then the door of the hut crashed open, and an angry middle-aged man barged in dragging Willobee by the beard behind him. 
 
    He shouted, “This fucking gnome has doomed Ferndale!” before realizing that he and Maire had company. 
 
    The stranger stared at me and Lizzy. Maire stared at Willobee. Lizzy and I grimaced at each other. 
 
    Then Willobee whimpered, “Master, please tell this brute to unhand me.” 
 
    I grimaced apologetically at the stranger. He was blond, sunburnt, squatly built, and looked generally how I’d expect a farmer to look, except that his face, like Maire’s, was noticeably marred by plague scars. 
 
    “Er, if you wouldn’t mind, sir…” I gestured vaguely at the disheveled-looking and quivering gnome, whose chainmail shirt was now muddy up to his middle. 
 
    “Why should I?” hissed the scarred man as he clenched Willobee’s lavender beard even tighter in his fist. “Who the fuck are you anyway, and what are you doing in my house?” 
 
    “Ed, close the gnome and let the door go, I mean close the door and let the gnome go, and we’ll sort this all out,” Maire urged him anxiously. 
 
    Ed kicked the door shut and reluctantly released Willobee. “You don’t know what he did, Maire,” he spat at her. “And who are these people? Why are they here?” 
 
    “Van-- Qaar’endoth’s the new god around here,” Lizzy announced as she pointed at me. 
 
    “That’s Qaar’endoth, and that’s Lizzy,” the redhead answered her partner. “They might be heroes or something, I dunno why else they’d show up to a place like this at a time like this. I told them about the dead coming back and they said they want to help us.” 
 
    Ed squinted at Lizzy and me in our matching leather surcoats, which looked like a uniform over my pants and an extremely skimpy shift over her long bare legs. His brown eyes lingered on her wolf paws, ears, and tail. And they certainly did not overlook the numerous blades strapped to every convenient part of both of our bodies. 
 
    “I think they’re either exotic prostitutes or mercenaries,” he concluded. “Either way, they’re in the wrong place, since no one here can pay for their services.” 
 
    “Did try both of those lines of work, but neither turned out well,” Lizzy muttered unhelpfully. 
 
    “Ed, we should give them a chance,” Maire spoke over her. “What do we have to lose?” 
 
    “Does no one care what the gnome did?” Ed demanded as he pointed accusingly at Willobee. “He woke the dead!” 
 
    “But it isn’t even dark yet,” Maire gasped. 
 
    “Almost is, and he as good as woke them,” Ed replied grimly. 
 
    “I was just trying to dispose of the bodies like you said, Master,” Willobee whimpered. “I didn’t use any slime. I swear it.” 
 
    “He buried them,” Ed informed Maire. “Twenty of them.” 
 
    From the look of horror on the redhead’s scarred face, you would have thought the blond man had just accused Willobee of murdering twenty villagers instead of burying them. I needed to know why, but I also had another question. 
 
    “Twenty? How?” I asked the gnome curiously. It had only been about three hours since my companions and I had parted ways to go about our separate tasks, and the ground was frozen nearly solid in most places. I wondered if gnomes had some kind of superhuman digging abilities. 
 
    Willobee shrugged his sloped little shoulders with a jingling of chainmail. “There was a giant pit all ready, and twenty bodies lying next to it. Also the ones in the fields that we saw, I dragged five more over too. It just seemed like a serendipitous arrangement, Master.” 
 
    Ed groaned, and his scarred sunburnt features twisted in despair. “They weren’t ready.” 
 
    “They looked past ready to me, Master,” Willobee insisted stubbornly. 
 
    I ignored him and addressed Ed. “I’m guessing you mean there’s some kind of process involved, to keep them from…coming back?” 
 
    “To delay it indefinitely at least,” the middle-aged blond man replied. “It’s pretty simple. To de-animate them, you have to remove their heads. And to keep them from repairing themselves overnight, you have to burn them. Completely. We know these things from… trial and error, let’s say.” 
 
    “Should we go back, dig them up, and burn them?” I suggested. “I can round up my friends to help. You haven’t met the rest yet, but there are seven of us, including both of me. And Willobee.” 
 
    Ed shook his head. “There is no time. The pit is deep. And now that your gnome packed in the bodies, and my kindling, under damp soil, they will not burn easily. And I estimate less than an hour before it gets dark enough for them to rise.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Lizzy told him, and he gave the she-wolf a strange look. She muttered to me, “I ain’t some kind of plague-ghast, but I bet it’s the same for them, and I feel it coming on.” 
 
    I remembered suddenly what Meline the oracle had said about guarding Ferndale “from old mistakes by moonlight.” This must have been what she was referring to. The hunger of the dead that had not been safely disposed of. 
 
    “Why did you leave it so late, Ed?” Maire asked with obvious distress. “I thought you’d be done by now, so I was repairing my axe. If I’d known I would have come and helped.” 
 
    “It was Mother Dora,” Ed explained. “She wouldn’t release Gwen’s body to me. Kept lying about where it was. It turned out to be hidden under the floorboards. Then she cried and screamed once I found it. By the time I got done dealing with her, I raced back to the pit carting Gwen, and found….” Ed gestured at Willobee in an extremely unfriendly manner. “Now, our only chance is to rally as many villagers as we can that are still willing to defend their homes and families, the living members of their families from the dead ones, that is, and get them armed and set up a perimeter.” 
 
    “The ones that were willing are dead and gone, Ed,” Maire said softly. “It’s just you and me now. The best we could hope for is that some of them might listen to us and flee into the woods before it starts. But I don’t know how far they’d get anyway.” 
 
    “We’ll defend the village,” I said immediately. “My friends and I will. Maire, go sound the alarm if there is one or go door to door and tell everyone to stay inside and bar their doors tonight. Not that they probably ever don’t lately. There were bodies inside the huts marked with ash, although hopefully Ed got around to collecting most of them after Lizzy and I left, and they are numbered among the twenty-five in the pit now. Lizzy will help you deal with any leftover dead that turn up here. The rest of my friends and I will post right by the pit and behead anything that climbs out of it.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re in for, stranger,” Maire replied, “but… thank you.” With that, she rose, took her axe, and headed out of the hut to spread the warning through Ferndale. 
 
    “Lizzy, first, find the centaurs and Florenia,” I told her. I knew that the she-wolf would be able to track the other half of our party down even more quickly than I could with her keen sense of smell. “Ilandere just needs to take Florenia someplace safe. They’d both just be a liability. I don’t care what you have to tell them to make it happen, just get rid of them for the night. But send Elodette to meet both of me by the pit. I have a bad feeling we might need her. Ed, where is the pit?” 
 
    “It’s half-a-mile southeast of the temple, across a cabbage field,” Ed replied. “You should be able to find the path I’ve trod through the woods there. And it starts right by the biggest elm in the treeline.” 
 
    “Got it, Lizzy?” I asked her, and she nodded. “After you’ve given the centaurs and Florenia their instructions, come back here and help Maire deal with any… plague-ghasts that show up around the huts. Millie’s children first. Make sure you get to Millie’s hut before dark. Then, watch out for whatever comes out of all the ash-marked doors.” 
 
    “As you command, Qaar’endoth, my lord,” she cooed in a passable imitation of Florenia’s voice, which was more velvety and had a more aristocratic accent than Lizzy’s own husky tones. 
 
    Then the she-wolf curtsied, threw me a wink, and followed Maire out the door. 
 
    That left me, Willobee, and the stranger in the hut on our own. Neither of them seemed particularly pleased about it. 
 
    “Ed, I know we don’t have much time,” I said. “So while you get what you need from the hut, tell me what I need to know about these ghasts. Besides what you’ve already told me.” 
 
    “They, ah… they look like the dead,” he responded as he started grabbing weapons and strapping them on. He also paused for a long swig from a tankard by the hearth. His large reddish nose and rounded gut suggested that he had somewhat of a fondness for drink. “They smell like the dead. Their brains are pretty much dead. But they can move like the living, and all they want to do is eat human flesh.” 
 
    “All right, well, how fast do they move?” I asked. “How strong are they? And if they bite you, do you get infected?”  
 
    “Yes, you do,” Ed said shortly. “That’s… that’s how Maire and I have lost most of our friends, the ones that reacted the same way to this crisis as us and thought Ferndale was worth making a stand for. And that it was up to us to make that stand, instead of relying on Father Norrell to tell us what useless foolery Hakmut wanted from us next before Hakmut would deign to stop the plague. And I tell you, there’s a lot of them that would scratch that priest’s ass for him if that’s what he told them Hakmut wanted.” 
 
    Willobee edged over toward me as he whispered, “Er, I suppose I’d be a liability in any kind of fight like this too, Master? Shall I be joining the princess and the duchess in their reluctant but imperative flight from your side?” 
 
    Ed retied his boots as he continued, “So the good ones are gone. I see that as plain as Maire does. But Maire never really liked this place, and I loved it. This is where I was happy with my wife and our children before the plague, and although I will never know that kind of happiness again on this earth, the least I can do now is contest the gods’ decision to completely fuck over this place and show ‘em what I’m really like when they’ve properly pissed me off. So whatever happens to Ferndale, I’m sticking it out to my last breath, even if I’m the last man left standing in a poxy pile of dirt and bones.” 
 
    “Which god do you think did this?” I asked. 
 
    Ed shrugged. “I don’t know but whichever one it was, fuck him. I hope some other stronger god comes along and chains him up for an eternal torture session.” 
 
    “I know the feeling,” I told him. I was really starting to like this guy. 
 
    “Anyway,” Ed sighed as he went back to the hearth for one more swig from his tankard. “You also asked about the dead and what they move like. Well, no faster or stronger than when they was living, but no slower or weaker neither, don’t matter what parts of them are ripped open or rotting off. So they don’t fight like warriors, just like farmers, but what makes them terrible is that a knife to the heart or an axe to the skull don’t bother them none, and if they get their teeth in you just once, you’re bound to come down with the plague the next day. So you have to take their heads off first. And then burn them before they get another chance the next night.”  
 
    “Lizzy found the pit and brought Elodette with her,” I announced. “We’d better hurry up and join them.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Ed asked in astonishment as he grabbed one last thing, a stout oaken staff leaning by the door. Then he and I pushed our way out the door, with Willobee jingling anxiously behind. 
 
    “God, remember?” I said and grinned. “Like Lizzy said.” 
 
    “Well, just don’t expect me to scratch your ass,” Ed muttered. 
 
    Willobee huffed and puffed as he tried to keep up with us while still weighed down by the chainmail that he insisted on wearing everywhere. We weren’t even moving at my pace, we were moving at the stout and middle-aged although undeniably motivated villager’s.  
 
    “Master,” the gnome whimpered, “I hate to be a burden to you. Even more of one than I have already been, that is, by just trying my best to do what I thought you wanted me to do and inadvertently hindering this estimable agrarian from his pyromaniacal precautionary measures in the process. So I was pondering--” 
 
    “Willobee, I’d like you to come with us tonight,” I interrupted. 
 
    “I, uh, I understand that it’s an all-hands-on-deck kind of night, but, er, my martial prowess is not really what I am most famed for, Master….” the gnome gulped. 
 
    “I’d like you to come with us because I’m interested to see whether your slime can dissolve the bodies as well as fire can disintegrate them,” I explained. “I think it’s worth the risk, considering you can’t contract the plague. So just give me a shout if a ghast starts trying to eat you, and I’ll take care of it before it chomps any important parts off, all right?” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” Willobee squeaked. I couldn’t recall him ever complaining about being in my service up till that point, but I’m pretty sure I heard him mutter under his breath, “Ten years, just ten years Willobee my lad.” 
 
    As we reached the start of the trail beside the giant elm that Ed had mentioned as a marker, I examined the weapons that Ed was wearing. Besides his staff he had a wheat scythe and a meat cleaver hanging from his belt. He also had a shovel strapped to his back. These choices made sense with the facts he had told me about how the ghasts functioned. The staff and the shovel could be used to hold them back from biting distance, and the scythe and the cleaver could be used to remove their heads and put them out of action. Missiles like arrows or throwing stars obviously wouldn’t do any good, since the kinds of mortal wounds that could be inflicted with those weapons couldn’t stop the already-dead. But it seemed to me that what Ed was really missing, if the main threat from these creatures was contagion, was a better form of protection. 
 
    “Ed, do you and Maire have some way to make shields?” I asked him. “Especially with a few of us working together, we could hold them in formation, and the ghasts could never touch us. We could spear them from behind the shields and once we had them pinned, we could cut their heads off before they wriggled free.” 
 
    “Nah, we tried that with a couple different designs,” the blond villager replied, “but anything that was strong enough to really block a hungry ghast, was too heavy for us to hold up for long, and it made us too slow. I’ve heard about warriors and their shield walls like you’re probably talking about, so I thought of that too, but the problem is we don’t have training like that. We’re just farmers.” 
 
    “I could train you how to use a shield,” I offered. 
 
    “By the time we got strong and skilled enough to be good at it, the rest of Ferndale would be ashes anyway at this rate,” Ed replied gloomily, and I guessed he had a point there. “But if you’re some kind of elite warrior-- or god, pardon me-- then what are you doing here anyway? Do you just enjoy seeing this sort of thing? Death and despair and disease? Your life was too perfect, and you got bored?” 
 
    “He has a noble instinct to rescue those in need,” Willobee piped up. The whole time we were walking I could feel the gnome stewing in resentment bred of fear, but now that Ed’s tone was picking up some evident bitterness directed at me, my little friend seemed to feel the need to come to my defense. “And he never fails at anything he attempts, so you are incredibly fortunate that he has chosen to adopt your otherwise hopeless cause. Very soon, you and every other survivor in Ferndale shall owe him a decade of faithful servitude and your undying gratitude.” 
 
    “A decade of servitude?” Ed exclaimed in disbelief. 
 
    “No, no, that is a gnomish tradition, it does not apply here,” I said quickly. “No one in Ferndale will owe me anything for my help. The reason I came here was an oracle’s prophecy. She told me that my quest would fail unless I was able to save Ferndale. She didn’t know there was a plague going on here, actually I don’t think she even knew that the village existed in her conscious mind, but it looks like she couldn’t have been more right about Ferndale needing help. Not that you and Maire hadn’t been doing a good job before I got here. It just seems like… a bigger job than two can handle.” 
 
    “That’s for damn sure,” Ed sighed. “Well, whatever odd reasons you might have, I guess I’m grateful you’re here.” 
 
    “Hold your gratitude till I’ve actually accomplished something,” I laughed. 
 
    “All right,” the ruddy blond man agreed. “I’m not grateful you felt the need to bring a meddling gnome, though.” He turned to glower at Willobee. 
 
    Willobee scowled back. “My master and I do not require the gratitude of some ignorant poxy farmer.” 
 
    I sighed. Willobee was clearly too terrified right now to even make an effort at his usual charm, and I guessed it probably didn’t help motivate the gnome that Ed was neither female nor beautiful. 
 
    Then a four-hundred-pound tawny wolf charging through the woods almost knocked all three of us over. Lizzy skidded to a stop and morphed into her naked woman form, and her soft skin glowed in the light of the setting sun. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Ed yelled. 
 
    Lizzy ignored him and told me breathlessly, “They’re right back there! Another two hundred feet. I brought Elodette over, she’s with your other-- oh. You already know that.” 
 
    I smiled, partly because I was happy to see Lizzy, and partly because I was amused by her obvious embarrassment over her mistake of thinking of my two selves as having separate minds, compared to her complete lack of embarrassment about standing around without a single stitch of clothing. Not that she had anything to hide; every inch of her was a pert, squeezable reminder of why life was well worth fighting for. Nonetheless, I sure was glad that I didn’t have to deal with a similar inconvenience when I doubled myself. 
 
    “Great job, Lizzy,” I told her, even though my other body had already told her pretty much the same when she met me at the pit with the warrior centaur, sans the princess centaur and human woman. “I knew I could count on you to get it done. Getting rid of Ilandere and Florenia was the hard part, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Now for the easy part,” Lizzy grinned wolfishly. “Ripping up some rotting meat and showing Maire my other body. Other girls are always jealous of it.” 
 
    She promptly morphed back into her lupine form and charged off toward the village. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, she does that a lot,” I told the flabbergasted Ed. 
 
    Two hundred feet later, I saw my other self and Elodette standing together by the recently filled burial pit, courtesy of Willobee. 
 
    After my conversation with Ed on the way over, my other self had warned Elodette about not wasting her arrows. Instead, we had cut up my surcoat and used the leather to wrap her anvil-like hooves to provide her with a layer of protection against infection while stomping ghasts. I had also given her a sword. As much as the black centaur usually liked to complain about my decisions, I had noticed that she actually complained the least when we got into any real danger. Not only because she was too busy taking action to do much talking, but because she didn’t want her grumbling to be mistaken for cowardice. 
 
    So the fierce brunette actually sounded a little impatient when she remarked, “I thought the ghasts would show up before you got here for a second time, Vander. What’s taking them so long? Lizzy’s been a wolf for ages.” 
 
    Lizzy, I knew, had been a wolf for about six minutes, which gave me a hint that maybe Elodette was feeling a touch more nervous than her bold attitude indicated. 
 
    “Maybe they like the way I buried them, and they’ve decided to stay buried this time,” Willobee suggested hopefully. 
 
    “I’ll bet you a barrel of honey mead that that’s not it, Willobee, but I hope I lose,” I said as I drew Polliver. I did wonder if there was a way to make the ghasts grab Polliver’s hilt and burn themselves up more conveniently. But I didn’t want my friends and I to have to fight giant self-guided fireballs instead of corpses, and I didn’t want to end up setting the woods on fire either if I couldn’t keep the ghasts’ movements under control, so that was an experiment that would have to wait for morning. For now, I’d stick to a good old-fashioned beheading.  
 
    My other self was armed with two ordinary swords. They were my last ones left from the bandits that attacked Nillibet’s order, besides the one that Elodette was borrowing. The rest I had either lost during re-assimilations or I had lent out to my friends. One was more of a falchion than a proper sword, and the other was a bastard-sword. Badly mismatched in both weight and length as they were, it would be extremely awkward to dual wield them, so I would normally have left one sheathed. In this situation, however, we would be surrounded on all sides by unskilled opponents whose only weapons were their lethal teeth, and the critical strategy was not speed or precision, but just maximizing the number of opponents that I could hold out of biting range at once. Besides, this would be great practice for when I could get my hands on a set of twin swords, and then it would feel comparatively easy to pull off some truly flashy shit. 
 
    The shape of the pit that we surrounded was pretty obvious from the different color and texture of the recently disturbed dirt. It was unevenly shaped but about ten or fifteen feet across in every direction, and I didn’t know how deep. It must have taken Willobee a long time to fill in, and it must have taken Ed so much longer than that to dig in the first place. 
 
    “Er, Qaar’endoth?” Ed asked me. 
 
    “Yes?” I replied. 
 
    “That guy,” he whispered as he glanced over nervously at my other self, who was swapping the falchion and the bastard-sword back and forth between my hands out of indecision as to which side to weigh down. Dominant side would make me more effective, but I didn’t really want to exacerbate the slight strength imbalance between the two sides that I’d been working on correcting. “He looks an awful lot like you. Is he, er, your twin or something?” 
 
    I normally would have answered, “No, I am me,” from my other mouth, but I thought the middle-aged villager probably already had enough reasons to feel uneasy right now, so I kept my other mouth shut and just replied, “Something like that. I’ll explain later. Don’t worry, he’s good to have around in a fight.” 
 
    Then we all cringed as a bloodcurdling gnomish squeal stabbed into our eardrums from behind the tree where Willobee had apparently hidden himself. 
 
    That alerted the rest of the group to look around for its cause, which unsurprisingly turned out to be a hand clawing its way through the dirt. 
 
    Unsurprising in the sense that Ed and Maire had already explained to me that their plague dead had a bad habit of coming back, so on an intellectual level, I expected it to happen. That’s not to say that the actual sight of it happening didn’t still deliver a gut punch of horror and a visceral sense of absolute wrongness. 
 
    After the split second that it took me to process the sight of it, I lunged forward and chopped the hand off with my bastard-sword. The matching one burst out right beside the stump and clawed for its unseen opponent, and I amputated it with my falchion. As much as was practical, I intended to keep alternating reps. 
 
    By then the loose dirt was churning with re-animated body parts as the dead all around us emerged from their unwanted grave. 
 
    “Willobee, you owe me a fuckton of honey mead!” I yelled loudly enough for him to hear from behind his tree as I swiped off a grayish-purple pustule-specked head. Its remaining hair was so stringy that I didn’t trust it to hold the weight of the head, so I grabbed it by the ear in order to fling it off into the woods. I knew Ed had said the ghasts’ bodies and heads could rejoin themselves eventually, and I didn’t want to make that process any easier for any of them. 
 
    Elodette was trying her best to pound the ghasts back into their grave. She reared up over one of them that had managed to wrench himself out up to the waist and slammed back down so that one of her leather-wrapped hooves crunched straight through his chest and left a foot-deep depression in the earth below him. Then she whirled around to kick another ghast so hard that its head flew off, hit a tree trunk, and burst open like an overripe melon. 
 
    The ghast with the hoof-shaped hole through his chest pried himself back out of the dirt and lunged for one of her hind legs. I lopped off his outstretched arms at the elbows first so that he couldn’t reach the centaur with his diseased hands. Then I scissored off his head from behind between the falchion and the bastard-sword. I managed to apply fairly symmetrical force, but the falchion had a much sharper edge, so the cut ended up being lopsided anyway due to the poor weapons-maintenance habits of the bastard-sword’s original owner. The rate at which I tended to cycle through weapons didn’t give my selves much incentive to get out the whetstone very often. 
 
    By this time, the ghasts whose heads we hadn’t managed to sever yet had made it all the way out of the grave. There were about ten of them down, and fifteen remaining. Some of the fifteen were badly damaged, not only by the plague but by my team’s efforts. Nothing we did to the rest of their bodies stopped them from trying to get at us unless their spinal cords happened to be severed in the process. 
 
    Ed impaled a ghast with his staff, and then almost got bitten when it managed to wrench the staff back out of its chest before he could reach its neck with his cleaver. But I slammed the staff back in place, and pierced deeper into the earth that time, and finished the task with my sword.  
 
    Elodette kicked a young female ghast’s knee in so that it jutted backward, and yet it continued to stagger toward the centaur, until Ed came up from behind with his shovel, knocked it down, and stabbed at it wildly until he managed to hack its head off. I swung at a dead little boy’s neck with my falchion, but since the edge was at this point padded with a glob of rotting flesh, it just knocked him over instead of cutting him. So I spun back in the other direction and slashed him in half with my bastard-sword as he fell, but since the bastard-sword had been held in a lower position, the bisection occurred at the waist. The short legs continued kicking, and both halves continued trying to drag themselves toward me until I corrected my mistake. 
 
    Ed and Maire had described the ghasts as hungry to eat living humans, but after seeing them in action for myself, it didn’t really look that way to me. It looked more like the plague itself had possessed these corpses and was using them in an all-out effort to invade other hosts. One monstrous mind that controlled a potentially limitless supply of bodies. Like a fucked-up version of me. But I made my own bodies. I would never steal anyone else’s, even if that person were already dead. That was just fucking wrong. 
 
    As we worked our way through the remaining ghasts, one of me used Polliver to protect Elodette, while the other fought as a clumsily double-bladed whirlwind at Ed’s side and kept him from getting bitten. The middle-aged villager wasn’t much of a warrior physically, but he had a raw courage born of bitterness and despair that I had to respect as I watched him clumsily batter away at his dead neighbors and dodge their grasping hands and teeth. One by one, we reduced the plague victims back to the inert flesh that they truly were. 
 
    Then the battle was over, and we’d won against the undead. 
 
    Elodette wiped and then sheathed the sword I had loaned her, which she really hadn’t used much. The centaur obviously favored her bow, but it seemed that in a situation where arrows were of no use, her instinct was to default to her powerful hooves. I made a mental note to myself to practice swordplay and spearplay with her when we had time, because I knew the athletic brunette would be an even more impossibly fearsome warrior if she became truly proficient in a wider range of weapons, instead of haughtily relying upon the narrow skill set that already placed her among the ranks of the elite. 
 
    Ed didn’t look as pale and stunned as the lovely black centaur did. He just looked sweaty and exhausted. Once he had enough breath back in his lungs to speak, he pointed at my two swords and gasped out, “Holy fuck.” 
 
    “I know, the balance was so shitty, and the blade on this one hadn’t been sharpened since the smithy,” I groaned. 
 
    “That was the most fucking majestic sight I’ve ever seen,” the grizzled villager exclaimed, and I refrained from informing him that only someone extremely ignorant of swordplay could approve. 
 
    Well, that was two members of my team safe and accounted for. 
 
    “Willobee, you can come out, it’s safe now,” I called. 
 
    The gnome didn’t immediately answer, and for a few horrible seconds I thought I must have missed a ghast and allowed it to find him behind his tree and devour him. But then with a nervous clinking he edged his way into view. 
 
    Just as I was about to laugh at the terrified expression on the gnome’s chubby little face, he burst into tears that quickly drenched his lavender beard. 
 
    “Willobee!” I exclaimed. “What’s wrong? Are you hurt?” 
 
    “N-n-no, but I should be dead,” Willobee sobbed. “So many times I’d be dead if it wasn’t for you, Master, and I don’t deserve all the rescues. I don’t even deserve to wear this chainmail. You were right, I should have taken it off, because it’s a warrior’s garb. And a warrior doesn’t hide behind a tree while he watches his noble master do battle on his behalf, and not just both of you, Master, but also a fair lady, and also a dunderheaded farmer, and even him fifty times more valiant than Willobee of Clan Benniwumporgan.” 
 
    “Willobee, the chain mail’s just the wrong length for you is all, you can wear whatever makes you happy,” I replied. “And you’re right, you’re not a warrior. I don’t need another damn warrior. I’ve got Elodette here, and nothing’s more lethal than her aim with a bow, except for maybe a kick from her hooves. I’ve got a four-hundred-pound she-wolf with an appetite for blood to match her sex drive. And not to be an arrogant dick or anything, but I think it’s fair to say most people would probably count me as worth a lot more than two in a fight. But I can’t sing songs like you do, I can’t spin tales like you do, I can’t talk people dizzy and wrap their minds in knots and convince them the sky’s not blue and befriend anything with a pulse like you do. So don’t feel guilty about me rescuing you, I just do it because there are a lot of reasons I need to keep you around, all right?” 
 
    “Really?” Willobee sniffled as he brightened up a little. 
 
    I grinned at him. “Yeah. Really. And one of the important reasons is I just plain like you, but there’s another specific one that could come in real handy right now.” 
 
    “There is?” Willobee asked hopefully. 
 
    “Yup!” I said. “You look pretty ill right now, you know. Think you could muster up some barf to send these poor souls to their final rest?” 
 
    Willobee nodded vigorously. “Never felt more inclined to barf in my entire life, Master. But I thought only fire could completely destroy the ghasts?” 
 
    “That’s what Ed thought,” I conceded, “but Ed hadn’t met you or seen what your blue slime can do. We can’t be sure it’ll work. But we could try it now and check on the bodies in the morning and burn them then if it’s still necessary. You said they can’t reattach their heads immediately, right Ed?” 
 
    “Yeah, seems to take at least a night,” Ed confirmed. 
 
    “I also thought you said my slime would upset the villagers that are still alive,” Willobee said hesitantly. 
 
    “Yeah, if they find out about it, it might,” I agreed. I looked around at the beheaded corpses that we had just spent the last half hour furiously battling, with the threat of certain infection if their teeth so much as touched us. Corpses that could potentially rise again and again and get another chance each time to transform more living humans into mindless vessels for the plague, mindless vehicles of destruction just like the slaves of Thorvinius the Devourer. “But I’ve just decided that I no longer give a fuck.” 
 
    Willobee shrugged. Then he waddled over to the nearest corpse-of-a-corpse and heartily barfed up his guts all over it. Elodette, who didn’t flinch in battle, could not repress a gagging sound of her own at the sight and smell of this. 
 
    “Save some for the rest!” I exclaimed. 
 
    “I’ll start heaping them all back together so they’ll all get nice and covered at the same time,” Ed volunteered. He walked around the area and started using his shovel to push and roll all the dismembered body parts into a single pile. Elodette helped with her leather-wrapped hooves. One of me helped them too. I didn’t want to touch anything else with hands that had gripped plague-ghast flesh, so I’d have to re-assimilate that self afterward. 
 
    Meanwhile I remarked to Willobee, “If this works, it might become a regular thing. It’s faster and more manageable than using fire. Is there a limit to how much you can generate in a day? Is there anything that would help you generate more?” 
 
    Willobee thought for a moment. His enormous green eyes acquired a calculating glow. “Honey mead,” he replied. “Buckets and buckets of honey mead.” 
 
    And that was how I knew that the littlest member of my team would be just fine too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    After we were convinced that all the ghasts had been thoroughly slimed and triple-checked that all of their heads were completely severed from their bodies, I lovingly cleaned and sheathed Polliver, and the six of us returned to the village. 
 
    Maire immediately ran up to Ed and wordlessly flung her arms around him. He hugged her back and patted her on the back. 
 
    “Twenty-five,” she said grimly. “I was so worried.” 
 
    “There now, no reason for that,” the grizzled villager replied. “You know we’re immune to the creatures’ bites, now we’ve both had their damned pox and were too tough to die of it.” 
 
    “Immune to the plague, yes, but not immune to getting killed in other ways, not immune to having your limbs torn off and eaten,” the redhead pointed out. Then she looked over at me and Elodette. Her eyes widened, and she frowned in confusion as she stared back and forth between my two bodies. She also gasped a little at the sight of the giant black centaur, thoroughly muscled throughout both her demi-breastplate-clad human torso and her horse body, and strikingly pretty on top of all that. “Oh my… Thank you all, whoever you people are. Ferndale would have perished tonight without you.” 
 
    “You are most welcome,” Willobee replied with a courtly bow. I decided not to remind Maire that without the gnome’s interference, those particular twenty-five bodies that my team had just re-killed might have been successfully burned before dark. 
 
    “How did you fare here?” Ed asked his redheaded partner. 
 
    “See for yourself,” Maire replied as she stepped aside slightly and extended her arm like a merchant showing off her wares. 
 
    The scene of carnage spread out behind her on the main path between Ferndale’s huts was somewhat underwhelming, compared to the mountain of blue-slimed flesh we had left behind in the woods. I only counted four beheaded bodies. And one head. The rest of the heads had clearly been torn off rather than severed, judging by the condition of the neck stumps, and they were nowhere to be seen. I recognized with a pang that one of the bodies belonged to Millie’s little girl, but at the same time, I was glad that meant that the women had reached Millie’s hut in time to save her from being devoured by her own dead children. 
 
    “It was mostly the wol-- Lizzy’s work,” Maire admitted. 
 
    “Where is Lizzy?” I asked. 
 
    “Lizzy!” my other self called. 
 
    “She went… over there,” Maire pointed uncertainly at one of the huts. 
 
    I headed over in the direction the village woman had pointed, and before I could reach the hut, a giant wolf slunk out from behind it. She was furiously working her jaws and licking her bloodstained snout. 
 
    “… Lizzy?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
    The giant wolf tried to swallow inconspicuously, but no movement that she made in either form was ever really inconspicuous. 
 
    “Lizzy,” I groaned. “What if one of the villagers peeked out a door or a window? How do you think Millie would feel if she saw what you did?” 
 
    Lizzy hung her huge shaggy head. I suspected that she was refraining from changing back not out of modesty, but because she didn’t want to have to talk to me right now. 
 
    “There ain’t no windows here, my lord,” Maire interjected. 
 
    I had noticed that myself when I was making my inspection of the village earlier, but I had simply forgotten because I was accustomed to the many beautiful stained glass windows that adorned almost every building in the temple complex and found it almost unbelievable not to mention depressing that an entire village wouldn’t have any. I guess these poor farmers probably couldn’t afford the glass that was needed. 
 
    Maire’s remark seemed to give Lizzy the courage to speak up for herself. She morphed back into her human form, which made Ed blush even redder than his naturally ruddy skin tone, cough, and avert his eyes. “Yeah, no windows. And I ain’t had a thing to eat all day, Vander,” she whined. From the way Lizzy wriggled her hips and thrust out her ridiculously large round breasts at me, I realized that changing back had been a stratagem on her part to distract me. I wasn’t an idiot, and her trick was the oldest one in the book. That didn’t mean it wasn’t working. 
 
    “You ate most of the rabbit stew that was left in the pot this morning,” I growled. “Everyone else had about one spoonful.” 
 
    Lizzy held her hands a foot apart in such a way that her arms squeezed her plump breasts together. “A rabbit is only this big, Vander,” she informed me. “And we had already ate most of it last night for supper, so there was only this much left.” Her hands moved closer together and the squeezing increased. 
 
    My pants were also suddenly uncomfortably tight in the front. Both pairs of them, even though the one of me that wasn’t talking to Lizzy kept my eyes averted just like Ed was doing. I gave up on scolding her. “Go find Ilandere and Florenia and bring them back to the temple,” I told her through gritted teeth. “Elodette, go hunt us something proper for supper, please. Willobee and I will take these bodies and bring them over to the pit with the others. Then we’ll all meet back at the temple.” 
 
    “Anything else you need from us for the night?” Ed asked me with his arm around Maire’s shoulders. “After what I saw you do tonight… anything you need that’s in my power to do for you, I’m your man.” 
 
    “No, you two go to bed,” I said. “You fought as bravely as anyone tonight, Ed, so I’m glad I know I can count on you. We’ll come get you both in the morning, and you can help us carry out our plan of the day then. You know this village way better than we do, and it helps that you’re immune too. My team and I might be able to handle the situation without you, but with you? The plague doesn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    His scarred face cracked into a broad grin at that. “Thanks. I, er, was just wondering one more thing… what’s your name?” 
 
    Before I could answer, Lizzy piped up, “Vander.” She knew that I had decided to go by my god name with the villagers, but she struggled a little with pronouncing “Qaar’endoth” and at this point she seemed to have forgotten that she was even supposed to try. 
 
    “Ohhh,” Ed nodded his large blond head. He pointed at each of me in turn. “Qaar’endoth, and Vander. Got it. Thanks all. Good night.” 
 
    He raised his large calloused hand and waved as he and Maire retreated down the path to the hut they shared. 
 
    I sighed. “I don’t know if that makes it simpler, or more complicated, if they think that I’m twins?” 
 
    “They are just humans, so why should you care what they think, Vander?” Elodette asked. The centaur still refused to acknowledge me as a god, but she also increasingly seemed to forget that I was one of the humans she so disdained. I think what she actually unconsciously categorized me as was a centaur, albeit one without horse parts. 
 
    I sighed again. I loved having all of my beautiful lady friends around, but each in her own way could be quite a handful. Once I gained more selves, I could not only destroy bad guys more efficiently, I would also hopefully have more spare time to give each the attention she deserved. “Anyway-- would you please see about dinner, Elodette? I think I’m almost as hungry as Lizzy, although not hungry enough to share her diet. Lizzy, go find the other girls and tell them everything’s all right now and that I can’t wait to see them. And Willobee, come with me, we’ll be needing just one more dose of barf tonight.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Master, I’ve got plenty more to donate,” the gnome squeaked cheerfully. 
 
    Elodette happily unslung her previously useless bow as she cantered off. Lizzy twirled around slowly to give me a full view of her human backside, which had just as much of a pants-tightening effect as her glorious frontside, before she changed back into a wolf and loped off. 
 
    I each carried two bodies, while Willobee carried the single uneaten head. It wasn’t that far of a distance back to the pit, and we knew the way now, but I had to admit that I didn’t really enjoy heading back to the haunt of the undead in what was currently the full darkness of night, even though I knew they were immobilized for now. So I didn’t blame the chubby little gnome for quickly waddling so close to me that I nearly tripped over him several times. I flanked him on both sides and slowed my pace so that he could keep up without having to almost run. 
 
    Once we reached the pit where the horrible shapes of twenty-five torn-apart and plague-ravaged bodies, almost unrecognizable as human beneath the combination of their pustules, wounds, and Willobee’s slime, loomed up, we deposited the new additions. Willlobee promptly slimed them. 
 
    Then I said, “The girls will be impatient for us to get back,” slung the chainmail-clad gnome over my shoulder, and jogged out of there at a slightly faster pace than I would want to admit to. 
 
    When we arrived at Hakmut’s temple, Elodette was still out hunting, but everyone else-- Lizzy, Florenia, Ilandere, and the two patient white ponies who had been waiting for us there all day-- were back safe and sound. My packs were still sitting in the corner where we’d left them. And there was only a minimal amount of pony excrement to stink up the place. 
 
    The only strange thing was that Lizzy was calmly curled up near the temple altar in her wolf form, with her surcoat, pauldron, bracers, necklace, and weapons neatly stacked beside her, while the other two women huddled together on the opposite side of the room with their backs to her, and their faces toward the door. 
 
    As soon as I entered with Willobee, Ilandere ran up and flung her arms around one of me with tears streaming down her little white face from her enormous dark eyes. Florenia leapt into my other self’s arms and kissed me passionately. 
 
    “Come on, now, you two didn’t think Elodette and I would be able to kill twenty-five soft-ass farmers, when some of them were women and children, and every one of them was already dead anyway?” I joked to try to lighten the mood. It didn’t sound quite as funny after the words had left my mouth. 
 
    “Lizzy t-told us that you were both nearly dead,” Ilandere sobbed. “That you had each fallen into pit traps and broken your legs, and she n-needed our help to get you out before you bled to death, but then when she led us back she c-couldn’t find the traps anymore. We spent hours searching the woods.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned. I looked over at Lizzy reproachfully. She raised her head and shrugged her massive furry shoulders. I guess I didn’t really have a right to get mad at her for this one, since I had instructed her to tell the other women whatever she had to to get them out of the area of danger. “Well, listen. Just for future reference, so you don’t worry for no reason. If I really had both fallen into pit traps and broken all of my legs at the same time, all I’d have to do is re-assimilate one of my selves. Then, if the pit was shallow enough for me to reach, I’d send out my other self outside of the pit, and that one wouldn’t be injured. Then I’d re-assimilate the one that was still inside the pit, and send out another uninjured one. Or, if both pits were too deep for that, then I’d re-assimilate into whichever pit was shallower, and send out my other self still inside the pit, but on top of the broken one, so that I could help lift myself out. Either way, I wouldn’t be stuck there bleeding out. Furthermore, haven’t you noticed Lizzy’s tracking capabilities? There’s no way she’d lose me in the woods, if I were staying put in one place anyway, and not be able to find me again.” 
 
    “I should’ve known all of that, and I would’ve figured it out easily, if only I just thought straight for one second,” Florenia cried out. “But all I could think about was how you must be suffering, and how you would be so cold and lonely and sad that none of us came to rescue you, and then hours later, when Lizzy still hadn’t returned with Elodette-- after she went off with her to search another part of the woods, she said-- I kept on searching, but I thought all hope was lost by then, and I knew the only thing left for me to do would be fling myself in the pit too.” 
 
    At this point I was really regretting giving Lizzy free creative license with this one. I should have spent the extra minute to come up with a more benign cover story myself, but I hadn’t known how bad Lizzy’s choice would be. “Florenia, listen,” I said as I stroked her wavy chestnut hair back from her usually perfect, but currently puffy face. “Even if I really do die somehow, you can’t do that! You have to carry on and find another way to be happy. Another man, even, I mean you could have absolutely any man in the--” 
 
    “I don’t want a man, I want a god,” she wailed. Across the room, I saw Lizzy place her huge paws over her pointed ears. 
 
    That was when Elodette burst in. The mighty huntress had a stag slung over her shoulders this time. She took one look at the two tearful women suffocating both of me with their embraces and snorted with impatience. “You are both unbelievably silly,” she informed them. “I knew right away that Lizzy was lying. It would take a hell of a lot more than a couple of stupid pit traps to kill Vander. But you two both lost your minds immediately. I’m glad I am not foolish enough to become besotted with a human. Any human, I don’t care how much better than his kind he is. He’s still just a human!” 
 
    “Qaar’endoth is not a human,” Florenia said furiously. “How dare you-- ” 
 
    Wolf-Lizzy smashed both of me and both women, never mind that Ilandere was built like a horse, easily out of the way all at the same time as she barreled over to Elodette. 
 
    Elodette sighed and held out the stag to her. Instead of immediately ripping off a leg like she had done with the doe, Lizzy reared up and licked Elodette’s face in gratitude. Then she proceeded to rip off a leg and start devouring it so eagerly that she did not even notice the brunette’s utterly horrified expression. 
 
    Elodette and I brought her kill back outside, and I helped her skin it like last time while my other self built a small fire nearby so that we could roast the meat. My perpetually ravenous she-wolf hovered around the stag so she could eagerly scarf up any parts we discarded. I didn’t even stop her from consuming the intestines this time, since she had already eaten diseased undead human flesh, so I had no intention of kissing her tonight. 
 
    Meanwhile Willobee gathered Ilandere and Florenia around the warmth of the fire and regaled them with a somewhat embellished version of our ghast-fighting exploits that night, in which Ed and Elodette’s roles were minimized, and his own role was significantly magnified. He gave me exactly my fair due in the story, though, either because he knew I was listening or out of his peculiar sense of gnomish loyalty to me. 
 
    By the time Willobee had finished describing to them how he had produced a geyser of blue slime that swept away the last few ghasts right before they bit every single other member of the team, which then splashed down into the form of an acid lake that engulfed all the corpses and melted half the forest, several steaks had been cooked and the conversation quickly died out. 
 
    Once she had already eaten half the stag herself, I sent Lizzy off through the village to scavenge some hay for the ponies, with a reminder to sniff it and make sure it was free of any dangerous germs. I also went off myself to retrieve a currently unused water trough for them that I remembered passing earlier. With all the villagers who had died or left, there were a lot of spare materials like that lying around, since their hay-eating and trough-drinking animals had either died too or been quickly adopted by their surviving neighbors. 
 
    After we retreated back into the shelter of the temple and all bedded down for the night, Florenia murmured in my ear, “Qaar’endoth, I have an idea.” 
 
    “What’s your idea?” I asked her. My shaft, which was pressing into her back, clearly had an idea of its own, and I hoped hers was the same one. 
 
    “Since you have vanquished Hakmut, you should claim the altar of this temple and create another self,” she answered. “Then perhaps I would not need to worry about you as much. Also, perhaps sometime two of you would be available to penetrate me at the same time.” 
 
    I tried to ignore her last comment since it distracted from her first comment, which was a lot more relevant to my quest. “I guess I could try claiming the temple,” I said hesitantly. “I don’t know if it will work though.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it, my love?” Florenia insisted. “You are a god.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
    I considered Florenia’s words. I still didn’t know whether I was really and truly the earth-walking embodiment of Qaar’endoth, or if I was merely his last surviving servant, but I had to admit that the excruciatingly beautiful woman’s faith in me as a god felt good. It made me tempted to believe it myself. And it gave me a pretty fucking high standard to live up to. 
 
    Her proposal about claiming Hakmut’s temple, though, felt less satisfying. 
 
    “Yes… I guess I might be… but, I never exactly killed Hakmut,” I pointed out. “Just his priest.” 
 
    A few thoughtful hums rose from the throats of our companions nearby, who were clearly eavesdropping on the conversation even though it was too dark for anyone to see each other. 
 
    I knew that none of us took Hakmut very seriously, based on the ridiculous posturing and destructive plague-spreading behavior of his representative, Father Norrell-- and it was possible that the priest was a complete and utter fraud and his god didn’t even exist at all. In which case, claiming his altar wouldn’t mean a single damn thing. But it was also possible that some kind of perverse plague-loving god really was lurking around somewhere. Who got off on buboes and pustules and gruesome suffering. Or who had been profoundly wronged by the people of Ferndale in some way I couldn’t comprehend. In which case, so long as he survived, I hadn’t earned the right to claim his altar yet, regardless of the fact that I’d already taken charge of his followers and turned his temple into my bedroom. 
 
    Florenia sighed. “Well, I guess you should add that to your to-do list,” she mumbled drowsily. Then I felt her fall asleep in my arms. I guess she was exhausted from frantically combing the wrong part of the woods for me for hours. I felt guilty about that, even though Lizzy was the one who had invented that tale about the pit traps. I cradled the golden-skinned beauty and listened to her sigh contentedly in her sleep.  
 
    After returning with the water trough and delivering it to the ponies in their corner of the temple, my other self stood watch at the temple door until Lizzy returned safely with the hay for the ponies. 
 
    In the morning, I led my motley team, except for Damask and Diamond who remained behind snoozing in the temple, over to Ed and Maire’s hut. 
 
    I wasn’t even fast enough to follow up my first knock on the door with a second before it swung open. 
 
    Ed grinned at me broadly and said, “Welcome, Vander or Qaar’endoth, whichever you are. Come on in, everyone.” 
 
    “Er, some of my friends can’t fit,” I explained. I gestured behind me at the two centaurs, the strong black and the delicate silver. 
 
    Ed had already seen and fought beside Elodette last night, but at the sight of the princess, his brown eyes widened in his scarred and sunburned face.  
 
    “Well, I know of a charming duck pond nearby where we can all sit,” he suggested. 
 
    “Thank you, that’s very kind of you,” Ilandere said in her bell-like voice. 
 
    Ed bowed clumsily to her. There was something about Ilandere’s ethereal style of beauty that tended to make people shy and humble around her, even without having any idea that her herd considered her a princess. Even Florenia’s appearance did not have the same effect, although she was certainly no less exquisitely beautiful. Perhaps it was because her air of superior wisdom and ferocious sensuality might have been intimidating as fuck, but it was still humanly relatable, whereas Ilandere sparkled with an air of purity and magic that made you feel ashamed of every ignoble impulse you’d ever had. You could be a saint, but her presence would still make you want to be better. 
 
    The two villagers emerged from their hut wearing matching brown cloaks and started leading my group to the duck pond. Ed was clearly awed by Ilandere, not in a lustful way that would make Maire jealous, but in the way that one might be awed by a shower of shooting stars. Besides the centaur princess, I was the one he was most eager to talk to. 
 
    As for Maire, her eyes lit up when she spotted Lizzy in her leather warrior gear. “What you did last night was amazing,” the redhead exclaimed. “I wish I could fight like you. Is there any way you could teach me how to be a wolf?” 
 
    Lizzy laughed, clearly pleased by the villager’s admiration. “Afraid not, unless I could go back in time and convince your great-grandsire of the merits of fucking a giant wolf like mine did,” she replied. 
 
    “Really?” Maire exclaimed without any trace of Elodette’s disgust when she had heard the same story. “Wow, I can’t believe he did that and survived!” 
 
    I glanced over at Willobee and noticed that he looked faintly grumpy. I guessed that was because normally in a situation like this, when we were meeting new people, the gnome would be the first to bend over backward in attempts to dazzle them with his charms, but he had already gotten off on the wrong foot with this pair by burying the bodies they’d intended to burn and nearly causing their entire village to get eaten by their dead neighbors. That was a pretty rough one to talk your way out of. 
 
    Just as our group reached the duck pond, which was very pretty and peaceful although currently it was covered in a thin layer of ice, another villager was also approaching it from a different direction. It was a stout, long-nosed woman carrying a large burlap sack, and the sack was wriggling frantically. 
 
    “Good morning, Polly,” Maire said politely to the woman. 
 
    The woman looked at the scarred redhead suspiciously, and then she gaped at me and my friends. “All you freaks just stay away from me,” she hissed, and I realized she was missing teeth. “I got enough to be worrying about without you two pox-cursed ones trying to burn up Hakmut’s faithful, that’s an offense to Hakmut that is, and… and… this group of mongrels. Strangers got no place here. Can’t see why they’d want to come right now anyway.” 
 
    “What’s in the sack?” I asked her. 
 
    “Kittens,” she spat in the same tone as if she were saying “vermin.” “Took me all the mornin’ to get ‘em devils rounded up, the mum was hiding them.” 
 
    Ilandere gasped in horror. “You-- you can’t possibly intend to drown them! Please tell me that isn’t what you’re doing.”   
 
    Polly stared down her long, beaky nose at the centaur with annoyance. “They’s my kittens, not yours, you prissy little thing. Just fancy if I was slaughtering a horse in front of you, what then!” she guffawed. 
 
    Ilandere clung to my arm. “Vander, please stop her!” she cried. 
 
    “I will stop her if you like, Princess,” Elodette offered coolly as she aimed one of her arrows at Polly’s forehead. 
 
    “That’s murder!” Polly squawked in abject terror. “You c-can’t--” 
 
    “Murder?” Ed repeated as he scowled at his unpleasant neighbor. “Well, the reeve died three days ago, no replacement yet, and the executioner too. So who’s it up to now to say what’s murder and what’s not, and enforce a law against it? I don’t know, and I may just be a ‘pox-cursed’ bastard, but I have some opinions on the subject, and I don’t think you’d like my opinions much, Polly.” 
 
    “Ed, what’s the world come to?” Polly wailed as she fell on her knees and dropped the sack of kittens. They scampered out of the bag. There were seven of them and they were all fluffy orange balls of fur. Ilandere squealed in delight. 
 
    “Princess, should I put this creature out of her misery?” Elodette asked. 
 
    I sighed. I couldn’t say that I felt much affection for Polly, but she hadn’t done anything or even tried to do anything that lots of villagers everywhere didn’t probably do on a regular basis when they couldn’t control their cats in heat. And besides, Meline the oracle had told me to save the people of Ferndale, not to let a centaur shoot them, even the nasty ones. “Spare her, Elodette.” 
 
    Elodette ignored me and continued waiting for Ilandere’s decision. 
 
    Ilandere said reluctantly, “All right, you may spare her this time. But if she ever tries to harm another innocent creature, shoot her immediately.” 
 
    “Happily, Princess,” Elodette replied. 
 
    Polly ran off back toward the village as fast as her stout legs could carry her, which wasn’t fast at all. 
 
    “What lovely neighbors you have,” Lizzy remarked sarcastically to Maire. “I mean, I likes to chase a cat sometimes if it’s fast enough to put up a good game of it. I’ll admit I’ve ate one or two when times were hard. But I ain’t never touched the wee ones and I wouldn’t drown any furred creature for no reason at all.” 
 
    “Is that a… regular practice here?” I asked Ed and Maire. 
 
    Ed sighed. “Do you mean drowning cats? Or do you mean hating and distrusting anyone who’s different? Or do you mean melting into a terrified blob at the prospect of death? Because the answer is yes to all of the above.” 
 
    “Why would people ever do such a thing?” Ilandere cried. I was pretty sure she was referring to the cat-drowning part, since she was cuddling one of the orange kittens to her pink-clad chest. 
 
    “You can’t keep it, Princess,” Elodette warned her. 
 
    Florenia had also knelt to play with a kitten. Lizzy, meanwhile, was staring rather hungrily at another of the kittens in a way that made me nervous for the state of future relations between her and Ilandere. 
 
    “Well, sometimes a cat has a litter, and that’s too many mouths for the owner to feed,” Ed explained uncomfortably to the centaur princess. I could tell he was terrified of offending her or being lumped into the same category as Polly, whom Ilandere clearly considered a monster. “And, ah, strays aren’t really trusted around here, since they’re always trying to steal food, and some people think they spread disease, and on top of that, ah, they’re the animal of Hakmut’s goddess sister, who is something of a rival to him, they don’t get on real well if you believe in all that sort of thing. But, some people keep a household cat in spite of all that, for their vermin-hunting usefulness you see.” 
 
    “I suppose you mean mice and rats?” I asked. “Wouldn’t they spread just as much disease as the cats, if not more?” 
 
    “I don’t know, that may be, but Hakmut’s got nothing against mice and rats particularly,” Ed explained. “Father Norrell never really talks about them at all. Only about cats and how they represented… feminine treachery and conniving, or something like that. I dunno, you’d have to take it up with him.” 
 
    “Kinda hard to do that now,” Lizzy snickered. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I said as I remembered that we still hadn’t dealt with the priest’s burned corpse. He hadn’t died of the plague, so I’d been a lot more worried about the corpses that might get back up again. But I didn’t remember having seen his in the path where I’d left it when Willobee and I were gathering up the beheaded ghasts to bring to the pit. Actually, I couldn’t even remember seeing it earlier than that when Lizzy and both of my selves were touring the village during the day to get a sense of Ferndale’s situation. “… Lizzy?” I asked suspiciously. “You didn’t… er… you remember Father Norrell, right, and how important he was to all those people? Any idea what happened to his body?” 
 
    “None at all, Vander,” she retorted indignantly. “I was with you the whole day! Remember? And he was all charred up so there wouldn’ta been no flavor at all. So it must have been those batshit crazy followers of his that took it and probably buried it with creepy rites or something.” 
 
    “How did he die exactly?” Maire asked. 
 
    I didn’t regret killing the priest one bit, but I was also a little afraid of losing our only allies in the village if they perceived me as a murderer. “I, uh, I’m afraid his constitution didn’t really, ah, seem compatible with touching the hilt of my--” I stammered. 
 
    “Oh, thank goodness,” the redhead exclaimed. “Thank you, I mean. You’ve already helped Ferndale more than you could know.” 
 
    I grinned and told her, “You’re welcome. Anytime at all.” 
 
    “Now let’s get down to business and figure out how to save what’s left of Ferndale,” I said from my other mouth. “We’ll keep doing whatever you two have been doing that’s been working. And we might have a few new tricks up our sleeves too.” 
 
    “Sounds good… Vander,” Maire replied as she squinted closely at me. She pointed at my other self. “And… Qaar’endoth?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said, and her scarred face lit up with triumph. 
 
    “How the fuck do you do that, woman?” Ed grumbled. 
 
    “I guess I must just be more perceptive than you, dear,” she replied serenely. 
 
    “I know what we need to change first, Vander,” Ilandere spoke up confidently. It was very unlike the shy little centaur to be the first one to voice an opinion in a group setting like this. I felt proud of her. 
 
    “Yes, Princess?” I asked. 
 
    She blushed a little at my use of her title. “We need to stop them from killing cats. And any other animals. Except hunting for food. No one can be allowed to drown any more kittens.” 
 
    I hesitated. I didn’t like the idea of drowning innocent animals, but… what if the cats really were carrying the plague? I looked at the fluffy orange furballs capering around my female friends and snuggling up against them. They looked perfectly healthy. Not the least trace of a single pustule, and they were bursting with energy, and I knew from talking to the villagers yesterday that one of the first symptoms of the plague was just plain and simple exhaustion. Then I looked up at the huge doe eyes of the silvery princess, which were brimming with impassioned tears. Her rosebud lips quivered as she anxiously awaited my response.  
 
    “All right,” I said. “We’ll let them know that from now on, anyone caught killing cats gets an arrow between the eyes. If they don’t want more kittens, they’ll just have to keep their she-cats shut inside when they’re in heat. But. Lizzy? If any of the cats we come across smells wrong to you-- sick, I mean-- let me know immediately, got it?” 
 
    “I will, Vander,” the she-wolf promised. “These ones here smells fine though.” 
 
    “Good,” I replied. “Now. I’m going to go check on those bodies that you slimed last night, Willobee, and see whether it’ll still be necessary to burn them. But my… twin… will catch me up on everything that the rest of you discuss.” 
 
    “You won’t find much of them left,” Willobee said proudly. 
 
    “Want me to come?” Ed offered. “I, ah, I have a bit of experience knowing which ones are properly broken down far enough to dust that they won’t come back, and which ones can still possibly reassemble themselves given enough time.” 
 
    “Yeah, that would be great,” I agreed, and the villager and I headed off. 
 
    “So, Maire,” the one of me that remained at the duck pond continued, “what can you tell us about the plague situation right now that we don’t already know? And Florenia, did you manage to find any writing materials yesterday so we can start recording important information?” 
 
    The duke’s daughter looked downcast. “I… I did, but… I dropped them all in the woods when Lizzy told us that you were in trouble, and we needed to help her search for you. I’m sorry, it was careless of me.” 
 
    “Well, I never told her to drop any of that stuff,” Lizzy said defensively. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Florenia,” I said, and she raised her hazel eyes to mine hopefully. “Just try your best to remember everything Maire says for now, and you can find more writing materials after this meeting is over, all right?” 
 
    Florenia nodded her head. “Of course. I have an impeccable memory. My tutors were always astonished. Really the only thing I ever seemed to forget was my suitors’ names… there were really just too many of them.” 
 
    “That ain’t exactly a wonder, to look at you,” Maire remarked. The village woman watched both the impossibly beautiful aristocrat and the two centaurs with great admiration, but nonetheless, it was obvious that the she-wolf was her favorite of her newfound friends. Willobee of course hadn’t exactly endeared himself to the village couple, but Maire didn’t seem to resent him quite so much as Ed still did. 
 
    “How kind of you to say so,” Florenia cooed. “Your hair is a most glorious shade, like a fiery sunset. I have sometimes wished to be a redhead.” 
 
    I interrupted their compliment session to ask, “Maire, how many people were living here in Ferndale before the plague struck? Do you know the exact number?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered, “because Father Norrell always kept track. He always wanted to know who owed him tithes, you see. The last count before the plague was one hundred and ninety-six. The first victim was a lass named Jess, about three months ago. The second was… Ed’s wife. Ed caught it at the same time she and all their children did. But you see, the plague wasn’t the same back then. Firstly, it only claimed one victim, or a pair or family of victims living in close contact, every few weeks. The symptoms were just as horrifying as now but the plague didn’t seem to catch on that easily. Now, it’s… well, you saw last night. Thirty dead in one day. That was by far the worst it has ever been. Before you came, I didn’t think Ferndale would last more than a few more days, no matter what Ed and I did.” 
 
    “You’ve been fighting ghasts for three months?” I exclaimed. “And people still choose to stay here?” 
 
    “No, no,” Maire said. “The dead coming back as flesh-eating ghasts… that was the other thing that changed. It happened for the first time about a week ago. As if the plague hadn’t already been bad enough. Father Norrell said that it was because of Hakmut’s wrath, and that we were being punished for something, but I can’t imagine what we could have done awful enough to deserve this kind of hell… but I don’t really know what else I am supposed to believe either. I guess if it really was because of our sins, then I know what mine was. Loving Ed long before my husband and his wife died. But I swear I never wished for any of this to happen.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Florenia said soothingly. “Love isn’t something to feel guilty about, Maire. Love and marriage are two separate things entirely. Most marriages are just for political and material reasons anyway. You probably had no choice in the matter. Your parents probably just used you as a bargaining chip for an esta… I mean, a turnip patch, or something.” 
 
    Maire looked confused. “Er, that’s not really how it works around here…” 
 
    Lizzy, who clearly had no interest in Maire’s marital woes, jumped in to change the subject with her usual lack of tact, “Well, I am just surprised no one has come and attacked and just torched the whole damn place and everyone in it. Because that’s what I’d do if my dead neighbors kept trying to eat me.” 
 
    Maire replied, “No one else outside of Lord Kiernan’s barony, which includes Ferndale and another village to the west, knows anything about the ghasts. When the baron found out he sent men to destroy the nearest bridges both north and south of here to stop the plague from spreading to the rest of the world. And his other village is larger than this one and has a wall, and his castle has all kinds of fortifications of course, so it is easier for them than it is for us to keep out any ghasts that make it over there. But… I can understand your perspective, Lizzy. Not that I'd ever actually do it, but it makes the most sense.”    
 
    “Hold on there,” I said quickly. “Before we start talking about wiping out a whole village, I think we have a lot of options left to explore. A lot of lives that can still be saved. Maire-- do you know how many of those original hundred and ninety-six have died already, and how many are still left?” 
 
    “I think there are only a little over a hundred still here,” the redhead replied, “but there were a few dozen that didn’t die, they just fled. Not that they’re likely to make it far in this weather or that they’ll have anywhere to go. And some that are dead didn’t die of the plague, they just killed themselves after they lost people they loved… or maybe after those same people came back from the grave and tried to eat them alive… or maybe just after they noticed those black lumps under their own armpits and thought they were doomed anyway. I know I thought I was. Maybe I still am. But whatever happens at least I’ve had Ed for a little while, which I never thought I would.” 
 
    “Oh, bravo, Willobee,” I exclaimed, which caused everyone to look at me in surprise and confusion. I explained, “The slime worked like a charm. Ed says it’s better than the fire was.” 
 
    “Of course it is, Master,” the gnome said smugly. His chubby little face brightened up now that I guessed he saw a potential opportunity to increase his popularity in Ferndale. 
 
    Now only Maire still looked bewildered. I realized she wouldn’t understand where I was getting my information from. There wasn’t any real reason that I couldn’t let her know about how my selves worked, except that I didn’t want to waste a ton of time explaining to her and Ed all the countless weird things they didn’t know about me or my beguiling companions for that matter. I just wanted everyone to focus on the problem at hand. Problems, that is, if you counted the plague and the ghasts as sort of separate, although one had of course caused the other. 
 
    “It’s a god thing,” Florenia whispered to the village woman, who nodded her acceptance. 
 
    “So, Elodette and Ilandere, did you two find any useful herbs yesterday?” I asked them. “Anything that you would use in your herd to help lessen the effects of illnesses?” 
 
    “Yes, there are some useful plants growing nearby,” Elodette said. “But we also, um, left behind all the herbs we’d already harvested when Lizzy… summoned us.” 
 
    It was a little inconvenient that the women would have to spend time this morning essentially redoing the tasks they’d already carried out, but I reminded myself that the important thing was that last night’s crisis had been resolved without anyone getting bitten or anyone dying who wasn’t already dead. 
 
    “All right, well, go ahead and harvest some more and start brewing them or… however it is you usually prepare them,” I instructed them. “And the bone broth you mentioned, please make some of that too when you get a chance. If the plants are in the same area where you were working yesterday when Lizzy found you, she can just find you there again. Lizzy, your job today will be to distribute the centaurs’ medicines to the sick in their huts.” 
 
    “Sounds boring, but I can do that,” the she-wolf agreed. 
 
    “Your other job will be to keep everyone who’s sick too terrified to leave their huts,” I added. “If they don’t pass your sniff test, then they don’t step foot outside.” 
 
    “I can definitely do that,” Lizzy said. Her long ears pricked up with enthusiasm. 
 
    “Willobee, you’ll help Lizzy tend to the sick by bringing them food and water so they won’t have to leave their huts,” I told him. “If they need anything else, bring it for them or ask me about it.” 
 
    “Where will I get the food and water, Master?” Willobee asked. “We haven’t had anything but the venison since we got here, and we’ve been drinking from our waterskins.” 
 
    “When I was exploring food sources yesterday, I found two ovens,” I said. “Florenia, once you have your writing materials, you will be in charge of baking bread. While you collect those, I will find some grain and a mortar and pestle, and ale barm, and water for mixing the dough. Are there any other ingredients you’d need that I’m forgetting?” 
 
    “Salt,” the ex-vestal reminded me. 
 
    “Right, I’ll find some,” I said. 
 
    “And honey,” she continued as she started to nod to herself with a faraway look in her hazel eyes. “And cinnamon. And vanilla extract. A bit of orange peel wouldn’t be amiss--” 
 
    “What is an orange?” Lizzy asked curiously. 
 
    “Florenia, we’re just trying to keep people alive here, not impress Nillibetian vestals with the ingredients from a duke’s larder,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Oh, all right,” she sighed. 
 
    “And Willobee, as for water, I found two wells in this village, one on the north end and one on the south end,” I said. “I’ll show you where they are. Lizzy, while the centaurs start their medicine preparations, I want you to come around with me and sniff everything related to food and drink to make sure we’re not accidentally poisoning anyone with plague germs. By that time, Florenia, you should have your writing materials and you can come back and start baking with the ingredients that Lizzy has approved. Willobee, you’ll help Lizzy distribute medicine and bone broth until Florenia’s bread is ready, and then you can help pass that out. You’ll do water runs too. I can help with that part, since the buckets will probably be pretty heavy. I’ll also keep making my way around the village and meet everyone and see how they’re doing. I’ll report back to you with numbers and observations, Florenia, so that you can store the information in your memory until you get a chance to write it down.” 
 
    “That sounds like an awful lot of tasks for you to handle at once, Qaar’endoth,” Maire remarked. 
 
    “Well, my… twin will help,” I said. I was almost back from the pit with Ed by now. “So, does the plan make sense to everyone? Any questions about your tasks, or any ideas that you want to add?” 
 
    “Perhaps even if it isn’t practical to make bread that way for the whole village, we could use Florenia’s preferred recipe for our bread?” Willobee suggested hopefully. “It sounds much more delicious.” 
 
    I glared at him and looked around the group. “Any other questions?” 
 
    “Your plan makes sense, mostly,” Elodette said. “But it’s silly to waste centaur medicines intended for coughs on humans suffering from the plague. They’ll just die with soothed throats and clearer sinuses.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I admitted. “And if all we can give them is a little more comfort, then that’s what we’ll do. But look at Maire here. Look at Ed. They survived. So we know it’s at least possible for some small percentage, and we should do everything we can to increase their odds.” 
 
    “As long as they stop killing kittens,” Ilandere qualified. 
 
    “Princess, are you going to put that cat down so we can start making ourselves useful?” Elodette asked rhetorically. I had noticed that the handmaiden always tried to avoid issuing commands to her princess, but found other ways to try to influence Ilandere, and even though she might have the final say in their relationship, Ilandere was so sweet and eager to please that it usually worked. 
 
    Like now. “All right, but only because Vander needs us to,” Ilandere said reluctantly as she gently placed the orange furball she’d been cuddling the whole time on the ground. “Be safe, little kitty.” 
 
    Florenia took that as her cue to release her little orange companion too. Most of the other kittens had already scattered by then. I didn’t know much about cats, and these ones looked very young, but I hoped they were big and strong enough to survive or at least find their way to another owner who would care for them. 
 
    Elodette knelt and invited Florenia to climb on her back. “Come with us and get your writing tools, then you can walk back and start baking,” the black centaur told her. 
 
    Florenia blew me a kiss. Then she mounted up and rode off with the two centaurs. 
 
    That left me, Lizzy, Willobee, and Maire. 
 
    “What would you like me to do, Qaar’endoth?” Maire asked me. 
 
    “Well, I’m not in charge of you and Ed,” I said. “But I was hoping that you’d be willing to keep doing exactly what you’ve been doing, which is checking huts for bodies and making sure that there aren’t any left in the village to become ghasts at night. I was thinking we could keep bringing them over to the same pit to keep the burial site as contained as possible, and Willobee could deal with them before dark.” 
 
    “Of course,” she agreed. “The process will be much easier now that we don’t have to burn them.” 
 
    “Another thing,” I said. “You two know the people of Ferndale, and they know you. The more reasonable ones must have respect for both of you.” 
 
    She sighed. “Maybe, but if that’s your definition, then there aren’t very many who are reasonable. Most of them are Hakmut’s creatures, which is really to say that they were brainwashed by Father Norrell. And they just associate the two of us with the plague because of our scars and think we’re cursed somehow, or think we’re not as cursed as everyone else since we survived and hate us for that too.” 
 
    “I’m really sorry about that, Maire,” I said sincerely. “It’s not fair for them to think that way. But I’m hoping now that Father Norrell’s gone, and once the plague situation starts improving, that they’ll understand how much you two have done to help them and be grateful for everything. For now, don’t talk to anyone you don’t want to talk to any more than necessary to just check their huts for corpses. But if you think someone might be more receptive to listening, then talk to them. They don’t know me and my friends. We’re strangers and freaks to them, like Polly said, so they won’t like doing as we tell them just because they’re scared of me or Lizzy. But if you explain our plan to stop the ghasts and stop the plague from spreading, then maybe they’ll be more willing to cooperate with it.” 
 
    “Of course,” Maire nodded. “I don’t really have friends here anymore… but acquaintances at least who know I’m not the sort to lie to them. I’ll explain as much as I can to everyone who will listen so they’ll feel better about being trapped in their huts all day.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    “The slime worked!” Ed shouted excitedly as he and I approached us. 
 
    “I know, dear,” Maire said sweetly. 
 
    “But how would you… ” Ed started to ask, then evidently decided not to give her the satisfaction. “Well, great! What’s next, Vander?” 
 
    “He’s already explained our task to me,” Maire answered. “The usual, with a side of diplomacy. Come on, I’ll tell you.” 
 
    The couple headed back to the huts arm-in-arm, while one of me accompanied Lizzy, and the other accompanied Willobee. It was time to set my plan into motion. I loved seeing what we could accomplish when my highly unlikely alliance of the faithless all worked together as a team. Of course I didn’t want innocent people to suffer and die of the plague, or get eaten by their dead relatives... but a slightly fucked-up part of me kind of enjoyed how ugly Ferndale’s problems had turned out to be, since that meant I would get more satisfaction out of solving them. Maybe the oracle had in fact sent just the right people to the right place at the right time. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    I brought Lizzy to both wells along with Willobee and me because I wanted her to use her wolfish sense of smell that even her pretty little human nose retained to ensure that we weren’t providing the villagers with contaminated water. As it turned out, her presence hadn’t been necessary. 
 
    The north well was fine, and we all refilled our own waterskins there. But when we reached the south well and cranked the bucket up, there was a dead rat floating in it. 
 
    Lizzy plucked it out by the long pink tail and all four of us stared at it. The rat was half bald, and the skin that was visible through its dark mangy fur was of a purplish gray hue and covered in black pustules, a few of which oozed puss. 
 
    “…  Er. It doesn’t look like drowning was the primary cause of death here, does it?” I asked glumly. “We’ll make all our water runs from the north well, and we’ll warn all the villagers about the corruption of this well in case any of the healthy ones try to draw their own water.” 
 
    Lizzy wound the dead rat’s tail through the rope tied around the crank from which the bucket hung, so that it dangled there, reminiscent of a corpse adorning a gallows for the edification of passersby. “There’s a warning then,” she said. “Them that ignores it has no need to breed more dumb whelps, in my opinion.” 
 
    “All right, well, we’ll pass on the word verbally as well when we go visiting huts,” I said. “And, we have to tell everyone the new rule about cats too, so they don’t all get shot dead by Elodette before the plague even has a chance to finish them off. Now, Willobee, why don’t you and I head back to the north well and start distributing water, so the sick won’t need to come out of their huts. And Lizzy, why don’t we start hunting down some bread ingredients?” 
 
    I remembered that the gnome’s initial preference when we arrived in Ferndale was to avoid interacting with live villagers in favor of dealing with only the dead ones, but I guess the level of hostility we experienced from the dead ones had probably changed his mind about that. And Willobee really was a social creature at heart. So I wasn’t that surprised when he began to enjoy the water-distributing task despite himself. 
 
    Even if they didn’t necessarily like or trust us, the villagers had heard enough rumors about me and my friends by now that they were either impressed enough to want to see us in person or too afraid to refuse us entry to their homes. And once we entered and poured water into whatever vessels they had available, Willobee started barraging them with conversation. 
 
    “I am Willobee of Clan Benniwumporgan,” he always announced first, “and this is my valiant master, Qaar’endoth the Unvanquished, destroyer of the malevolent, defender of the innocent, and perpetual seducer of women.” 
 
    I tried to convince him to omit that last part, since I felt like it struck kind of the wrong tone in relation to my current objectives in the village, but then in the next few huts he just started using synonyms that were far more obscene, so I gave up and allowed it to become one of my epithets. 
 
    The villagers stared at me with various combinations of fascination, admiration, and fear, but Willobee himself attracted his own share of their attention. After all, they were simple farmers who had probably never seen anyone as expensively dressed as Willobee, apart from members of their baron’s household, or heard anyone as eloquently spoken, and with some of them, these factors elicited an air of deference that the gnome drank up as eagerly as honey mead. Others smiled and repressed laughter in response to his peculiar appearance, with his diminutive stature, round knobby features, glowing eyes, and lavender hair, and instead of becoming offended, Willobee seemed to interpret any traces of hilarity as signs that his presence inspired happiness. 
 
    He tried many different tactics to win over the villagers to our cause, with mixed results. 
 
    “Do you know who saved you from all the ghasts that tried to rise last night?” he asked one elderly couple. Neither of them were sick, but they had lost children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren to the plague over the course of the last month. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” the great-grandmother replied. “Hakmut protected us.” 
 
    “No, no, Hakmut is dead!” Willobee retorted indignantly. He pointed at me. “My brave master slew him. And all those ghasts too!” 
 
    The elderly woman burst into tears. “How could you say such a terrible thing? In spite of everything, I know Hakmut has not abandoned us.” 
 
    “Get out!” roared her even more elderly husband. “And take your diabolical water with you, you bloody heretics!” 
 
    With a burst of exertion that made me fear for his frail bones, he kicked over the wooden jug that we had just filled from our bucket for them and caused the water to spill across their dirt floor. 
 
    We beat a hasty retreat. I knew anything Willobee tried to say to repair their opinion of us would probably just inadvertently make matters worse, and if they became too upset, they looked like they might suffer spontaneous brain bleeds and die. 
 
    A few huts later, Willobee tried a similar line of conversation, but as soon as he asked the young father of a family with two healthy children and one sick baby whether they knew who had saved them from twenty-five ghasts, the father demanded, “Ghasts? What ghasts? Ed said there wouldn’t be no more ghasts as long as we let him carry on his desecratin’ tactics!” 
 
    “Er, well, Ed helped us put them down, so they wouldn’t have a chance to harm any of you,” Willobee croaked as he realized he had miscalculated. Ed and Willobee still weren’t each other’s favorite people after their disastrous first meeting, but the gnome respected the fact that Ed was working as a member of our team for now, and I knew he hadn’t had any intention of turning Ferndale against one of our only two village allies. 
 
    “So they rose again?” the father snarled. “Never again, Ed promised, and we let him take the bodies! Instead of giving them proper burials! In violation of Hakmut’s law! All so there wouldn’t be no more ghasts. And now you’re telling me they coulda come knocking at my door last night, and I would’ve opened it thinking it must be a human, since Ed swore no more ghasts? That lying pox-cursed bastard! I’ll have his head.” 
 
    “Carl, there was no ghast attack last night,” his wife tried to calm him down. “We’re all safe. You’ll wake Rosie if you keep shouting, and this is the first peaceful sleep she’s had in days.” Tears ran down the woman’s gaunt face as she gazed down on the pustuled infant in her cradle. 
 
    But those unfortunate incidents were in the minority. For the most part, the villagers were too shy to speak much at all to us beyond one or two-word answers to our questions, and they tended to address both of us as “my lord.” Willobee was dressed like a lord, albeit an unusually short and eccentric one, but I certainly was not in my scuffed and torn leather uniform, so I guessed they must either believe I was a god, or some kind of crazy warrior nobleman.  
 
    Almost everyone thanked us for the water, and most of them did not object to staying in their huts once they understood that we would be bringing them food and whatever else their families needed. Some of them, the women especially, even smiled at us. I knew this village had been under the sway of Father Norrell for a while, but I didn’t think it would be hard to show them that I would treat them much better than their former god and his priest had. 
 
    Right after Willobee and I visited the last of the huts, a black cat ran across our path, pounced on a rat that I hadn’t noticed in the shadow of a hut’s wall, and tore its head off. As I noticed that the rat’s headless body was balding and pustuled like that of the one we had found in the well, I decided that this sighting was a very positive omen indeed. The cat glanced at me and Willobee without much interest, seemed to decide that we were not a threat, and turned its attention back to its meal. Ed and Maire hadn’t mentioned anything about cats catching the plague, or about plague-ridden animals coming back as ghasts, so I hoped we wouldn’t have to worry about those possibilities. 
 
    In the meantime, Lizzy and I had assembled all the bread ingredients we needed, either by scavenging through abandoned dwellings that she said did not smell like plague, or by soliciting contributions from villagers who had only one or two of the necessary ingredients in their possession, but not all of them, and promising to bring them bread in return. Not only could I not have located all the ingredients by smell without Lizzy, I also would never have been able to tell which were safe to eat.  
 
    Her only faults as a partner in this particular task were her tendency to get distracted by the scents of other food items unrelated to bread-baking, and her repeated requests whenever we discovered a cellar with home-brewed ale that had been missed by previous looters for us to “refresh our spirits a little” by drinking it together. Her mood was, all in all, inappropriately frisky under the circumstances, but I was as appreciative of her as I was annoyed by all the small ways in which she kept distracting me from the grim sights, smells, and consequences of the plague. 
 
    After both our respective tasks had been completed and the four of us reunited, I accompanied Lizzy and Willobee to check up on the centaurs and start bringing back any medicines they had ready. 
 
    I also stayed behind to wait for Florenia, who arrived in the village soon after that with her stash of writing materials and greeted me with a kiss. Her tongue flicked mine, and she bit my lip as our mouths parted. I wasn’t going to let her fall asleep early tonight. 
 
    I showed Florenia the communal ovens where the village baking was done, and she tutted over all the ways in which their clay construction was inferior to that of the ovens at Nillibet’s temple. She admitted that she had no idea how they compared to the ovens at her father’s ducal palace, since she had never stepped foot in any kitchen until she was forced into the life of a vestal. 
 
    “All right, but will they function?” I asked. “Can you use them to bake bread, if I fire them for you?” 
 
    She laughed and replied, “Qaar’endoth, I can fire them myself. The elder vestals forced me to get my hands sooty first thing when I got to Nillibet’s temple.” 
 
    I went and fetched the driest wood that I could find among the nearest trees, and then Florenia and I fired both ovens together. 
 
    Then we washed our hands using the lye soap that Lizzy and I had found during our search for bread ingredients, and the ex-vestal proceeded to instruct me in the finer points of the art of baking bread. As Florenia corrected me on the order in which I added ingredients, or the proportions in which I combined them, or the speed and amount of force with which I mixed or kneaded them, I began to feel a lot like the way I had when Elodette was coaching me in archery. Except of course that unlike the stern centaur, Florenia was sweet, patient, and highly physically affectionate. Also, I had to admit that I wasn’t quite as committed to improving my baking skills as I was to improving my archery skills. But I tried hard to be a useful baking assistant to Florenia this once and to help her produce results that would be palatable to the people of Ferndale. 
 
    “Nillibet’s vestals were wrong about a lot of things, but they did teach me a few things,” she remarked. “And one of them was that giving strangers something truly delicious to eat is a much surer way to make friends of them than any number of flowery words.”   
 
    “… Does rye bread qualify as ‘something truly delicious’?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    “According to Nillibet’s vestals, or anyone who would be deemed worthy of dining at my father’s table?” Florenia replied. “No. Not even close. It would be used as a trencher. But it’s all these people have, and I guarantee you I can bake superior loaves to theirs with the same ingredients.” 
 
    When we had finished shaping our first batch of loaves, we cleared out all the kindling from the ovens, slid the lumps of dough into the heated spaces left behind, and covered the openings with the bricks that were kept by the ovens for that purpose. 
 
    As the bread baked, Florenia took out a stack of broad, flat leaves, a couple of sharpened quills, and dark berry juice in a stoppered vial from Elodette’s packs. Together we started compiling a list of all the inhabitants of Ferndale, grouped by hut, and marked as either healthy, which was a relative term around here, infected with the plague, or deceased. Ferndale had exactly thirty-nine huts, but only about thirty of them were still occupied. As best as I could remember, I provided Florenia with the names and approximate ages of the villagers I had met yesterday and that morning as well as their health statuses. I didn’t know what information might end up being relevant later. Besides, even if the plague didn’t follow any notable demographic patterns, people tended to like and trust you more if you showed them that you cared enough to remember their names. While Florenia transcribed my report, I dipped another of her quills and used it to start sketching a map of the village. 
 
    While we were occupied in that way, Lizzy, Willobee, and I returned from the centaurs’ makeshift pharmacy bearing cauldrons of bone broth and sneezeweed tea. By the time we were done passing it out to the sick, Florenia’s loaves of superior rye bread had finished baking. The she-wolf, the gnome, and I started handing those out next, while I helped Florenia fire up the ovens again for the next batch. 
 
    Once we had provided every family with a loaf, my team paused in our labors for a midday meal together. Florenia’s bread was indeed the most delicious I had ever tasted. Although the available grain had made it coarser than the fine white bread I was accustomed to eating at the temple, I found that I actually enjoyed the hearty texture. But maybe that was just because it was fresh and warm, and I hadn’t eaten any bread that wasn’t stale since the inn where Willobee had won Ilandere at the gambling table. 
 
    “After this, I shall hunt some more game for the villagers while the Princess continues making broth and tea on her own,” Elodette announced. 
 
    “Don’t these woods belong to the baron?” Florenia asked. “I know we’ve hunted in them a few times for ourselves, but wouldn’t it be a lot more noticeable if we started taking enough game to feed an entire village?” 
 
    I hadn’t thought of that at all. I didn’t know very much about how secular land ownership laws worked. All I had known was that my temple and the surrounding lands belonged to Qaar’endoth. I’d never heard of anyone outside of the order attempting to hunt there, but I guess it was true that that probably wouldn’t have turned out well for the poacher. 
 
    “We’ll just chuck all the bones and incriminating bits in the pit with the corpses and dissolve them with barf,” Lizzy said. “That’s how the sheriffs always get you, by the leftover animal bits. Weren’t never a problem for me and my crews as long as they didn’t come for us before dark anyway.” 
 
    “How can a human own an animal that he has neither tamed nor killed?” Elodette demanded. “That doesn’t make any sense. The deer in these woods, they wouldn’t recognize Lord Kiernan if they saw him, would they? And he wouldn’t recognize an individual among their number?” 
 
    “Be that as it may, we’ll do it Lizzy’s way to avoid any unnecessary quarrels with the baron,” I decided. “Thanks for volunteering to help get the villagers more nourishment, Elodette.” 
 
    “The other way the sheriffs could get you is if your neighbors ratted you out,” Lizzy continued. “So you’d better let me deliver the steaks. I’ll make sure these farmers understand that it wouldn’t bother me none to make steaks of them, pox or no, if they got it into their thick skulls to sing a song to the baron.” 
 
    “No, no,” I said quickly. “They need to be terrorized out of interacting with each other and catching the plague or spreading it to others. They don’t need to be terrorized out of enjoying perfectly good steak. Just tell them that if the baron finds out and gets upset, send him to me, and we’ll sort it out.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, Qaar’endoth,” Florenia purred. “You should kill the baron and claim his lands. You would be a much worthier ruler.” 
 
    “What?” I sputtered. “No! That’s not what I meant. That’s not what I’m trying to do here. I don’t have any problem with Lord Kiernan.” 
 
    “Hmm, all right, I suppose a minor barony with only two villages would be beneath you,” Florenia conceded. “But it’s not like you’d have to just stop at the one. This wouldn’t be your permanent seat. You could install a vassal here and then continue your quest for world domination. I would rather enjoy being a queen.” 
 
    “Ahhh, my goal isn’t really world dom--” 
 
    “Just consider it, my love,” she interrupted. “The nobility is so useless. The citizens of each country would flourish under your divine leadership.” 
 
    I groaned. “Is that how aristocrats think about each other? That they are useless?” 
 
    “Well, you can continue to make copies of yourself, correct?” Florenia said as she raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “They aren’t copies,” I corrected. “They are me. They are extensions of my mind and body.” 
 
    “Yes, even better,” she cooed. “Then you could rule over every town, city, and kingdom. Would that not be wonderful?” 
 
    “First, we should deal with this village,” I chuckled, but the beautiful woman’s words did make me think.  
 
    Despite the bloodthirsty impulses of my female companions, the rest of the day went relatively smoothly. I lost count of how many trips both my selves made back and forth between Ilandere’s medicine station, which also slowly included Elodette’s steak-roasting station, Florenia’s oven station, the north well, the burial pit, and the thirty occupied huts. Lizzy and Willobee followed mostly the same routes I did, but Willobee also returned to Hakmut’s temple periodically to care for his beloved ponies. 
 
    By evening, people were already responding to our knocks at their doors more promptly and with warmer greetings. They had started to associate us with food, water, and medicine as well as with engaging conversation, pretty faces, and a distraction from their woes. And I hoped that soon, they would also come to associate us with the recovery of health. 
 
    When my friends and I retired to the blue-painted temple to sleep, we first conferred and agreed on numbers. We believed that there were one hundred and four villagers still living in Ferndale, and Lizzy, whose opinion I trusted most on this particular point, declared that of those hundred and four, nineteen were infected with the plague. 
 
    “I can morph now if I want to,” Lizzy announced once we had reviewed the numbers and our plans for tomorrow. “So, should we go patrol for ghasts, Vander?” 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed, and one of my bodies left with the wolf-girl while the other stayed behind to watch over Florenia, Willobee, the centaurs, and the ponies. 
 
    Lizzy and I strolled down the dim paths of Ferndale leading between its huts. There wasn’t another soul in sight. Everything seemed quiet and still. It would have seemed like a peaceful village, at least for someone who had not witnessed the events of the last two days. 
 
    Even my she-wolf was uncharacteristically quiet as she tuned in all her senses to our surroundings. I had expected her to morph before we left, as she usually did at night, but instead she chose to stay human. I didn’t mind that one bit. There was just enough moonlight to motivate me to fall a step behind her and watch the sway of her hips and the swish of her tail and think about all the barely hidden contents of her surcoat. After about fifteen minutes of companionable silence, when the sky had already darkened past the pitch that it had been when the ghasts started climbing out of their grave the previous night, Lizzy finally spoke. 
 
    “That barn,” she said as she pointed. “I don’t trust it. There could be ghasts in there. We’d better check.” 
 
    The barn did not look particularly sinister to me since it was the same one I’d entered the day before to fetch hay for the ponies. It wasn’t really any different from the other barns scattered across the outskirts of Ferndale. 
 
    “All right,” I agreed with a shrug. 
 
    The interior of the barn was almost pitch black by then, but our inspection did not reveal anything besides hay, a hay loft, a pitchfork, and a few empty stalls for cattle. Maybe Lizzy’s nose could pick up subtler threads, but all I smelled was the musk of cows that had been there recently even if they weren’t there now. 
 
    “Lizzy, I think we’re alone in here,” I said as I glanced around again. 
 
    “I know we are,” she purred. 
 
    Then she tackled me. 
 
    She bore down on me with her full weight, which thankfully was only the weight of a strong and well-endowed human woman, not the weight of a giant wolf. I could feel her breasts resting on my chest even through the thick leather of our matching surcoats, and she clenched her ass as she grinded against my crotch forcefully enough that the bulge of my still fully-clothed erection rubbed a little bit inside her wetness.  
 
    As she attacked my mouth with the same eagerness, I kissed her back and tugged her surcoat up to expose her bursting curves. As soon as it was completely off she forced her arm under my back, locked her legs around me, and executed some kind of wrestling move that flipped me over on top of her. That made it easier for her to get her hands between our bodies and unlace my pants while we continued to kiss. Then she used a combination of one clawed hand and one hind paw to force them down my legs without interrupting our tongues’ exploration of each other’s mouths.  
 
    We only broke the hungry kiss to allow Lizzy to yank my surcoat and tunic over my head. Once I was naked too, I copied her wrestling move and flipped her back on top of me, because I liked the way she had been grinding against me before and wanted to feel the same motion without my pants being in the way. 
 
    Lizzy knelt over me with one forearm supporting her, and her legs splayed wide so that her body hovered just inches above mine as her shaggy mass of hair tickled my face. She took my cock in her free hand and instead of guiding it inside of her right away, she stroked the tip along the length of her parted cleft to tease me with her wetness.  
 
    “Damn,” I groaned. 
 
    “Beg me,” Lizzy commanded as she stroked my tip lightly along her slit again.  
 
    “I don’t beg, woman,” I growled, and then I placed one hand at the base of my shaft to hold it at the right angle and used the other to grab her ass and force her down onto me while I bucked my hips up to meet her at the same time. That quick move got me about halfway in, but it caused Lizzy to scream in ecstasy, and she bore down with her full weight again and rocked her hips until she had worked my cock all the way inside. 
 
    Lizzy’s shaggy hair had fallen over her pretty face so that I couldn’t see it. For a few minutes I watched the undulations of her beautiful body as she rode me and enjoyed the spasms that shook her when I contributed a few moments of rapid, forceful bucking. I couldn’t keep that up for long without bringing us both to the edge of orgasm, and I wanted the she-wolf to keep riding me for a while. So I lay back, clutched the tops of her thighs in my hands, and closed my eyes so I could focus on the pure sensation of my cock being rhythmically massaged by her walls while she panted my name. 
 
    Our pace slowed to a sort of peaceful ebb and flow that allowed us to luxuriate in the sensation of being joined before our climax. I was just getting ready to buck Lizzy again, but she screamed, and my eyes flew open as she leapt off of me, ran for the pitchfork that rested against a wall, and ran back the other way.  
 
    My legs weren’t working very well at the moment, so by the time I managed to stand up, she had already forked a walking corpse that I had never even seen enter the barn into the wall. One tine pierced through the ghast’s neck, but off-center, apparently missing the spinal cord, so that it continued to struggle against the pitchfork attempting to reach Lizzy as it gurgled blood in its throat and gnashed its jaws at her. 
 
    Lizzy stood just out of reach watching for a second. Then when the ghast failed to free itself, she ran back to me and tried to push me back down on the ground again. 
 
    “I was so close, we have to finish,” she hissed. 
 
    My jaw dropped. “But Lizzy…. ” 
 
    “He’s dead, and I don’t give a fuck what he thinks,” she said impatiently. “Please Vander, I need to come so bad, and I need you to fill me.” 
 
    Well, I hadn’t lost my erection, and the quickest way to get around to dealing with the ghast in a responsible manner seemed to be giving Lizzy what she wanted. The ghast had already interrupted our peaceful moment though, so I did not resume our previous position. 
 
    Instead I told Lizzy, “Get down on your hands and knees.” 
 
    Once she had done that, I slid my slick cock into her soaking-wet entrance from behind and went at it full force. The sounds of our bodies slapping together were louder than the groaning and gurgling sounds of the pinned ghast by the door. By going for speed and efficiency instead of a bonding experience like before, I brought her to a shuddering climax and pumped what felt like a bucket of my seed into her within less than a minute. 
 
    “Ahh by the gods. That was fucking great. Or great fucking. Ya always fill me up so good.” Lizzy rolled over on her back and panted while I grabbed one of her discarded daggers and staggered over to the ghast on my practically-useless legs.  
 
    “Terrible timing you fuck,” I scolded him as I carved his head off below the pitchfork tines, so that he couldn’t bite my hand. His body thumped to the ground while his head remained pinned. I wrenched the pitchfork out, knocked the head off it against the wall, and replaced it up against the back wall where it had stood before. 
 
    Lizzy was struck by an uncontrollable fit of giggling. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” I demanded. 
 
    “Not you,” she said and pointed at the ghast lying in two halves by the door. “Him. Probably not what he expected to walk in on huh? But at least he was patient and waited for us to finish.” 
 
    I sighed. “We can slime him or burn him in the morning. He’ll be safe there for the night. But what I want to know is where he came from. Who is still enough of a moron at this point to keep hiding plague corpses from us?” 
 
    “Maybe he just dropped dead out in a field somewheres and no one noticed?” Lizzy suggested. 
 
    “Huh, I don’t even recognize him,” I said as I crouched down to examine the facial features of the severed head. “I thought I’d met pretty much all the villagers here by now. Some reclusive family holed up somewhere nearby or something maybe?” 
 
    As I stood up, Lizzy came up behind me and slid her hand down my stomach to grab my crotch. “He’s not a threat anymore, so who gives a fuck. Let’s just forget about him, hmmm?” 
 
    Her hand was making a very persuasive argument for that course of action, but I sighed and pushed it away. “We have to go make sure there aren’t any others.” 
 
    “Why can’t this village handle its own damn problems,” Lizzy grumbled. 
 
    I started throwing my clothes back on and retrieving my scattered weapons from the floor. 
 
    “Lizzy, if there are more ghasts out there, Ferndale doesn’t have all night,” I said pointedly and looked over to see if she’d made any progress in the getting-dressed department. Two huge green wolf eyes glared back at me in the darkness. Sharp canine teeth shone white as she growled. I sighed. “All right, I’ll carry your shit for you this once, but this isn’t going to be a regular thing.”  
 
    I strapped her weapons to my body, double-layered her surcoat over mine, buckled on her shoulder pauldron, laced on her bracers, and put her skull necklace on my neck.  
 
    When we finally got back out in the streets, they seemed to be perfectly quiet and peaceful. None of the huts appeared to have been broken out of by a ghast after it killed all the inhabitants. Lizzy patrolled as a giant wolf by my side, hackles up, dutifully sniffing the winds in all directions. When we reached another barn, she barked once and pointed at it with her snout. 
 
    “Lizzy, I am not falling for that one again,” I growled. “I really want to fuck you, don’t get me wrong, but right now we have a job to do, people who are depending on us… ” 
 
    Lizzy rocketed off toward the barn. 
 
    I sprinted after her. “Damn it Lizzy--” 
 
    Right before I burst through the barn doors on her heels, I heard a loud, panicked Mooooo and assumed that some hapless cow had been understandably upset by the sudden appearance of a four-hundred-pound wolf. 
 
    Then I got inside and realized that Lizzy was the least of the poor bovine’s worries. There was one living cow that I could see. There were also the strung-out, splattered, inside-out remains of approximately three other cows, and seven or eight dead-eyed ghasts were on their hands and knees like animals shoveling cow flesh into their mouths and tearing it off the bone with their bare teeth. One of them stood up from the feast and staggered toward the intact cow in the corner. 
 
    “Protect the cow!” I yelled to Lizzy. With one leap she cleared ten feet and landed right between the cow and its would-be consumer. She growled and beckoned the ghast on with a wiggle of her claw. I was pretty sure the ghasts didn’t understand hand signals, but they also didn’t understand or didn’t care about the concept of self-destruction, so the cow-craving ghast continued to stagger obediently toward Lizzy. 
 
    Panicked mooing continued to play as the background noise in my ears as I drew two blades and launched myself at the larger group of ghasts in the middle of devouring their beefsteaks. 
 
    Either they had some vague comprehension of my hostile intent, or they just thought I looked like a fresher source of meat than the eviscerated cows, because with an assortment of grunts they paused their meal and stood up en masse to attack me. 
 
    I dodged the fastest one’s groping hands, sliced off his head, and was disappointed by the complete and utter lack of a consequent geyser of blood. In some ways, killing dead enemies just wasn’t as much fun. 
 
    The next one had an unusually toughly corded neck, such that my blade got stuck halfway through, and I had to kick him aside in order to deal with his companions first. 
 
    One sneaky bastard managed to belly-crawl over to me while I was otherwise engaged and used a cow corpse as cover in such a way that I didn’t notice him until his bony rotting hands locked around my ankle. Then just before he could chomp down on my calf, I used my free foot to stomp his skull to the ground. It cracked, but his jaws continued gnashing at me, so while keeping his skull pinned in place with my foot, I had to perform a precarious balancing act and lean down to sever his spinal cord. 
 
    Then a female ghast was so close at my shoulder that the only way I could think of to avoid getting bitten was to drop my remaining blade, grab the sneaky one’s skull in both hands, and bring it up diagonally over my shoulder to smash her in the face. The female ghast went sprawling on her back, so I dropped the skull, picked my blade back up, pounced on top of her, and cut her head off. 
 
    By the time I had dealt with all seven, I was splattered not only in rotting human innards, but in fresh cow innards.  
 
    Lizzy, meanwhile, watched the whole show while sitting on her haunches. 
 
    Once I had retrieved and sheathed all my blades, I told her, “We can go now. Is the cow alright?” 
 
    Lizzy lowered her head and whined. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I groaned. “You had one job!” 
 
    Lizzy morphed back into her human form, which allowed me to see the cow that had been hidden behind her. It was lying extremely still on the floor with its limbs at awkward angles and its tongue hanging out. 
 
    “I didn’t let no ghasts anywhere near it,” she explained, “but then I tried to gently pat it on the head to comfort it, like, and it just…” 
 
    “Had a heart attack and died,” I sighed. “Okay, I guess that’s not really your fault, but try to keep in mind that not all prey animals enjoy being patted on the head by giant carnivores? Just, you know, for future reference.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sorry Vander,” Lizzy said in a small voice. A moment later she continued, “But now that it’s dead anyway, I was thinking maybe… ” 
 
    “Yes, yes, you can eat it tomorrow night,” I interrupted. It wouldn’t be all that fresh anymore by tomorrow night, but I knew that wolf-Lizzy didn’t care, and it looked like tonight was going to be busier than I had predicted. “But right now, we have a real problem on our hands.” 
 
    “We do?” Lizzy asked. “If the ghasts are transitioning to a diet of livestock… I mean the farmers ain’t gonna be pleased exactly, but that’s gotta beat eating them and their families?” 
 
    “It’s not just that, although that’s strange too, since Ed and Maire made it sound like the ghasts were only interested in human flesh,” I said. I pointed at the heap of corpses that I had just beheaded. “Look, Lizzy. Not one of them has a buboe or a pustule. Not one.” 
 
    “You mean the ghasts are recovering from the plague, after they’re already dead?” Lizzy asked as she scrunched up her nose in confusion. 
 
    “No, I mean that more ghasts are being created, out of corpses that weren’t even plague victims!” I said. “I don’t know where these came from. I don’t recognize any of their faces either. And some of them are old, practically skeletons. All the plague ghasts rise right away. There’s something else going on here.” 
 
    “Like what?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “We have to go investigate.”
Instead of responding, Lizzy morphed into a grumpy wolf and trotted out of the barn. 
 
    “So where do you think the source of these other ghasts is?” I asked her when we got back outside. “Does any direction smell… er… worse than the others?” 
 
    Lizzy couldn’t talk in her wolf form, but from the frustrated way she kept circling the barn, sniffing around, and racing to seemingly random fences or trees only to race back, I guessed that the answer was no. 
 
    Then after a few minutes, she found a piece of flesh that seemed to have fallen off one of the ghasts that had been inside eating the cows, about thirty feet east of the barn. After that, it was game on. A strand of corpse hair here. The print of a bare foot in a boggy patch of ground there. The feathered remains of a gnawed-on crow elsewhere. Sometimes Lizzy got excited by what just looked to me like patches of ground like any other, but I assumed there were signs there that only her wolf senses could detect. 
 
    Together, the she-wolf and I covered about five miles over the course of the next hour, as we alternated between jogging while trying not to trip over anything in the dark and me waiting while Lizzy sniffed around frantically to figure out where the trail picked up again. Five miles didn’t seem like that far of a distance to either of us, but it occurred to me that most of the people who lived in Ferndale had probably never been that far from their huts. 
 
    At that point, we reached the mouth of a cave. I had already thought that Lizzy and I were moving in almost total darkness, but staring into the blackness of that cave made me realize that the moon was actually doing a pretty decent job of lighting up the woods around us. 
 
    Lizzy crouched low, her hackles bristling, and snarled at the cave until strands of spittle dripped from her maws. 
 
    “Not just the den of some cozily hibernating bears then?” I asked with resignation. 
 
    Lizzy stalked toward the entrance of the cave and looked about as reluctant as I felt. I drew my falchion, since I had left Polliver with my other body guarding my friends back at Hakmut’s temple, and strode ahead of her. I placed my free hand on her warm, shaggy shoulder. That warmth became especially noticeable and especially appreciated as I realized that the inside of the cave was somehow unnaturally colder than the air outside. 
 
    We crept to the back of the cave, which opened into a tunnel which was, thankfully, broad enough to admit even Lizzy’s four hundred pounds. At the end of that tunnel was an intersection between two possible routes, and we proceeded down the choice that Lizzy liked the least. We moved down three more tunnels which I remembered to myself as left, right, left.  
 
    Then, at the next intersection, I didn’t need Lizzy’s reluctant growl to tell me which was the worse of the two options, and which one we were therefore going to take. There was firelight dancing on the walls from the left side, reflected from whatever kind of chamber lay beyond, and I could hear a faint, repetitive scratching sound. 
 
    Inside, I expected to find someone sharpening a blade, but instead, there was a middle-aged man grating away with a spoon at the chain that connected his ankle to a ring on the floor. 
 
    When we entered, he looked up and begged us hoarsely, “Help me. Please help me.” 
 
    Then, we recognized each other at the same time. Terror crossed his face, then a kind of sniveling resignation. 
 
    It was Father Norrell. 
 
    “Hakmut, please, not again,” he sobbed. “Not the burning.” 
 
    He looked like the same watery-blue-eyed, heavy-jowled creature he had been when I first met him. None the worse for wear for having been burnt to a crisp courtesy of Polliver. Except that all of his former arrogance had completely evaporated, but I wasn’t sure if that had more to do with being burnt alive, or with whomever had shackled him in this cave. 
 
    Lizzy morphed into a human woman so that she could snap, “Shut up. Who put you here?” 
 
    Father Norrell uttered a sound of garbled surprise that somewhat resembled a hiccup. 
 
    I grabbed her arm and muttered, “... I think it was Hakmut.” 
 
    “What?” she scoffed. “That useless good-for-nothing bullshit fake god?” 
 
    “That’s what I thought too,” I said quickly. “I thought Hakmut was just a pretext that this guy was using to exert control over the other villagers, but… what if Hakmut does exist, and he’s just a nasty piece of work?” 
 
    “Burn me up again,” Father Norrell said suddenly. “But this time, take the ashes and scatter them, so that even he cannot reassemble them.” 
 
    “... How else do you explain a request like that?” I pointed out to Lizzy. 
 
    “Ah, his brains is just scrambled is all,” she said, but she sounded like she was trying to convince herself rather than me. 
 
    “He’s not supposed to have brains, his brains were incinerated,” I reminded her. “And I sure as hell didn’t put him back together again, did you?” 
 
    “Why does all this god shit have to be so fucked-up and complicated?” Lizzy groaned. “Why can’t you be the only god around?” 
 
    “Please end me... don’t let Hakmut… don’t let him…. ” Father Norrell whimpered incoherently. 
 
    “Why don’t I just end Hakmut instead?” I suggested. 
 
    The pathetic priest started sobbing, whether it was out of terror or gratitude I don’t know. “You c-can’t say that…. ” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. Then I shouted, “Will he hear me?” 
 
    The question echoed through the caves. 
 
    “Please, kill me or at least free me before he comes,” Father Norrell begged. 
 
    “Nah, I think you should stay right there, out of the way, and spectate,” I replied. “It’ll be educational for you.” 
 
    Hakmut wasn’t Thorvinius, of course. But any god who would inflict a plague on the people who worshipped him, and then resurrect them to eat each other alive after they died of it, was a god that I felt the world could do well enough without. Also, Father Norrell was a pretty lousy choice of representative to saddle your people with. 
 
    There were two other openings in the chamber, besides the one that Lizzy and I had come through. I drew my falchion and a long dagger and watched the opening on the left. Lizzy became a giant wolf again and glared furiously at the opening on the right. 
 
    From behind us came a hissing and muttering sound like the chorus of a thousand ghostly tongues. 
 
    We both whipped around. 
 
    My first thought was that Hakmut had probably been resurrected a fair number of times himself. His skin was a papery greenish white. His features were faintly elvish, but instead of appearing preternaturally youthful as I understood that the race of elves tended to do, he appeared shriveled by many unkind centuries. His mouth was collapsing in on itself as if he had lost all of his teeth. His cheeks were sunken, his brow furrowed, the strands of his long white hair as fine as spiderwebs. Beneath the tattered gray robes that shrouded him he seemed to be suffering from some kind of aggressive form of osteoporosis. And his eyes were pure black, like beetles embedded in his dried apple of a face. 
 
    “Where did those other ghasts come from?” I asked him. “Who else’s eternal rest have you been disturbing? And more importantly, are you ready to go to yours?” 
 
    Hakmut clearly enunciated a response while staring straight into my face from five feet away, but I didn’t understand a word of it because it was in some language that I couldn’t even recognize let alone make heads or tails of.  
 
     So I stabbed the fucker in the belly with my falchion. 
 
    He was so dried-out that it was like stabbing paper. His lips parted in silent laughter, which revealed that he had no teeth or tongue. The inside of his mouth was dark like soil, and then before he closed it again I saw a worm rear its head inside. 
 
    Then I almost dropped my falchion as Hakmut’s face went slack, and his entire body weight, which wasn’t much, suddenly slumped groundward. 
 
    Lizzy made a growl that surely had to be intended as the question on both of our minds, “Is he dead?” Neither of us really believed it. 
 
    Hakmut’s voice, the voice of foreign ghosts all crowded into one withered host, came hissing into the air again. But it didn’t emerge from the worm-mouthed great-great-grandpa hanging off the end of my blade like a rag doll. It emerged from Father Norrell who was chained in the corner and clutching his spoon, no longer like a futile means of escape, but like some kind of staff of power. 
 
    Then I had to pull my blade back out and leap backward real fast, because the body I had originally taken for Hakmut’s suddenly sprang back to life and twin stilettos flashed at me in its hands that must have been hidden up its sleeves before. They were of sharpened ivory and looked a lot like filthy, impossibly sharp, six-inch-long fingernails. 
 
    “You can possess any body, and you chose this piece of shit one?” I yelled. 
 
    Hakmut levitated above me, his decrepit body plastered to the low ceiling of the cave, and stabbed down at me maniacally. It took all my dexterity to block his blows and quickly I started to get a crick in my neck from looking up. This was definitely a new angle, and I didn’t like it one bit. I also didn’t like the way he continued hissing a stream of sinister-sounding gibberish down at me from his toothless and tongueless mouth, which gave me an unobstructed view of the worms crawling around inside of it and allowed several of those worms to fall down on my head. 
 
    “Please make it stop, end it, end it, don’t let him do that again,” blubbered Father Norrell, whose teeth were now chattering uncontrollably. That was actually very helpful. It told me that Hakmut could seemingly only possess one body at a time, or he presumably would’ve stayed in both the pathetic priest and the ancient deformed elf in order to taunt and distract me from both directions. And the body had to be a dead or a somehow changed one. Otherwise, nothing would’ve stopped him from possessing Lizzy’s body or my own. That was an unpleasant thought. 
 
    I myself had mixed feelings about the priest. I didn’t have any sympathy for him, after the way he’d treated the villagers like fodder for his deranged master’s fucked-up plague games. But I also realized now that he hadn’t been quite as in control of the situation in Ferndale as I had assumed. He had just been a puppet for this necromancer freak. So, would I have killed him again as readily as I had the first time?  
 
    Probably not, but Lizzy had no such qualms. 
 
    “Don’t let Hak--” Father Norrell gasped out as he stared up at the stiletto-wielding corpse. The giant she-wolf leapt in front of him with a bound that cleared half the cave and removed his balding head with one swipe of her claws.  
 
    Then his robed body collapsed. 
 
    The corpse plastered to the ceiling above me paused in its frenzied efforts to stab me to groan out words that I couldn’t understand in the urgent tone of an incantation. Father Norrell’s chained-up corpse picked his head up and placed it on the stump of his neck, slightly askew, where the muscles and tendons nonetheless proceeded to knit themselves back together before my very eyes. 
 
    With his head placed slightly crooked, Father Norrell’s blank blue eyes regained the gleam of life. “Please,” he croaked. 
 
    I dodged a stiletto stab to the eye and slashed off the arm responsible. I slashed off the other arm. I slashed off both legs. Then I sliced the stumpy package that remained glued to the ceiling straight down the middle so that one half fell on either side of me. 
 
    Father Norrell hissed out a series of horrible guttural inhuman sounds, and the pieces reassembled themselves within the space of a second. 
 
    “Lizzy!” I yelled. The giant wolf looked over at me from beside the chained-up priest. I hoped she would understand exactly what I meant. “Three… two… one!” 
 
    On “one,” I neatly sliced off Hakmut’s straggly-haired dried apple head, at the exact same moment as Lizzy messily chomped off Father Norrell’s. 
 
    Lizzy and I stared at the beheaded corpses of our enemies with anticipation. I noticed that her shaggy tail was slightly tucked between her hind legs. I didn’t feel much better about the situation myself. 
 
    But then I started counting again, in my head this time. One… two… three. Four. Five. Six, seven, eight, niiiiine… teeeeeen. And in a glorious turn of events, absolutely nothing happened. 
 
    Lizzy seemed to have come to the same conclusion. She ran up to me as a naked woman and flung her arms around me in a fierce hug. 
 
    “Thanks Lizzy,” I said. 
 
    “It’s what I’m here for,” she purred. “I definitely deserve a reward of sorts. Hey, wanna fuck?” 
 
    “Here?” I chuckled as I glanced at the nasty cave. 
 
    She cackled with amusement at the expression on my face. “Just kidding! Well, I mean, kinda. All right, all right, this cave is kinda creepy, let’s skedaddle. Should we take his head as a trophy or something? To prove you actually killed Hakmut this time, not just his whiny little bitch priest?” 
 
    “No, I have a better idea,” I said. “But we have to get back to the temple first.” 
 
    She shrugged. “All right. Take me home, Vander.”
“Er, actually,” I said. “You’re going to have to take me home. You know. With your nose and all. Sorry. I’m pretty decent at navigating usually, but we were in a rush, and it was dark….” 
 
    An impatient wolf nose butted me in the chest. I turned around to exit Hakmut’s tunnel system the same way we’d come in. 
 
    It took us less than half an hour to cover the five miles on the way back, now that Lizzy already knew the way by smell. She kept running ahead and having to scamper back when she realized that she’d left me behind. I’m a fast runner for a human, but no human I’ve ever met could keep up with Lizzy in her giant wolf form. 
 
    When the she-wolf and I arrived back at the blue temple, a few of our friends woke up when they heard us come in, since Lizzy trying to be quiet makes about the same amount of noise as a normal person not trying to be quiet. 
 
    “What have you two been up to?” Elodette asked as she rubbed her sleepy eyes. I remembered that we were both probably still covered in hay from the floor of the first barn, although I didn’t know whether the centaur’s eyesight was keen enough for her to be able to tell that in the dark. Her tone of icy disapproval suggested that it might be, though. 
 
    “Fighting ghasts--” I began. 
 
    “And slaying gods,” Lizzy finished. 
 
    “Well, just the one,” I said quickly. 
 
    Elodette seemed shocked into momentary silence, but Florenia murmured in my other self’s arms, “This is barely the beginning, my love. Soon, you shall have another self.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” both my bodies asked at the same time. 
 
    “Oh, you’ll see,” she said, and then she gave me a mischievous wink. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    The next day was just as busy as the first, with much of the same kind of work, except that we were all more used to our roles by then and able to function more smoothly as a unit. Some of the villagers became even more friendly toward us, and others who had initially been wary slowly began to relax their guard, although there were a few, like the elderly couple Willobee had offended the day before with his premature declaration of Hakmut’s death, that refused to accept our help. 
 
    I marked the doors of those three huts with single lines in ash from the ovens so that my team would know not to enter against their wishes. I continued marking huts that contained corpses with X’s so that Ed and Maire would know where their services were needed. And I marked huts that contained sick patients with circles so that Lizzy and Willobee would know where to deliver the centaurs’ medicines. 
 
    The mood overall in the village felt distinctly different than it had when we first arrived. I didn’t know whether it was just the fact that Ferndale had a prescribed plan to follow now, besides just slaughtering cats and getting themselves flogged bloody, or the fact that the merciless god they’d been trying in vain to appease was well and truly dead now along with the priest that had tormented them. But either way, “the clinging vapors of inexorable death and pervasive decay” that Willobee had described had dissipated significantly, even if the plague itself hadn’t yet run its course. 
 
    While I was helping Florenia at the ovens that afternoon, she urged me that my most important task now was claiming Hakmut’s temple for my own, so while we waited for a batch of loaves to bake, I settled down and whittled a little wooden statue about the size of my two fists put together. 
 
    I instinctively carved it in the shape of the winged, faceless and sexless Visitant, since that was the last image of Qaar’endoth that I had seen and the one used at the altar of my home temple. I didn’t have much practice whittling, unlike some of my fellow novices who had been more artistically inclined. But I had certainly learned how to be precise with a blade in other ways, and maybe some of that skill set transferred over, because I didn’t think the finished product looked too shabby. It might not have been worthy of a rendering in onyx, but it was definitely recognizable as Qaar’endoth, and that was what mattered. 
 
    But when I showed it to Florenia, she frowned and shook her head. “It isn’t finished,” she said. “And why the wings? Are they metaphorical or something?” 
 
    “No, this incarnation has wings,” I explained. “The Visitant has no face, if that’s what you mean by not finished.” 
 
    “I don’t know who the Visitant is, but I know that Qaar’endoth has a face,” Florenia insisted stubbornly. “A perfect face. Chiseled and handsome. And, you’ve carved in the abdominal muscles and the hip bones, but no cock? That doesn’t make any sense. Qaar’endoth definitely has a cock. A very large one. This is a terrible prototype.” 
 
    “What’s a proto--” I tried to ask, but the duke’s daughter snatched my dagger out of my hands and then walked off purposefully. 
 
    I considered following, but if we both left then the bread would burn and all our ingredients and hard work would have been wasted, so I shrugged and went to tend to the loaves instead. Eventually Florenia reappeared, and we were so busy that I eventually forgot about the incident. I didn’t forget about creating another self, but I figured I’d have time to worry about me later after I had saved Ferndale. 
 
    That day, fourteen more villagers had died, and Lizzy reported that six more previously healthy ones had begun to smell of the plague. But all six were living with people who were infected, so our quarantine at least seemed to have prevented the plague from spreading to any more healthy huts, and Ed and Maire assured us that these numbers were astonishingly good compared to the numbers of villagers that had been falling ill and dropping dead in the days leading up to our arrival. 
 
    The next day, our third full day spent in Ferndale, something even more wonderful happened. 
 
    I was at the centaurs’ medicine-brewing and steak-roasting station with them when Lizzy came running up. She looked so flustered and out of breath that for a horrible moment I thought the ghasts must have started rising during the day as well as the night. 
 
    Then she exclaimed, “Otis lived!” 
 
    “What?” Elodette asked in confusion. “Who’s Otis?” 
 
    But I immediately remembered the freckled little boy that Lizzy was referring to. He had already been sick with the plague when my friends and I arrived in Ferndale. To be honest I hadn’t even given him much thought since I had assumed it was too late for him, based on his pustuled, clammy, and barely-conscious condition when I first saw him. My main concern had been for his three healthy siblings, whom I hoped would stay that way. I had managed to convince some families to use the vacated huts to separate healthy members from the sick, but not all parents were willing to leave the care of their children to strangers, and not all spouses were willing to leave each other. 
 
    “Otis is fine,” Lizzy panted out. “He doesn’t have the plague anymore. He smells fine. Well, he smells fucking awful actually. But in a sweaty, filthy little boy way, not a plague way.” 
 
    “A plague victim… recovered?” Elodette asked uncertainly. 
 
    “Yes!” Lizzy cried. “Thanks partly to you, horse, that’s why I reckoned you might want to know.” 
 
    Elodette tried to control her expression, but I could tell that the news affected her. Meanwhile Ilandere beside her burst into happy tears. 
 
    Lizzy didn’t really understand the concept of happy tears. She frowned at Ilandere. “What’s the matter, you wanted him to die, horse?” 
 
    “No,” Ilandere blubbered. “I just didn’t think I’d ever be able to help save someone’s life. I’m not a warrior like Vander and Elodette and… and… most of my herd, so I didn’t think I could do that. I’m always the one who needs saving.” 
 
    “Oh,” Lizzy said. “Hmm. Seems to me like a pretty stupid reason to cry.” 
 
    “You’re special because you care about saving people you don’t even know, Ilandere,” I said. “You never even met Otis but you care so much about him. You have a huge heart.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the silvery princess said shyly. 
 
    “That’s not a compliment,” Lizzy said in exasperation. Then she grabbed a cauldron of broth in each hand and headed back to the village. 
 
    An hour or so later when I went looking for Maire to invite her to share a midday meal with my team, I found her eating brown bread that did not look the same as one of Florenia’s loaves. Normally I would never have noticed the difference, but helping Florenia with her baking several times had familiarized me with the exact shades, shapes, and textures that she aimed to produce. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” I asked Maire curiously. 
 
    “Oh, it’s one of the baron’s loaves,” she explained. “His riders dropped a sack of food stores off yesterday, as they do every three days, and I figured I’d take this bread because everyone prefers Florenia’s now. Since I’m not in imminent danger of dying, at least from the plague anyway, so I figured I should let my neighbors enjoy the better bread in case it’s their last.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” I replied. “Well, that is very considerate of you. And Florenia will be very pleased to hear that the village likes her baking.” 
 
    I regretted that I had apparently missed the riders’ arrival while engaged with other tasks. I was curious about this Lord Kiernan, who did seem interested in helping the village in whatever ways he could, while keeping them at arm’s length so as not to endanger his own household. 
 
    In the intervening days before the baron’s next delivery, fewer villagers perished each day, for a total of ten more plague deaths. And another four that were sick, with the nourishment and medicine provided by Florenia and the centaurs, managed to recover as Otis had done. 
 
    Back at the temple, I was used to going to bed exhausted from the combat training and studying for classes, but the work here at Ferndale left me exhausted in completely different ways. I still found more energy than ever each night to make love with either Lizzy, Florenia, or both, which I think was in part because of the plague rather than in spite of it: being surrounded by the ugly pointlessness of all this gruesome, bedridden death made me want to squeeze as much joy as possible out of life and health. 
 
    But on the sixth day, my ability to do that was significantly enhanced. 
 
    While I was in the middle of chopping wood for the ovens, Florenia came up to me and held out the dagger that she’d snatched away from me several days ago with a smug smile on her perfect lips. 
 
    “Er… what did you do, exactly?” I asked her. 
 
    “I facilitated the tertiary manifestation of a divine being,” she replied sweetly. 
 
    “You what?” 
 
    “Come look,” she invited me. 
 
    Florenia led me over to Ed and Maire’s hut. In the yard behind, Ed and Maire were standing together holding hands staring speechlessly at something. Their backs blocked my view, so it wasn’t until Florenia said, “There,” and they leapt aside at the sound of her voice to make way for us that I saw what they had been staring at. 
 
    It was a six-foot-tall life-size statue of… Florenia’s conception of Qaar’endoth. 
 
    Looking at the statue’s face and body was like staring into a mirror, other than the fact that my complexion didn’t look like wood grain.  
 
    “What do you think?” Florenia asked eagerly. 
 
    “It kind of scares me,” I answered honestly. 
 
    “Scares you?” she asked in confusion. 
 
    “Yeah… I don’t know whether that’s me, or this is me,” I admitted as I pointed from the wooden man to myself. 
 
    “I was always praised by my tutors for my fine detail work,” she said with satisfaction. 
 
    “You made this?” I asked her in disbelief. 
 
    “Well, not by myself,” she admitted. “Ed supplied the wood when I asked him, and he cut out the general shape of a person for me to start with, but I was the one who went over every square inch and made it… you.” 
 
    “Don’t look at me, Vander-or-Qaar’endoth, it was all her-- all I done was give her a human-sized blob to work with,” Ed said. “I ain’t ever seen anything like this in all my life.” 
 
    In certain places, the statue featured what most people probably would’ve considered an uncomfortable level of anatomical detail. The kind of details that Ed wasn’t privy to, but Florenia was. 
 
    “Duke’s daughters are taught how to carve statuary?” I asked her incredulously. 
 
    She laughed. “Not exactly, but we are taught how to embroider and paint, and if you extrapolate some of the general principles from those other artistic disciplines, and if you have the chance to observe an experienced woodsman like Ed at work for a few hours before you try it yourself, then it’s really just a simple matter of synthesizing all the theoretical knowledge and applying it in practice with a steady hand. And with love.” 
 
    “You don’t make any sense,” I told her, “but if this doesn’t work, well then either that necromancer freak wasn’t a real god, or I’m not Qaar’endoth.” 
 
    “Shall I have it moved to the temple now then, my lord?” Ed asked brightly. 
 
    “Er, I could probably move it myselves,” I began, since my other self had just finished a water delivery and was already on the way over. 
 
    But Ed ignored me and yelled to two passing youths, “Timmy, Ned, get your fucking arses over here!” 
 
    The village youths lugged my wooden likeness all the way over to Hakmut’s blue-painted temple, which attracted a crowd of curious villagers. My other self also showed up with the rest of my team, who wouldn’t have missed this moment for the world. I just hoped it really would be the moment we were all waiting for, and that I wouldn’t disappoint everyone. 
 
    When they placed my wooden self behind the altar, to preside over the temple, I felt it in my gut. I knew that I could do it. 
 
    The assembled audience looked around eagerly for a third Qaar’endoth as I walked up to the altar in order to move my sending radius where I wanted it. 
 
    Then, I stepped out from behind the statue that had, in a weird way, given birth to me, and the room erupted in cheers. 
 
    My three selves were the most awkward and bewildered people in the whole temple. I couldn’t count how many times I’d stared myself in the face, but I’d never seen two of me before. I guessed that it probably felt just as weird to me as it would feel to a non-order member to suddenly encounter his or her clone. 
 
    When I couldn’t handle looking at myself anymore, I started looking at my surroundings instead, out of three pairs of eyes this time. 
 
    “I can see North, East, and South at the same time,” I whispered as my brain spun with my new powers. Or perhaps it was brains, since I was now all three of me, and they all enveloped Florenia in a crushing hug. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered in her left ear, her right ear, and at the top of her head. 
 
    “I didn’t kill Hakmut, my lord, you did,” she replied. 
 
    “Lizzy killed him just as much as I did,” I said, “and you made it worth my while.” 
 
    She smiled and bumped her hip against one of my crotches in a suggestive way that aroused a reaction three times over. “I know you’ll make learning how to carve worth mine.” 
 
    “I promise,” I whispered, while another of my selves went to scoop Lizzy up in a hug, and my third self went to thank Ed for his role and graciously accept the other villagers’ congratulations. 
 
    Then finally, the next day, which was the seventh my team had spent in Ferndale, Lizzy declared all the surviving villagers plague-free. The village itself, of course, was very far from being plague-free, so we organized a huge bonfire in a field that was a safe distance from the huts and brought over all the contaminated bedding, dishware, and other objects to be burnt. It was a celebratory bonfire in some ways since the plague had been defeated, but not a joyful one considering how many lives it had destroyed first. As the household objects burned the plumes of smoke that went up made me think of the ghosts of those who had used them. 
 
    Then, my morbid thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of two riders at the edge of the village where one of my selves was patrolling with Ed. It was immediately obvious that neither of them were villagers. Their horses were of noble quality, with matching chestnut pelts as glossy as Florenia’s tresses, and decked out in silver and violet livery. The riders themselves were two bearded men built like warriors wearing livery in the same colors as their mounts, and they also wore swords at their belts. One was blond and the other was brown-haired. The brown-haired one held aloft a violet banner that had a stag embroidered upon it in silver thread. 
 
    “Lord Kiernan sends his greetings to the villagers of Ferndale,” the banner-bearer shouted. 
 
    His blond companion deposited a large sack on the ground and announced, “Within you will find more sustenance from the baron’s own kitchens. The baron and his family pray daily for your salvation. We will return with more food in three days.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said as I walked up to them with Ed. “Will you please bring new bedding and dishware as well?” 
 
    “Stay back,” blondie shouted as his hand went to the hilt of his sword. 
 
    “I don’t have the plague,” I told him. “No one here does anymore. Except for a lot of the household objects.” 
 
    “Who are you?” the banner-bearer demanded. He squinted at me clearly thinking that he’d never seen me before and I didn’t look like I belonged in Ferndale. 
 
    “He is Ferndale’s savior,” Ed answered for me. 
 
    The half of the villagers who weren’t spectating the bonfire in the nearby field were outside on the paths behind me so that Lizzy, Willobee, and I, as well as Ed, Maire, and the other five plague survivors, could clear out their huts of objects that were likely to be infected. They started to shift closer, attracted by the conversation with the baron’s riders, which clearly made the two men extremely nervous. 
 
    “No one here is sick anymore,” Maire assured them as she stepped out from the crowd. 
 
    Having seen what the plague could do, I couldn’t really blame the two men for not looking all that reassured by her statement. 
 
    “How could you know that?” one of them demanded. 
 
    “My nose,” Lizzy said as she sashayed up beside me. The baron’s men stared at her wolfish ears, hind paws, tail, and probably some other parts too. If they’d had any doubt about whether or not I belonged in Ferndale, there wasn’t really any source of doubt about Lizzy being foreign to these parts. “I can smell the little specks of plague on anyone and anything that has ‘em. And I can smell the fear on both of you.” 
 
    Willobee and the centaurs were over at the bonfire with one of me, but Florenia was in the village with me, and she came up to my side as well. The men’s eyes widened farther at the sight of her. The duke’s daughter didn’t have any non-human blood in her, but her extreme beauty in and of itself made her something of an exotic spectacle, and she would have been hard to miss even if she were covered in peasants’ clothing, but as it was she was robed in a pale pink color that did not appear anywhere else in Ferndale except for on Ilandere’s blouse. 
 
    “Qaar’endoth has destroyed the wicked priest of Hakmut, corrected the errors of his followers’ ways, and saved them from a fate worse than any ordinary death,” Florenia announced. 
 
    “Wait-- you mean Father Norrell’s dead?” the brown-haired banner-bearer asked. 
 
    “Extremely dead,” Florenia replied serenely from my left. 
 
    “Roasted at a mighty high temperature, and then chewed up like old jerky,” Lizzy contributed from my right. 
 
    The blond baron’s man chuckled. “That arrogant shit thought he was lord of this place.” 
 
    His brown-haired companion glared him into silence before turning back to me. “So you claim to have cured the plague, stranger?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I’m not a doctor. I don’t know how to do that. But we helped Ed and Maire here halt the practices that were spreading it to more people, and destroy the plague-infected corpses before they could rise again as ghasts. We also managed to nurse a few people who had the plague through it so they survived. And now no one here carries the disease anymore, so we’re getting rid of their belongings that do.” 
 
    I didn’t mention the necromancer god Lizzy and I had hunted down in his cave. I was going to keep my story simple and reasonable so that hopefully these men wouldn’t be too overwhelmed and would treat me in a simple, reasonable manner too. 
 
    “Lord Kiernan will want to speak to this man,” the blond rider said to his companion. 
 
    “But how do we know he’s telling the truth?” the banner-bearer asked. “What if we brought him back, and ended up infecting the baron’s household with plague?” 
 
    “What could he have to gain from lying about it?” the blond rider replied. “If he were a charlatan trying to get rewarded for curing a plague, you’d think he would’ve advertised his services and collected his price first before making any claims that the village was completely cured.” 
 
    “Maybe he doesn’t know he’s lying, he could just be delusional,” the banner-bearer suggested. 
 
    “I’m right here,” I said in exasperation. This conversation was taking too long, so I re-assimilated the self that was supervising the bonfire, and the self who was carrying some dirty sheets over to contribute. 
 
    My second body appeared on Florenia’s other side and added, “And I’m not delusional.” 
 
    The two men, as well as many of the villagers although most of them had seen me do that before, gasped aloud. 
 
    My third self appeared on Lizzy’s other side and concluded, “And furthermore, if I wanted to infect the baron’s household with plague, there’s nothing you could do to stop me. But I bear him nothing but goodwill. I’d like the chance for a friendly conversation with him to explain the situation here and advise him of the steps that he could take in the future to prevent another plague, as well as help the villagers recover from this one.” 
 
    The brown-haired banner-bearer cleared his throat and said, “Um. Why don’t you gather your belongings and your, er, companions and come with us.” 
 
    So I did.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Lord Kiernan’s baronial castle was made of gray stone with crenellated battlements, two outer wall turrets, a keep, and a drawbridge. 
 
    “Holy fuck what a fancy ass palace,” Lizzy whispered in one of my ears. 
 
    “It’s a bit…provincial, isn’t it,” Florenia whispered in the other. 
 
    “I bet the cellars here are well-stocked indeed,” chortled Willobee. 
 
    Elodette and Ilandere looked around without saying anything, but it seemed to me that they felt a little uncomfortable within the massive stone walls, and I remembered that their herd was nomadic and unused to the confinement of permanent dwelling structures. 
 
    The baron himself, once his men had arranged for Damask and Diamond to be cared for in the stables and had escorted the rest of us into his throne room, elicited equally mixed responses from my friends. 
 
    Lord Kiernan was a slim man probably around fifty years of age, clad in black velvet slashed with violet silk. His face was shrewd with warm brown eyes, and his hair was silver, even his mustache and pointed goatee. 
 
    “You are the men who call yourselves gods?” he inquired of me immediately. 
 
    I was thrice present because I felt that I looked more imposing that way.  
 
    “I am one,” I answered in unison from all three mouths. Whatever my private doubts, I was keeping them to myself in the baron’s presence. He immediately struck me as a proud and calculating leader, and I wasn’t going to earn his respect and confidence by hemming and hawing over the uncertainties of my own identity. 
 
    Lord Kiernan raised an eyebrow. “Or perhaps you are a set of very clever and well-rehearsed triplets.” 
 
    “Can triplets do this?” I asked before re-assimilating and sending my second self out six feet closer to the baron, which halved the distance between us. Then I immediately sent my third self out right in front of him, so that our noses nearly touched. 
 
    He stiffened, but then he smiled. “Well, well. So the rumors are true. I had suspected my spies of delusional hysteria. That is an impressive ability indeed, Vander of Qaar’endoth. But not as impressive at what you accomplished against the plague in Ferndale.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said from all three mouths as I wondered what spies he was referring to. Villagers, I supposed. Ed and Maire knew the most about me, but I trusted them and did not think they would have been reporting to the baron without my knowledge, not that I had anything to hide or would have denied them permission to do so. I hadn’t gotten to know any of the other villagers well enough to guess which ones might have been somehow communicating with the baron. But if anything, this revelation made my job easier, because it meant that the baron already had some evidence provided by his own sources to back up the report that I was about to give him. 
 
    “I don’t really know whether you are a god or not,” Lord Kiernan continued, “but that is really no more than a matter of intellectual curiosity to me. What matters to me is that you certainly played a godlike role in saving a part of my barony. The poorer part to be sure, since my other villages and cities are much more populous and productive, but still, it was no mean feat, and one that my learned physicians utterly failed at prior to your arrival. So I believe a reward is in order.” 
 
    “Oh boy, this is my favorite part of quests,” Willobee exclaimed inappropriately.  
 
    The baron fixed his gaze on the chubby little lavender-haired gnome clad in his signature velvet suit, ostrich feather hat, and chainmail combination, and his expression suggested that Willobee was also an object of intellectual curiosity.  
 
    My first thought had been that Willobee was being uncharacteristically remiss in adapting his personality to the baron’s apparent tastes, but then it occurred to me that maybe the gnome was cleverer than I gave him credit for. Lord Kiernan didn’t necessarily want another person around who acted like a fellow aristocrat, but a buffoonish little creature would probably amuse him and benefit from his lordly indulgence. 
 
    “I shall knight you, Vander of Qaar’endoth,” Lord Kiernan announced. 
 
    Before I could say anything, Florenia said flatly, “No. You shall not.” 
 
    “I… would not require any further services of him in return,” Lord Kiernan assured her, greatly taken aback by her reaction. Being knighted, I knew, was just about the greatest honor a lord could confer upon a commoner in the secular world. Personally, I wouldn’t have minded. I would have been the first member of my order ever knighted, since order members were not permitted to take secular titles, but there were no priests or vestals around to object to it now. And “Sir Vander” had a decent ring to it in my opinion. But Florenia seemed so adamantly opposed to the idea that I decided not to make a fuss over a title that wouldn’t be of any material benefit to me. 
 
    “No, but the act itself would imply that Qaar’endoth were subordinate to you, and that it lay in your power to raise him beyond what he is in his own right,” Florenia replied. “It would be demeaning. Does the steward of a manor award a king the title of chief apple-picker?” 
 
    Lord Kiernan sighed and instead of answering her, asked me, “So, what reward would you like, Vander of Qaar’endoth?” His eyes roamed over Lizzy, Florenia, and both centaurs with an air of dispassionate artistic appreciation. “I would offer you one of my daughters in marriage, but it appears you are already well-endowed with beautiful concubines. I am however willing to grant you Ferndale itself for you to maintain as my vassal. Its taxes would pass to you and your heirs in perpetuity. A suitable hall could be constructed nearby for you and your… friends, or if you prefer, I could provide you all with quarters in my castle.” 
 
    “I didn’t save Ferndale for a reward, I did it because of a prophecy-- ” I began. 
 
    “This is part of fulfilling the prophecy, Vander!” Lizzy interrupted excitedly. “The nice baron here will give you whatever you need to hand Thorvinius’ ass to him on a silver platter.” 
 
    “We need honey mead and gems,” Willobee asserted immediately. 
 
    “I could use a new bow,” Elodette spoke up. 
 
    “I am tired of wearing Nillibetian pink, I would like a new gown more befitting of my station and more becoming to my figure,” Florenia sighed. 
 
    “Be quiet, everyone,” I said. 
 
    “I shall provide gowns for the ladies, and weapons of your choice from the armory… and as much honey mead as you can all drink,” Lord Kiernan said with a smile. “As for gems, all the ones in this household belong to my wife. She wears them as jewelry and would rather not part with them, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Qaar’endoth requires one other service of you,” Florenia announced. 
 
    “I do?” I asked as Lord Kiernan turned his attention to the hazel-eyed duke’s daughter. 
 
    “Yes. You require a magnificent temple to be built with an altar to host your statue,” she explained. 
 
    “Ohhh, actually, that’s a great idea, but it doesn’t need to be magnificent at all,” I corrected her quickly. I didn’t want the silver-haired baron to think I was as greedy as my friends were, and there was no reason for him to beggar himself building a flashy temple when I was pretty sure that basically any building designed and built for the purpose of a temple would do the trick. Hakmut’s wooden village one had worked, after all. It was the principle that counted. A god didn’t count numbers of spires or assess the artistry of mosaic windows. Those were flourishes for human benefit. “Just, ah, something modest, if you don’t think that would be too expensive to build.” 
 
    “That can be arranged,” Lord Kiernan agreed willingly. “I shall need to hire masons to repair the bridges that I destroyed in order to contain the ghasts. I shall have them erect a stone temple within my walls as well. A simple one, but durable. This castle lacks one currently. I am not a religious man myself and have never declared for any god, but I think perhaps my people would find a temple reassuring, and no other god but Qaar’endoth has ever saved one of my villages, as far as I know.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    “You saved my barony. It may not seem like it, but if the plague had spread over the river, everything might have been destroyed,” he replied. “This is my way of thanking you. I am not a man comfortable with being in another’s debt. Now, my servants shall escort you to your rooms, where there will be baths and new clothes available for you before dinner.” 
 
    Ilandere burst into tears. 
 
    Lord Kiernan looked over at the beautiful centaur with concern. 
 
    “She’s just happy,” Lizzy explained as she rolled her spring green eyes. 
 
    When the baron’s servants led us to our chambers, it turned out that he had arranged for a room for the two centaurs to share, a room for my three selves to share, a room for Lizzy and Florenia to share, and a room of Willobee’s own for the gnome. I was so exhausted from our seven days fighting Hakmut’s plague, during which I had barely slept, that one of me just went to crash in Willobee’s room for a nap. 
 
    But as for my other two selves? As soon as the servants left Lizzy came knocking on my door, and one of my selves left the room to go join Florenia. 
 
    Of my room’s furnishings, Lizzy said, “A place like this, it kinda wakes my old thieving instincts, till I remind myself I’m with you now, and I don’t need to do that no more. But any of my old crews would’ve creamed their pants to be let on the inside of this castle, and with no servants even with an eye out neither.” 
 
    Florenia’s remark on the subject was that the room, and the castle in general, were “a wee bit shabby, but serviceable.” She had been careful to withhold any complaints about the living conditions on the road or in the village, which had been many times rougher, but I guess she felt that a fellow aristocrat’s residence was more fair game for judgment, and the baron’s castle seemed to make her instinctively revert to the role of a duke’s daughter. 
 
    The most eye-catching feature in each room, however, was one large copper tub filled with freshly drawn water that was still steaming.   
 
    “It is time for your bath, my lady,” I told Florenia. “Allow me to prepare you.” 
 
    She stood still while I peeled off her layers of vestal’s robes and revealed her willowy golden body with its elegantly proportioned curves. Then I lifted her onto the silk-sheeted bed. She perched on the edge and watched me eagerly. 
 
    “Lie down,” I told her. She settled down on her back, and her breasts rose and fell with her excited breathing. 
 
    “Spread your legs,” I commanded, and she spread her slender legs so that the lips of her sex parted. I knelt between her thighs, hooked my arms behind her knees, and pulled her across the bed toward me to bring her entrance to my mouth. First, I flicked her lightly with my tongue, then I started pushing deeper until she moaned, and her thighs clenched around my head. 
 
    “Qaar’endoth, I want your cock,” she gasped after she came down from her climax. 
 
    I threw all my clothes off as quickly as I could. Then I picked up the quivering woman, carried her over to the tub, and climbed into the steaming water with her. I lowered her onto my lap so that we were both submerged to about waist level, and she braced her hands on the edges of the tub in order to work one leg over to the other side of me so that she could straddle me. The combination of her wetness and the water allowed me to slide into her tightness with relative ease, and she threw her arms around my neck, nibbled at my ear, and pressed her breasts up against my chest to bring every possible inch of us into contact while she rode my cock blissfully. In the water, we were semi-floating, and everything we did felt more graceful and effortless. We did not get out of the tub until the water had grown cold without our noticing. 
 
    Meanwhile in the neighboring room, Lizzy had promptly flung off her own clothes and jumped in the bath. She noticed me staring at her, grinned, and arched her back to thrust out her already extremely prominent breasts. Then she dove fully under the water. While still submerged, she reached up a clawed hand for the little copper ledge protruding from the tub where some soaps and oils had been left in colored glass vials, and with one swipe knocked them all into the tub. None had been stoppered, so the room filled with various floral and herbal perfumes as the contents swirled through the water and the emptied glass vials clinked gently to the bottom of the tub. 
 
    Lizzy burst to the surface coughing.  
 
    “Hell, that’s strong stuff,” she gasped and spat some out of her mouth. Then she plunged back under and through the multi-colored iridescent haze I saw her work her fingers furiously over her scalp and down to the ends of her hair. Her claws appeared to snag on all the tangles, but after a minute of this hair-washing, the crusted knots had either softened themselves out, or she had torn through them. She surfaced again and started rubbing the soapy perfumed water under her arms, and then through the tawny fur on her hind paws. When she had worked her way up her legs to start rubbing the patch of hair between them, she looked at me mischievously, but I was actually equally mesmerized by the sight of her face. 
 
    I had seen Lizzy’s face countless times before of course as we had spent every day together ever since I stopped her from robbing Willobee on the road. Her bright grass-green eyes, her faint freckles, her pert little nose, and her lips with their feral curve were all familiar to me.  
 
    Yet all of these features had always been surrounded by a cloud of shaggy dust-coated light hair. Now that Lizzy’s mane was completely slicked back and had acquired a darker toffee color from the water that soaked it, which left only her long pointed ears standing upright, her features were transformed from being impish and cute into being striking and exotic.  
 
    I realized that her human eyes had a very slight upward slant at the corners, like wolf eyes, that I had never really noticed before. Her tanned skin glistened instead of being matte with dirt as usual, which highlighted her cheekbones and jawline and made all of her features look sharper. My ragged bandit woman suddenly looked more like some kind of mystical queen, and as I stared at her face in awe, she rose up and exposed her full nakedness to me. Then she shook herself like a dog which both splashed and sprayed water all over the baron’s expensive carpets. Then she jumped out and started tracking soggy pawprints across them as she headed for the other side of the room. 
 
    I was painfully erect from watching Lizzy bathe while my other self was licking Florenia in the other room, so I had every intention of grabbing the wolf-girl and throwing her on the bed as soon as she emerged from the tub, but she looked so purposeful that I was curious to see what she would do next. What she did was go to the wardrobe and paw through it until a dark red material caught her eye. She took out that gown, threw it on the bed, and looked at it. 
 
    “Hmm,” she said and reached down to tear the neckline lower with one of her claws. Then she pulled it over her head. The dress had long flared sleeves and a white inset in the middle and was trimmed in silver. Once Lizzy cinched the laces tight across the front, her large round breasts bulged precariously out of it thanks to the lowered neckline, and her slim waistline was clearly outlined. I reflected that this outfit showed off exactly the assets that the ill-fitting leather surcoat had mostly concealed, although it did cover her previously bared legs in exchange. I wished she hadn’t put it on quite yet though. 
 
    “Like it?” Lizzy purred at me. Then she pinched the hem in her fingers and twirled wildly, which exposed her strong legs in their full length and her generous ass. I realized that I didn’t, in fact, need to unlace the elaborate dress to gain access, and I was too impatient to go to the trouble of unlacing it right then. So in response to Lizzy’s question I lifted her on top of a decorative table in a seated position. Then I kicked my pants down to my ankles, hiked Lizzy’s red skirts up over her hips to get them out of the way, and with both of us still half-clothed fucked her so furiously that the wooden table started cracking against the stone wall. 
 
    Several hours later when servants came to summon us all for dinner, I saw that Willobee had removed his chainmail in order to better show off his new violet suit of velvet clothes, similar in style to his old red one. His favorite cap with the ostrich plume, however, he had retained. 
 
    Ilandere and Elodette continued to wear their usual translucent pink blouse and short leather breastplate, respectively. Ilandere explained that the shirts the baron’s servants had left for her had been too large to fit, and Elodette scoffed at the idea of wearing “human” clothes, although her breastplate looked like it was made in a human style  to me. The centaurs were, however, rosy, wet-haired, and gleaming from recent baths, and Ilandere excitedly described the tub that had been brought to their room, which sounded exactly like the two I’d seen, except much larger. I wondered why the baron’s household would even have a need for a tub of those dimensions, but I guessed it was fortunate they did, since it would have broken Ilandere’s heart if she didn’t have the chance to try out a long-awaited bath in this castle. 
 
    Florenia wore a gold dress only a few shades darker than her skin, laced tight across the front like Lizzy’s outlining the shape of her torso. 
 
    When we sat down to dinner with the baron and his family, I realized I was glad that Lord Kiernan hadn’t gone through with his original idea of offering me one of his daughters, since the two of them were only eleven and thirteen years of age. Their names were Lily and Rowena, and they were transparently besotted with me and chattered throughout the whole meal about subjects like the names and personality quirks of their pet birds and the new embroidery techniques their nurse had been teaching them recently. 
 
    Florenia engaged Lord Kiernan in an intense conversation about the political dynamics between the most prominent noble houses in the region which I mostly could not follow at all since I had only been taught about other important temples. His wife, Lady Alice, listened in and smiled and nodded at vaguely appropriate moments, but she contributed so little that I got the sense she didn’t understand much more of their conversation than I did. 
 
    Willobee got progressively drunker on goblet after goblet of what he called the finest honey mead he’d ever tasted, which caused his accounts of his heroic adventures as my indispensable right-hand man to spiral into ever-increasing levels of implausibility. 
 
    Right after Willobee regaled the table with such a compelling description of how we had almost been captured as sex slaves by a vicious school of river sirens that I myself almost forgot that such an event had never occurred, Lord Kiernan exclaimed, “Willobee of Clan Benniwumporgan, you are welcome at my table for as long as you and I both live!” 
 
    “We should stay here forever, Master,” Willobee said to me hopefully. 
 
    “Well, we could use it as a base for now, from which to launch raids on nearby temples and gain more of you, Qaar’endoth,” Florenia suggested. 
 
    “I’m not going to raid the temples of any gods that have done me no wrong,” I said immediately. “That would make me no better than Thorvinius.” 
 
    “Ah, The Devourer,” Lord Kiernan remarked. “Yes, I have heard of him, and the reports are troubling indeed.” 
 
    “You have?” Florenia asked worriedly. “He is not attacking secular strongholds now, is he?” 
 
    “No self-respecting god would,” I replied. “Orders might use the resources of secular strongholds to sustain their members, but gods do not attack mortals that have nothing to do with them. Only other gods, and the mortals that serve those gods. Or their own mortal servants if those servants displease them.” 
 
    “So gods do attack mortals,” Lizzy said huffily. 
 
    “Only as they relate to gods,” I tried to explain. 
 
    “Well, they don’t attack secular strongholds,” Florenia said. I wondered if she had noble friends whose safety concerned her. 
 
    “No, not even Thorvinius that I know of, but my brother-in-law writes to me that three temples bordering his domain have fallen to Thorvinians in the past month, and he had friendly relations with those temples,” Lord Kiernan sighed. “They were critical to the infrastructure of his earldom, not to mention the morale of his subjects.” 
 
    “Where does your brother-in-law live?” I asked. This could be a clue to the whereabouts of Thorvinius’ temple. His slaves were rampaging across the entire countryside, yes, but a concentration of attacks in one particular area meant there was likely to be a concentration of forces there too. 
 
    “Come to my study,” the silver-haired baron invited me as he stood up from his chair. 
 
    “In the middle of dinner, my lord?” Lady Alice objected. 
 
    He smiled at his wife. “This is important to our friends, my dear.” 
 
    “Very important,” I agreed. 
 
    The baron led me and my team to his lavishly appointed study. I re-assimilated into one body so that Lizzy, Florenia, Elodette, and Willobee would have room to stand with me around the vellum map that Lord Kiernan unrolled across his desk for us to look at. 
 
    It was elaborately detailed with terrain features, and the borders of various domains were outlined, and marked with the crests of the houses that held them. Tiny ornamental monsters of every description also frolicked across the landscape-- trolls and goblins in mountainous areas, sandworms in the desert, krakens in the seas, dragons around the borders and wherever else they pleased, and so on and so forth. Absent from this illustration of the Kingdom of Ambria was any notation of temples or gods. It was clearly designed by secular cartographers for the benefit of secular audiences. But that didn’t mean it couldn’t be of use to me. 
 
    Lord Kiernan pointed to an earldom that was practically on the opposite side of the map from his barony. I wasn’t sure how accurately the map was drawn to scale, since it certainly took liberties with the size of the monsters, but it seemed certain that his brother-in-law’s seat lay hundreds if not thousands of miles to the east. I was shocked despite myself. How could Thorvinius’ reach extend so far? How could his supply lines possibly traverse the entire kingdom? 
 
    “Thorvinius must have two temples,” Florenia whispered. “If not more.” 
 
    She was right. I had thought those days were over. Once, only one god had reigned in Ambria. Luma, who had walked the earth in a human incarnation, like me. But that was a thousand years ago. Then his younger brother and rival had been born and started impregnating mortal women with gods and demi-gods faster than a dandelion could spread its seeds. The godly squabbles for power that ensued had prevented any deity from truly dominating the people since, and fewer and fewer had even gained enough worshippers and resources to sustain more than one temple. 
 
    “Well, did your brother-in-law mention the order in which the temples bordering his domain fell?” I asked the baron. “And where were they positioned, exactly?” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly, but he did describe the sequence,” Lord Kiernan replied. “He said the Temple of Dartmus, to the northeast of his earldom, was first… and then the Temple of Arvinius, which sits upon Lake Lortimer, here… and then the Temple of Ayla. That was the greatest blow of all to his people. So, it seemed that Thorvinius’ forces were moving in this general direction, circumventing the earldom itself.” He traced his ruby-ringed finger across the map, around the border of his brother-in-law’s domain, in a vaguely western direction. 
 
    I moved my eyes back over to the side of the map we occupied currently. “Ferndale is here, and Oakdale is here?” I pointed.  
 
    “Yes, just about.” The baron corrected my estimates by just a few millimeters. 
 
    “The Temple of Nillibet would be right around here,” Florenia pointed. “We were moving south…” 
 
     “And the Temple of Qaar’endoth, here.” I stared for a long moment at the completely unmarked spot on the map, beside the mountain range and the forests that I recognized the shape of, where all the friends and teachers of my youth had perished in one night. 
 
    “So, wherever Thorvinius’ seat is resides in the west, he seemed to be moving east from your temple to mine,” Florenia said. 
 
    “Converging on a target in the middle?” Elodette asked. 
 
    “I don’t know about one target in particular, although that’s possible,” I replied. “We’ll have to keep an ear out for whatever other reports we can get while we’re on the road. But it does seem that Thorvinius has multiple bases of operation, that he intends to consume all of Ambria, and that if we leave now, we can meet the bulk of his forces somewhere in the middle.” 
 
    Silence fell over the study. 
 
    Willobee was, predictably, the first to break it. “Can we finish dinner, Master?” he asked plaintively. 
 
    We all laughed. It was great being surrounded by a bunch of beautiful women, but it was also pretty fucking awesome being blessed with the faithful company of a greedy, cowardly, puking-prone, knobby-nosed little gnome. 
 
    “Yes, you will finish dinner,” Lord Kiernan replied. “And you will spend the night here in my hall. And in the morning, I will equip you with all that I have promised and more. The only thing I cannot give you is men. If I were to send my own warriors through the heartland of Ambria, it would look like an invasion to many of my neighbors. Already, the king distrusts my house as overly ambitious. But this Thorvinius is a blight upon the kingdom to both temple and secular strongholds alike, and even if I did not owe you half my barony, it would be my duty as a lord of Ambria to do all in my power to help you defeat him.” 
 
    “All right, everyone, you heard the good baron,” I said. “Let’s go back to the table that we so rudely left, and you’d better eat your fill of quality food before it’s back to stale road crumbs.” 
 
    “I would never permit our team to waste away on stale road crumbs, while rabbits still hop and deer still run in the woods of Ambria,” Elodette said indignantly. I had to turn my face away from her to hide the smile that rose to my mouth at her unconscious use of the word “team.” 
 
    “And tonight, at least two of you shall come to my chamber, before martial matters engage all your selves,” Florenia whispered in my ear. 
 
    Part of me heard her and started envisioning the various delicious possibilities that scenario presented. 
 
    Part of me remained focused on the map and envisioned the chaos that Thorvinius was currently wreaking, and thought of how much more effective I would be against him now that I had another self, and potentially a fourth once Lord Kiernan completed the construction of the temple he had pledged to me. There was no corner of Ambria in which his bloodthirsty slaves would be able to flee my wrath. 
 
    The blood pounded through my veins. I had fulfilled Meline’s prophecy about Ferndale already and begun to fulfill Aurelana’s about creating more vessels and allying the faithless to usher in the age of Qaar’endoth. Vengeance and power were my destiny, and I would not be denied. 
 
      
 
    End of book 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Hey! Thanks for reading God Conqueror. Did you like the book? If so, please leave a nice review here. Thank you so much!  
 
      
 
    So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side. 
 
      
 
    You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now! 
 
      
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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