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 Chapter One 
 
    In the morning, Lord Kiernan proved as good as his word and then some in supplying me and my five companions with food and other supplies for our journey toward the heart of Ambria. His most magnificent gifts were the four mighty destriers for Lizzy and all three of me, and the swift courser for Florenia. As for Willobee, he and Ilandere would not hear of any other riding arrangement than with the gnome on the princess’ back. This being the case, I convinced him to leave his two ponies behind at the baron’s castle in the care of his household. They were hardly warhorses, and I saw no reason to endanger them and slow us down by bringing them on the warpath. Willobee was quite fond of his ponies, but he reluctantly agreed to part with them for the sake of their own comfort and safety. Especially since the baron’s two young daughters already adored them and promised to spoil them rotten. 
 
    “Thank you for your hospitality, Lord Kiernan,” I said to him. “I hope we will all meet again someday.” 
 
    “Of course we will,” the silver-haired baron replied. “Once I build your temple for you, please return and see it.” 
 
    “I will,” I replied. When it came, I would be able to install a statue of Qaar’endoth at the altar, and thereby gain yet another self. Thorvinius the Devourer may have commanded untold thousands of fanatical slaves, ready to slaughter innocents at his behest and he was pretty damn skilled at that job too, but unlike me, Thorvinius could not multiply himself. So, if I kept displacing more gods and making the kinds of friends with deep enough pockets to build new temples of my own, it was inevitable that I would eventually become even more powerful than that mass-murdering tyrant and capable of ripping him back up into tiny little bloody bits of whatever formless chaos that gods were made out of. In the meantime, I was going to use Lord Kiernan’s intel to start tracking my archenemy to the seat, or more likely multiple seats, of his power. 
 
    “But there is just one more thing you must do before you leave for now, Vander of Qaar’endoth,” Lord Kiernan said gravely. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked him quickly. I could feel Lizzy and Florenia getting huffy beside me, and I didn’t want them to be rude to our benefactor. Lizzy, my ferocious she-wolf, didn’t really understand the concept of manners, and Florenia, the elegant daughter of a duke, was extremely sensitive to any perceived challenge to my authority. 
 
    “You must each select a weapon of your choice from my armory,” he replied with a smile. “As we discussed before.” 
 
    Lizzy and Florenia relaxed. Only about half of the members of my party were fighters, but pretty much all of them seemed enthused about the prospect of more presents. 
 
    Elodette, of course, chose the mightiest bow available, which few grown men would have been strong enough to bend. Lizzy generally seemed to have a penchant for daggers, which I supposed felt natural to her since she was used to wielding her wolf claws in a similar fashion, but when we entered the armory, it was an ornate axe that caught her fancy, I suspect partly for the mother-of-pearl inlaid haft. Florenia was the one who chose a dagger, I suspect mostly for the ruby-encrusted pommel. Willobee insisted upon a solid oaken shield that he could barely lift. In addition to that, he was wearing his chainmail again now that we were on the warpath. I felt bad for Ilandere for having to carry all that extra weight. 
 
    As for me, I wasn’t quite sure whether the baron had been counting me as one person based on my single consciousness or as three based on my three identical bodies when he made his offer of one weapon per person, but I didn’t want to seem greedy and tax his generosity even further, so I decided to err on the side of caution by taking less rather than more. 
 
    But Ilandere declined to accept any weapon for herself because she said she couldn’t imagine ever using one to harm someone and urged me to take another weapon in her stead. That allowed me to equip one self with a perfectly matched set of gleaming longswords. Another of my selves bore the Sword of Saint Polliver, which carried a dangerous curse that made its hilt just as lethal as its edge to anyone but me, and my third self made do with the falchion and annoyingly dulled bastard-sword left over from our dwindling looted arsenal. 
 
    After that, we bade Lord Kiernan and his family fond farewells, and rode off while the baron’s daughters sniffled and waved their silken handkerchiefs at us. 
 
    “Er, shouldn’t we be turning left instead of right, Vander?” Lizzy asked the one of me that was riding next to her. “This is back the way we came, not towards where we reckoned Thorvinius’ guys must be heading.” 
 
    “We’re only a few miles from Ferndale, and I think we should drop by and say a proper goodbye to Ed and Maire,” I replied. The two of them had helped us enormously in our efforts to save the rest of their village from succumbing to the horrible plague that a local necromancer god had inflicted upon them. They were good, tough, sensible people. 
 
    “Maybe they’d like to come with us,” Ilandere suggested to the one of me that was closest to her. 
 
    “You heard Ed,” Lizzy replied. “He wouldn’t dream of ditching his village even when it were all poxy and filled with flesh-eating dead, so I don’t guess he’d be itching to go now it ain’t.” 
 
    “They are peasants, and they belong in a place like Ferndale,” Florenia agreed with the self that was beside her. I don’t think she intended to sound cruel, she just had a bit of an elitist streak. Maybe more than a bit. 
 
    When we arrived in Ferndale, the first villager to spot us didn’t say “Hello” or “Good afternoon” or “Hey, good to see you again” or anything normal like that. Instead he fell to his knees and bellowed, “Hail Qaar’endoth!” at the top of his lungs. 
 
    “Hey, hey, you don’t have to do that,” I said quickly as I tried to recall the fellow’s name. “I mean maybe Father Norrell had you doing that for Hakmut, I don’t know, but just ‘Hi’ works fine for me. Todd was it?” 
 
    “Qaar’endoth, my love, you should not reprimand the man for demonstrating the level of respect to which you are properly entitled,” Florenia whispered from her mount beside me. 
 
    “Hakmut was a false god, you are a true god,” Todd replied immediately and sucked more air into his lungs to yell an even louder, “Hail Qaar’endoth!” 
 
    “Hakmut wasn’t exactly a false god, I mean he existed, he just wasn’t very nice,” I muttered helplessly as more villagers started emerging from the paths that wound through Ferndale and from the huts nearby to gather around my party and chorus things like, “Hail Qaar’endoth,” and, “Thanks be to our savior,” and, “May the fourth son of the Fairlands walk among us forever,” and so on and so forth. 
 
    I started to wish we had just snuck in, found Ed and Maire without running into anyone else, and snuck back out again. It wasn’t that I minded being worshipped exactly. It’s just that it felt a little awkward sometimes, since I was new to the experience, and considering I wasn’t quite certain myself yet that I was indeed the human incarnation of the god Qaar’endoth, as the oracle of my fallen temple had prophesied. I didn’t want to deceive anyone. Still, whether or not I was a god, it was true that my team and I had saved these people from a death worse than most, so I figured if this was the way they wanted to express their gratitude, there was no real harm in it. There were too many voices to respond to individually, so I just nodded in three directions and tried to keep a friendly, gracious, and regal expression on all of my faces. 
 
    Then, much to my pleasure and relief, I spotted two familiar scarred faces as they appeared at the edge of the crowd. Squat, sunburnt Ed and his red-haired partner Maire waved happily at all of us instead of bowing or kneeling like the rest. 
 
    Once they had elbowed their way through to us, Maire said to me, “Your temple is being repainted today, Qaar’endoth, to mark the transition of ownership. And the altar is already well supplied with offerings.” 
 
    “Offerings?” I asked. The villagers hadn’t even known I would be coming back after I left the day before with the baron’s men. And it’s not like they had much to spare to give to me. Ferndale wasn’t an easy place to scrape a living out of, although I guess I’d never seen it in its happier, plague-free days, or in the summer when purple wildflowers bloomed. 
 
    “Yeah, a silver spoon or candlestick here and there, some carved beads, a few slaughtered goats,” Maire explained. 
 
    “I never asked anyone to slaughter their goats,” I said in dismay. “Can you get them to, ah… calm down a bit, do you think?” 
 
    “I tried,” she said with a grimace. “I tried to tell them that you’re not that kind of god, you know? But, well, you see how they are.” 
 
    I didn’t think any of the other villagers had even heard our conversation, they were so busy loudly competing against each other to express the most reverence and gratitude. 
 
    “Hey, Vander, it’s great to see you again,” Ed said to me with a grin. “You back for good now? Gonna rule over this place? Well, I know you probably got more important things to do, but maybe just one of you? You’d do a much better job than that prick Father Norrell and that fucked-in-the-head god of his, that’s for damn sure.” 
 
    Ed sounded so hopeful that part of me wanted to be able to stick around and help rebuild Ferndale, but I knew it was going to take a lot more than three of me to defeat Thorvinius. And it might take all three of me just to keep my five companions, two centaurs, an ex-aristocrat, a she-wolf, and a gnome, alive along the way. So I replied, “Well, maybe I would. But I couldn’t do a better job than you will, Ed.” 
 
    “Me?” he mouthed as he pointed his thumb at his chest with an expression of comic astonishment. 
 
    “Yeah, you, you and Maire,” I replied. It wasn’t something I’d planned out beforehand, but the idea felt exactly right as soon as it came out of my mouth. I knew that I could trust my two new friends to use their common sense to keep Ferndale from falling to pieces again in my absence. Besides that, they had been ostracized before my arrival simply for being plague survivors and bearing scars that marked them out as different, contaminated or cursed in the ignorant minds of some. If they had the authority that I, as a presumed god and the savior of Ferndale, could now confer upon them, it should deter their fellow villagers from mistreating them again. 
 
    I held up all three of my hands simultaneously for silence, and the dozens of villagers who surrounded us immediately fell silent as snowflakes. 
 
    “Hear me, Ferndale,” I shouted. “I will return one day, but I cannot stay now. Hakmut and his plague are gone, but there are a lot of threats still facing the rest of the kingdom that need to be dealt with. But in my absence, you will not be alone. You will not be without guidance. I am appointing Ed and Maire here as my representatives in Ferndale. They will govern you with kindness, wisdom, and fairness. You will obey them as you would obey me. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Qaar’endoth,” the villagers chorused. Some of them sounded a bit less than enthusiastic, but some of them bowed to Ed and Maire as they had bowed to me. I didn’t imagine it was going to be a seamless transition, but I knew that with the weight of my authority attached to them, Ed and Maire would be able to rise to the challenge. And I knew there was nothing Ed cared about more than doing his best for Ferndale, even though his life there had been far from easy, and nothing Maire cared about more than making Ed happy. 
 
    “Qaar’endoth, they have no governing experience,” Florenia whispered to me. 
 
    “She’s right, we don’t,” Maire said anxiously. 
 
    “Neither did I, a couple weeks ago,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Just do whatever I’d do,” Lizzy told Maire cheerfully. 
 
    “Er,” I said. “Maybe not, you know, exactly what she would do, in every circumstance… ” 
 
    Maire laughed and put her arm through Ed’s. “We won’t do exactly what Lizzy would do, Vander. And we can’t do exactly what you would do. But I swear to you, we will do our best by Ferndale, and we will make sure your temple and your statue are looked after.” 
 
    Her mention of the temple and statue gave me an idea about how to solidify their status a bit more. 
 
    I pointed at the couple with three arms and shouted with three voices, “All hail the high priest and priestess of Qaar’endoth!” 
 
    Strangely enough, the villagers actually responded with noticeably more enthusiasm to these titles than to having Ed and Maire introduced in a more general sense as their new leaders. Maybe it was because a minute’s reflection had already brought them to accept the idea of Ed and Maire being in charge, but maybe it was because these people just really seemed to like their traditions and mystic ceremonies. They’d suffered a lot under Father Norrell’s regime, but maybe some part of them just craved a spiritual leader, no matter how awful, to explain a world they couldn’t make sense of on their own and whip them into line, literally or figuratively. And for them, the titles of high priest and high priestess established that position in a way that “mayor” or “reeve” wouldn’t. 
 
    “Don’t let them slaughter any more animals on my altar unless they’re planning to eat them, all right?” I said to Ed. 
 
    “You got it, boss,” he replied. 
 
    Ilandere burst into tears and flung her slim white arms around the middle-aged farmer as she exclaimed, “I’ll miss you so much, Ed!” 
 
    He blushed furiously. The angelically beautiful centaur had a way of turning everyone bashful. 
 
    Willobee, my three-foot-tall, rosy-cheeked, lavender-bearded little gnome friend, leaned out from his perch on Ilandere’s back to doff his ostrich-plumed cap to both Ed and Maire. Ed nodded back to him. That small gesture meant a lot more than it might have otherwise, considering the fact that Willobee had almost gotten Ed’s entire village eaten alive on the day the two of them met, and they had pretty much hated each other’s guts ever since. 
 
    Elodette spoke polite goodbyes to both of them, but without any embracing involved. The powerful black centaur was a lot more reserved than the silvery little princess she served as handmaiden. 
 
    Florenia and Lizzy both dismounted to go up to Ed and Maire and offer them thanks and encouragement, so I did too. One of me, that is. The other two were surrounded by other worshipful villagers, and I was a little afraid that if I got down from my destriers, I would be instantly pulled apart into little tiny relics and treasured forevermore in little household shrines, so I stayed atop them and allowed dozens of mouths to kiss my hands. 
 
    “Ferndale owes its lives to you as much as to me,” I told Ed and Maire, “and you two will be the founders of its future. I know that next time I see this village, it’s going to be a much happier place. So thanks for everything you’ve already done. And thanks in advance for everything you will accomplish next.” 
 
    I could tell that the couple appreciated my words, despite their humble protests, but what pushed Maire over the edge and brought her to tears was when Lizzy handed her a blue velvet ribbon that she’d been gifted at the baron’s castle. 
 
    “That’s for you, to remind you that you’re better than the rest of them,” the she-wolf announced. 
 
    “I’m not better,” Maire sniffled as she stroked the ribbon, “but I just wish I could be strong and fearless like you.” 
 
    “Aw, you’re already strong, so you just gotta stop letting shit scare you,” Lizzy replied unhelpfully. Objectively unhelpful, that is, but based on the way the redhead looked up to the warrior wolf-woman, I was pretty sure she’d memorize the casual remark and turn it into a personal mantra. 
 
    Finally, after last hugs all around, Lizzy, Florenia, and I mounted back up, and my party carefully disentangled ourselves from the impassioned crowd of worshippers, which was hard to do without trampling any of them. It was weird to think about how they were the exact same people who had distrusted us so much a little over a week ago. 
 
    Once we’d passed out of sight of Ferndale, we continued down the road, passed the gray towers of the baron’s castle again, and headed into unknown territory.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    It was still late winter according to the calendar, but as we traveled, the air had grown slightly warmer, and I started seeing more and more trees that still had their leaves. I was taught that the meteorology of Ambria was complicated and its biomes variable, which had to do with convection currents or something like that, depending on whom you asked. Others simply explained that each local god had his or her own climate preference. That made more sense to me. 
 
    As we traveled, I carried on three separate conversations with Florenia, Lizzy, and the two centaurs plus Willobee. 
 
    “Every family in Ferndale will pass down tales of you for generations,” Florenia told me dreamily. “And they have that statue, I know wood is impermanent of course, but they can use it as a reference for their iconography, and being that it’s three-dimensional and done to scale, it provides all the necessary information to proliferate your likeness throughout the region.” 
 
    “Er, yeah, it was really anatomically accurate,” I coughed. 
 
    “It’ll probably give rise to all sorts of innovative tantric practices,” she said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Uh, innovative what?” I asked. 
 
    “I kinda missed being on the road,” Lizzy was saying meanwhile. She did seem quite energized. Her long wolf ears were twitching with excitement, and her spring green eyes were sparkling. 
 
    “You did?” I asked. The poverty and banditry involved in Lizzy’s past seemed to have given her a taste for the finer things in life, and I’d thought she’d been pretty weak in the knees for the comparatively spectacular wealth on display at the baron’s castle. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s funny ‘cause I’ve always hated being poor, and not having enough of anything, and being hungry, but the constantly moving around part I guess I never minded,” she replied. “I only ever set down stakes a couple times in my life for any longer than a month or so, but every time I did, I started getting a bad itch. And I ain’t never had mange or lice or nothing like that if that’s what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “No, I, er, assumed you meant a figurative itch,” I replied. 
 
    “A figurative itch?” she asked. “That worse than the normal kind?” 
 
    “What we did at Ferndale was really meaningful, Vander,” Ilandere was saying shyly as she blinked her enormous dark doe eyes at me through her silvery blond hair. “Sometimes it just seems like your quest for revenge involves… well, a lot of killing, you know? I know they’re all bad people and that you’d never hurt anyone who didn’t deserve it, it’s just that sometimes I wish that ridding the world of evil didn’t involve so much violence. But Ferndale was different. We were nursing people back to health. I felt like we were really making the world a better place.” 
 
    “Princess, remember who was causing the plague?” her fierce brunette handmaiden asked with a sigh. 
 
    “It was a… uh… bacterium?” Ilandere’s little face brightened as she recalled the word. 
 
    “That was the mechanism he used,” Elodette said. “But the real architect of the plague was Hakmut. So that he could play his nasty little necromancer games. And who stopped Hakmut?” 
 
    “Vander and Lizzy,” Ilandere piped up. 
 
    “And how, exactly, did they stop Hakmut?” Elodette asked. 
 
    “Uh…. ” Ilandere looked a little disheartened as she remembered how Lizzy and I had had to team up and behead both Hakmut and his priest at the exact same moment, to prevent the necromancer god from transferring his consciousness back and forth between the two bodies and resurrecting each one that we killed. 
 
    “It wasn’t cough medicine,” the brunette centaur hinted. “It wasn’t freshly baked bread. It wasn’t kindness and compassion. It wasn’t--” 
 
    “Princess, why don’t you just order her to be quiet?” Willobee suggested from Ilandere’s back. 
 
    Elodette glanced over at the little gnome draped in chainmail and clinging to an oaken shield that weighed nearly as much as he did. “You know,” she observed, “you aren’t the most skilled of riders at the best of times, but all those completely absurd accessories have turned your balance from mildly precarious into downright asking for an accident.” 
 
    “Elodette, how could you threaten one of our friends?” Ilandere asked, aghast. 
 
    “I didn’t threaten anyone, Princess,” Elodette replied. “That was a mere statement of fact.” 
 
    “I can hear a stream up ahead,” I interrupted. “Why don’t we break to water the horses and refill our water skins?” 
 
    Once we reached the stream and started doing just that, Willobee remarked, “We should name these beasts.”  
 
    I wondered if he was missing his ponies, whom he’d called by any number of names depending on what kind of impression he was trying to make on the person to whom he was introducing them. 
 
    “Blackie, Brownie, Brownie II, Whitie, Spots,” Lizzy suggested. It was a pretty visually intuitive system of nomenclature, I had to give her that. 
 
    “Let’s name them after Lord Kiernan and his family, the kind people who gifted them to us,” Ilandere suggested. 
 
    “Nah, Lord Kiernan has a wife and daughters, and the destriers are all males, only Florenia’s courser is a mare,” I replied. 
 
    “Let’s name them after the heroic traits of Qaar’endoth,” Florenia suggested excitedly. 
 
    “I don’t know, you guys, don’t you think that’s a little egotistical?” I tried to protest. 
 
    But Willobee was already waddling up to the nearest horse, one of the brown destriers I’d been riding. It leaned its head down to snuffle him curiously and sneezed when it accidentally inhaled the ostrich feather in his cap partway up a nostril. Undeterred, the gnome placed a hand on its muzzle and intoned solemnly, “I dub thee Generosity.” 
 
    Florenia placed her hand on the neck of the white destrier which I had also been riding. “And I dub thee Virility,” she purred, and then she glanced at me and bit her bottom lip. 
 
    Fuck. This was happening whether I wanted it to or not, and my friends weren’t exactly choosing the kinds of virtues that I would personally want to run around characterizing myself by. I hastily pointed to the black destrier. “That’s Fury!” 
 
    Lizzy pointed to the other brown destrier. “All right, that’s Slayer.” 
 
    “‘Slayer’ isn’t a virtue,” Florenia objected. 
 
    “Is too,” Lizzy retorted. “You know, Slayer as in Dragonslayer. I mean it as a compliment.” 
 
    “I’ve never slain a dragon,” I pointed out. 
 
    “You have too, figuratively speaking,” Lizzy replied with a grin. She seemed very pleased with the word after I’d taught it to her. “Lots of ‘em.” 
 
    “Well, maybe we could wait till I slay a literal one before we start making that one of my epithets?” I suggested. “It just doesn’t seem right to brag about something I haven’t really done yet.” 
 
    Lizzy shrugged. “Suit yourself, we’ll call him just Slayer for short till we find us one of ‘em scaled beasties then.” 
 
    “It’s still not a virtue,” Florenia insisted. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re a pacifist like the horse,” Lizzy said as she pointed at Ilandere. 
 
    “That’s not the issue, the issue is that a virtue has to be an abstract concept, not an occupational title,” Florenia tried to explain. 
 
    “Slayer is fine,” I interrupted, because I felt a lot more comfortable calling a horse that than “Virility” and I didn’t want to give the duke’s daughter the chance to give multiple horses names with sexual connotations. Florenia pretty much already looked like the walking embodiment of sex, with her angular, sensual features, especially her full lips, her golden skin, and her willowy curves. So, it didn’t help my focus any that sex also seemed to be one of the primary preoccupations of her brilliant mind. 
 
    “Vander, may I name a horse?” Ilandere requested. 
 
    “Of course you can,” I said. The last unnamed horse was Florenia’s silver dappled courser, which actually looked a lot like the all-horse version of the centaur princess herself. 
 
    Like virtually all horses, the dappled courser instinctively adored Ilandere, and it whinnied happily as she took its face between her two hands and kissed it on the forehead. 
 
    “You are Chivalry,” she told it. 
 
    “Aw, shucks,” I said. “I mean, I try.” 
 
    By that time, everyone had drunk their fill, so we mounted back up onto Generosity, Virility, Fury, Slayer, and Chivalry and continued on our way. 
 
    As we reached what I guessed to be the edge of Lord Kiernan’s domain, based on the map he had shown us, we came to a narrow spot in the road where there was a crude wooden gate manned by a dozen men. They were all clad in matching livery and looked rather bored. Some of them were leaning on the gate, others sitting in the dirt and swigging out of flasks, and a few appeared to be dozing until the sounds of my party’s approach woke them. 
 
    “Good afternoon, most honorable ladies and gentlemen,” called out one that seemed to be the captain of the group, based on his feathered cap. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” I said. “Er, who are you?” 
 
    “Why, nought but the humble servants of the great baron,” the captain replied with a smirk. He had a pointed little goatee and didn’t look like he’d bathed for quite a while, if ever. 
 
    “Lord Kiernan’s colors are violet and silver,” Florenia informed him disdainfully. “You and your men are wearing mottled variations of purple and gray.” 
 
    “Er, begging your pardon, my lady, but what’s the difference?” asked the greasy-looking, goateed captain. 
 
    “It’s on account of we been on the campaign trail so much,” explained another of the men, who had conspicuous buck teeth. “Just been wearing our lord’s uniforms through the thick and thin o’ battle so often lately they’ve got a bit faded, begging your pardon, my lady.” 
 
    “Lord Kiernan didn’t mention anything about being involved in recent battles,” I said. 
 
    “Er, these were some more clandestine type missions, not of a sort he would be like to brag about to dinner guests,” the buck-toothed man said. He seemed to be the most creative thinker of the lot although I wasn’t sure that was saying much. There didn’t seem to be much point arguing with him about their alleged backstory though. 
 
    “Well, what do you want with us?” I asked. “Mind if we pass?” 
 
    “No, no, not at all, of course you are most welcome to pass, and we wish you a lovely journey,” the captain said with a grin. “We’ll only be needing to collect a small toll first, on behalf of the baron like, for contributin’ to the welfare of his subjects and all.” 
 
    All twelve guys had their hands on their sword hilts now and were scowling blackly at us in what they probably considered a menacing manner. They had to be a wealthier crew than the one Lizzy had been running with when I met her, if they could even afford swords at all, mismatched as theirs looked. Maybe a lot of easy marks used this road and just paid up without raising a fuss. 
 
    “You should be ashamed of yourselves for attempting to swindle honest travelers out of their rightful property, and for appropriating and abusing the honorable name of the baron in this manner,” Florenia said fiercely. “Why, if this sort of thing ever happened in my father’s duchy, I guarantee you the perpetrators would be drawn and quartered.” 
 
    “Eh, not all of us were born heiresses to duchies, so the rest do what they gotta do to scrape by,” Lizzy said with a shrug, “but these ones here? This amateur shit gives the whole trade of banditry a bad name. Kinda makes me mad.” 
 
    “Look, buddy, you really don’t want to make her mad,” I said. “So this is your warning, okay? Just move aside and let us pass and we’ll forget the whole thing.” 
 
    The captain sneered at me, “I may not be no aristocrat nor answer to one neither, but I ain’t so stupid I can’t count, and there’s twelve of me and mine, and only three of you. Three and a half if you count the gnome, and I ain’t counting the gnome. So how about you cough up some silver before you annoy me, and the baron’s tax rate goes up?” 
 
    Well, the captain wasn’t wrong about counting Willobee out of any potential fight. But failing to count Lizzy or Elodette was a mistake that was probably going to end up being fatal. Then he drew his sword and jabbed my chest with the point.  
 
    That was another fatal mistake. 
 
    If I had liked and respected him, then I would have fought fair. But I didn’t like or respect him, so I reassimilated that self, then sent out my third self again right behind him and cracked his neck like a chicken’s with one twist. 
 
    The other bandits screamed in shock and charged. 
 
    One of me ushered Florenia, Ilandere, and Willobee safely out of the way along with the horses. 
 
    Like me, Elodette seemed to have decided that these idiots weren’t worthy of her full combat skills and hadn’t even bothered to draw her bow. Instead, as one of them charged one of my selves, she intercepted him by rearing up and delivering an anvil-sized hoof to the head that severely and irrevocably altered the shape of his skull. Elodette was extremely protective of Ilandere, but not usually all that protective of me, so I suspected she had mainly been motivated to illustrate to these bandits how wrong they had been not to count her as a warrior. 
 
    “Even the Dungville Dastards would have wiped their ass with you lot!” Lizzy screeched. Her conflicted sense of ex-bandit pride manifested itself in her dodging a sword swing, kneeing the swordsman hard in the groin, and then burying one of her daggers in his teary-eyed face.  
 
    I had been mildly impressed by the fact that these common bandits even owned swords, but I wasn’t impressed at all by the way they used them. They were clearly more used to fighting with knives and fists and didn’t know how to maintain the right distance with the longer blades. Once I got inside the bucktoothed one’s sword range, I drove my fist up under his chin so that his teeth clacked together, and his eyes rolled back. As he fell, I grabbed his sword and used it to provide a few quick swordplay lessons that my students would never get a chance to apply.  
 
    One of them raised his sword to block my overhead swing, but my movement had been a feint, and I whipped my arm lower to run his stomach through. He screamed when my blade tore through his spine, and his legs went limp before he could attempt to make a dying counter attack. 
 
    I yanked my blade from his stomach as soon as he was on the ground and then made a quick stab through his skull to end his screaming. Only one other man faced me now, and he lunged forward in a tragically inept fencing pose. I easily parried the flat part of his blade with the edge of mine, but then my second body appeared behind him, grabbed his head, and lifted his skull up so that his neck was exposed. My victim screamed as he tried to buck loose of my second body but my other form that had parried his first thrust made a precision swipe and tore the front of his throat out with my blade. 
 
    He died a few moments later. 
 
    There had been twelve of the fraudulent tax collectors, which was only three apiece for my two participating selves, Lizzy, and Elodette, so the fight didn’t last long. 
 
    When they were all dead, Florenia asked gravely, “So, has Lord Kiernan graciously decided to waive the toll for us?” 
 
    I swept her a bow and said, “He has indeed, my lady.” 
 
    We gathered up and packed away the dozen swords, which I was pretty happy to gain, since my frequent reassimilations meant that the weapons I carried were constantly vanishing and needing to be replaced. 
 
    Then we pushed through the makeshift gate and continued on our way. 
 
    After a few minutes Lizzy said to Florenia, “One thing’s been bothering me, though.” 
 
    “You mean the fact that you just slaughtered those men for one of the same crimes in which you yourself used to participate?” Florenia asked. Her tone was not the slightest bit accusatory or judgmental, it was more just one of philosophical musing. 
 
    “No,” Lizzy said. “I mean the fact that violet and silver really are the same thing as purple and gray. Ain’t they?” 
 
    “Oh goodness, no,” the duke’s daughter replied. She hadn’t been fazed at all by the gory fate of the bandits, but she sounded genuinely disturbed by that suggestion. “Purple is a mixture of red and blue. It’s much brighter than a true violet. And gray isn’t even metallic, so how could it be the same as silver?” 
 
    “Hmph,” Lizzy grumbled. 
 
    That evening, just as it began to grow dark and I began to think about finding a good spot for us to camp out for the night, we encountered a man and his wife rolling along in their wagon. 
 
    “Good evening,” I said as we passed. I always tried to be polite to strangers. Some people had already been unnerved by me back when they just thought I was twins. Now that I looked like triplets to the uninformed, I was probably going to attract even more unwanted attention, and I just didn’t want it to be the hostile kind. 
 
    “Y’all heading to Sanctimia?” he asked. 
 
    “What the hell is Sanctimia?” Lizzy asked. 
 
    He frowned at her, and his wife raised her eyebrows. I didn’t know if that was a reaction to Lizzy’s language, to her wolf ears, tail, and hind paws, the excessive amount of cleavage that she was displaying, or all of the above. “The village a few miles yonder, where it looks like y’all are heading,” the wagon driver replied as he jerked a thumb behind his shoulder. “It’s a fine place full of fine upstanding folks.” 
 
    “You think they serve good honey mead there?” Willobee asked hopefully as the wagon rolled past us. 
 
    “Do you think the inns will have featherbeds?” Ilandere asked breathlessly. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ve never heard of Sanctimia, but if it’s only a few miles farther on, I guess we might as well check it out.” 
 
    “I tend not to get along so good with ‘fine upstanding folks,’” Lizzy remarked. 
 
    “You know, it’s easy enough to get along with anybody, short-term,” Willobee told her. “You just have to present yourself as exactly the type they feel comfortable associating with.” 
 
    “What am I s’posed to do, snip me ears and tail off?” Lizzy demanded. “Cause they makes a lot of folks nervous at first glance, before I even open my mouth.” 
 
    “No, no, of course they’re going to notice you’re part-wolf, just like they can’t help noticing that I’m a gnome,” Willobee conceded, “but, you know, you could try convincing them that you are a demure and well-bred gentlewoman, whose wolf features are just purely aesthetic anomalies, and not at all reflective of your behavioral tendencies.” 
 
    “What for?” Lizzy asked. 
 
    “Why, to get what you want out of them, of course,” Willobee replied. 
 
    Lizzy shrugged. “I know how to get what I want out of people. Most of them will cooperate if you pretend like you’re gonna fuck them or pretend like you’re gonna eat them. If that doesn’t work, you can always just eat them for real and take what you want off the bones.” 
 
    “My beautiful and ferocious friend, you still have so much to learn about the world,” sighed the gnome. 
 
    “Don’t you think the best way to deal with people is just to treat them the way you would want to be treated?” Ilandere asked timidly. 
 
    Both the she-wolf and the gnome burst into laughter. 
 
    Soon after that, we came into view of a walled village. When the eight of us rode up to the gate, the gatekeeper demanded, “Good evening, what is your business in Sanctimia?” 
 
    His eyes stared out at us suspiciously through the peephole. 
 
    “We are just a few weary travelers,” Willobee said in a nasally voice. “Weary of the wicked ways of the world, that is. Sanctimia’s reputation as a bastion of virtue has reached our ears, and that bit of hearsay particularly warms the cockles of me and my party, my good sir.” 
 
    “You and your party of… what, exactly?” the gatekeeper inquired as he squinted at the three of me, and then at the four female members of my party, none of whom were dressed in what you’d exactly call a modest fashion. 
 
    “Upstanding citizens,” Willobee answered. 
 
    “What are your professions?” the gatekeeper demanded. “What, exactly, are the women’s professions?” 
 
    “Oh, they’re, ah--” Willobee began. 
 
    “We are daughters of Nillibet,” Florenia announced. 
 
    “You are not dressed like vestals,” the gatekeeper hissed. 
 
    “We are fleeing the hordes of Thorvinius,” Florenia explained. “Our temple came under attack. We felt that our chastity was threatened, so at grave risk to life and limb, we fled, and after a long and earnest consultation with the goddess Nillibet, we reluctantly determined that it was an acceptable compromise to don slatternly fashions in order to… ah… attract the sympathy of worldly potentates who might have the ability to assist us in our righteous cause of… ah… defending the innocent, including our other sisters, against the predations of Thorvinius and his ilk.” 
 
    “There are no worldly potentates in Sanctimia,” the gatekeeper announced suspiciously. 
 
    “Oh, no, we’re not seeking aid here,” Florenia said quickly. She smiled and batted her dark-fringed hazel eyes at him. “My companions and I simply desire the spiritual solace of a quiet night spent in prayer and reflection among like-minded souls of benevolent temperament and respectable habits.” 
 
    “Well, that could be arranged, miss,” the gatekeeper decided in a gentler tone after a moment’s hesitation. He disappeared from sight, and the gate started to creak up. 
 
    Florenia threw me a wink and licked her upper lip suggestively. 
 
    “Hmph,” Willobee grumbled. 
 
    I was reminded strongly of the night we’d come to the village where Willobee had won Ilandere from her captor in a card game, and we had rescued her from him. Florenia had not yet joined our party back then, and the fast-talking gnome had been the one to charm our way past the gatekeeper, by pretending to be a wealthy rustic with a carriage full of pitiful adopted children. 
 
    In that village, however, the evening had been filled with the sounds of excited or arguing voices, children being shouted at, slops being emptied out of windows, friends drinking together, lovemaking, and farm animals grunting and squealing. This one at the same hour was almost completely quiet, apart from the subdued noises of farm animals. 
 
    Even the inn, once we managed to locate it, was distinguishable only by its greater relative size compared to the other buildings nearby and by the painted sign declaring it “The Traveler’s Providence.” It distinctly lacked the usual sights and sounds of carousing. 
 
    “What a literal name,” Florenia muttered. “I thought it was supposed to be good luck to call inns by fanciful names. I’m quite disappointed by the lack of rustic charm and eccentricity, considering this will be my first time patronizing a common inn.” 
 
    “Well, don’t base your opinions off this one, Duchess, I can already tell it’s a joyless and soul-sucking pit of a place,” Lizzy replied. 
 
    “How’s that?” Florenia asked her. 
 
    “Barely ten feet away and I can’t even smell no booze,” Lizzy said contemptuously. 
 
    “Uh, Lizzy, I’m not sure that the people in this village necessarily partake in--” I began. 
 
    But the she-wolf was already throwing the door open. 
 
    “If you would be so wonderfully kind as to proffer your assistance with my earthward descent, Princess,” Willobee said anxiously to Ilandere. I knew he was embarrassed by the fact that his three-foot stature left him physically incapable of mounting and dismounting on his own, even though Ilandere was a very petite centaur, barely larger than a pony. 
 
    “Of course,” she giggled and gently reached back to pick him up and lift him down in a graceful arc over her silvery head. Ilandere certainly wasn’t as physically powerful as Elodette, who had the torso of an athletic woman combined with the musculature of a prize-winning stallion from the hips down, but even so, the little princess was much stronger than she looked. 
 
    The gnome eagerly trotted after the she-wolf. He was a most unusual and enigmatic creature unlike anyone I’d ever met, but in some ways, an ordinary tavern seemed like his natural habitat. 
 
    I entered third to try to keep Lizzy and Willobee out of trouble if I could, which really was more a task for three gods than for one mortal, while I also escorted Florenia in behind the centaurs, and I also stayed outside to keep hold of our five horses until stalls could be arranged for them in the stables of the inn. 
 
    I’d thought that maybe that night was a particularly quiet one for Sanctimia, some sort of pious local holiday observed in the home perhaps, but the dining hall of the inn was actually filled with a surprising number of patrons, probably thirty or so. It’s just that their mugs didn’t seem to contain anything besides water, none of them had women in their laps, and none of them were raising their voices at each other any louder than necessary to be heard across the table. Even the barmaids had gowns buttoned up to their necks and skirt hems that swept the floor, which would normally be a straight-up safety hazard and hygienic concern, except that in this particular inn, the rushes that lined the floor looked fresh. No dropped food or dishware, no vomit, no cats, no rats. A beetle probably would’ve been too terrified to scuttle across. 
 
    When my party entered, approximately thirty heads rose and thirty pairs of eyes stared at us above unsmiling mouths. Now I felt downright creeped out. I was beginning to regret our decision not to just camp out in the woods where we would have been unlikely to encounter anything worse than wolves, bears, and murderous bandits. 
 
    The innkeeper, a frail man in his forties with spectacles and a pinched-looking face, came up to me rubbing his hands together nervously and said, “Ahem. Welcome to, ahem, The Traveler’s Providence.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied out of one mouth only. “Could we get a table for eight, and stalls in the stable for five horses?” 
 
    The innkeeper’s eyebrows rose a little behind his spectacles, and he blinked rapidly at Ilandere and Elodette. “Ah, you mean the ladies will be, ah… occupying…. ” 
 
    “No,” I snapped. “We have five horses outside. And four ladies in here, who will be occupying a table, alongside my selves and Willobee here.” 
 
    Willobee looked at me with alarm, and I realized that maybe he hadn’t intended to use his actual name here. I figured it’s not as though we were up to anything nefarious, or were stepping foot anywhere we didn’t have a perfect right to be. So maybe if anything the fact that the gnome’s name was known here now would keep his behavior in check a little, although I doubted it. What would probably make a more significant difference was the evident lack of honey mead or any other form of intoxicant. 
 
    “Oh, I see, sir,” the innkeeper replied. He looked around the room and pointed to an unoccupied table in a corner. “Why don’t you and your… companions sit there?” He snapped his fingers at a slightly chubby youth passing by. “Quinn, see to this gentleman’s horses. Twins, are you, sir?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I said with resignation. These people already seemed uncomfortable enough around us, for no apparent reason other than what my female companions looked like, the combination of their revealing clothing and their animal features I supposed. I didn’t see any reason to burden them with unnecessary details. 
 
    “Ah, well, we consider twins a sign of good luck around here,” he said with a slight smile. 
 
    That was a new one. I smiled back at him. “How about triplets then?” 
 
    “Triplets?” he exclaimed. 
 
    “Yes, I’m-- my brother, my other brother I mean, is minding the horses outside,” I explained. 
 
    Florenia jabbed me in the side with her elbow. I knew she didn’t really approve of making compromises and accepting even minor inconveniences in order to set what she considered small-minded people at ease. If it were up to the duke’s daughter, we’d announce me as a god and her and Lizzy as my consorts everywhere we went, and I’d just slaughter everyone who had the nerve to object. I didn’t know if her ruthless brand of pride came from being born an aristocrat, or being born so much more beautiful than other women that she was accustomed to being given anything she wanted. Either way, her presence was a temptation to give into all my worst impulses in more ways than one, although she and my other friends had also inspired me to accomplish so much more than I ever imagined myself capable of. 
 
    “Ah! So, four gentlemen, and four… ladies,” the innkeeper said as he checked the count on his fingers. “Will you be requiring rooms for the night?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” I said. “We’ll take, ah, four rooms.” One for me and Lizzy, one for me and Florenia, one for the two centaurs, and one for Willobee. I didn’t know exactly where my third self would stay, but ever since I gained a third self, Florenia had been eager to share a bed with two of me, so that seemed like a strong possibility, unless I felt that the rest of our companions needed my protection. 
 
    “Four?” the innkeeper repeated. From the way he squinted at us I realized that he was now attempting to calculate who would be sharing a room with whom, not that it was any of his business. “Well, that can be arranged. Two in the ladies’ quarters and two in the gentlemen’s quarters, I presume? Or are the two of you married?” 
 
    He was pointing at Florenia and one of me, I suppose because we happened to be standing the closest together. The easy thing to do would have been to say yes, but it occurred to me that he might demand some kind of proof. We weren’t wearing wedding rings after all. Since we weren’t married. 
 
    Florenia spoke first. “Oh, Nillibet’s mercy, no. We are brother and sister. And ever since our dear parents passed, bless their souls, I have never been able to sleep soundly unless my brother is in the room with me. At least one of them that is. They are all equally kind and comforting.” I guessed she was resigned at this point to the fact that we were going to play along with the rules of this village or at least, lie through our teeth so that it would seem like that was what we were doing. 
 
    Florenia and I didn’t look alike, exactly, but we were of similar ethnic makeup and although I couldn’t match her level of impossible physical perfection, I liked to think that I wasn’t too bad-looking myself. So there was that. But the innkeeper was cringing in a way that made me wonder if he could see right through Florenia’s lie about being siblings anyway. Then he said, “If you wouldn’t mind avoiding such expressions within this establishment, miss?” 
 
    “Such… expressions?” she repeated in puzzlement. “You mean, expressions of sisterly affection?” 
 
    “No, no, I mean expressions of… ah… pagan idol worship,” he said apologetically. 
 
    “Oh, you mean Nill-- which god presides over Sanctimia, then?” Florenia inquired. 
 
    “Woulda thought Nillibet would be right up you people’s alley,” Lizzy muttered. 
 
    The brutally honest and vulgar-mouthed she-wolf was just about the last person I’d choose as our representative in a potentially ticklish diplomatic situation. I looked over at Willobee to see if any helpful doses of gnomish charm were forthcoming, but he looked so disheartened by the ambiance of this inn and Sanctimia in general that even his foot-long ostrich plume was sagging. 
 
    “Monomachus presides here, of course,” the bespectacled innkeeper replied sternly, “just as he presides everywhere.” 
 
    Lizzy snorted. “No god can be everywhere at once. Not even Vander. Not till he gets himself a hell of a lot more bodies anyhow. Then we’ll fuckin’ see, eh?” 
 
    “Lizzy,” I hissed. 
 
    The innkeeper’s face was turning purple as he struggled to formulate a response. The stares we were attracting from the rest of the inn’s clientele had turned from wary and judgmental to outright hostile. 
 
    It was at that point that Willobee decided to step in. He pointed to Lizzy and said, “May Monomachus forgive our half-addled sister her errors. She does not really know what she is saying. Sometimes she thinks she is… well… a beast of the forest. Day by day, we try to guide her toward Monomachus’ light. But without careful supervision, she is liable to revert to her old ways. The savage ways that had her in their grasp before Vander’s family found and redeemed her.” 
 
    “I will strangle you with your own purple fucking beard, gnome,” Lizzy snarled. 
 
    Willobee raised his hands helplessly to the innkeeper. “You see? It’s best not to agitate her overmuch. If you just, ah, ignore the heretical things she says occasionally, without meaning them, then she quickly recalls the righteous ways that her adoptive family ingrained in her.” 
 
    “You… know Monomachus?” the innkeeper asked him doubtfully. 
 
    “Monomachus rules everywhere, does he not?” Willobee asked. 
 
    “Well, yes, of course, but most of the world is tragically ignorant of that,” the innkeeper replied. 
 
    “Then he don’t make the laws in most places?” Lizzy demanded. 
 
    “His laws apply everywhere,” the innkeeper told her sternly. 
 
    “But how’s folks to follow laws they ain’t ever even heard of?” Lizzy persisted. 
 
    “Humans are absurd creatures,” Elodette muttered. 
 
    I sighed. I hadn’t come to Sanctimia for a theological debate. I’d come for a strong drink, a hot meal, and comfortable beds that I could share with my female companions at will. It didn’t look like we were likely to be served any of the first, but I was still counting on the second, and hoping we could talk our way into the third. 
 
    At that point, my third self had just finished helping the innkeeper’s boy set up the horses in the stable, so I stepped through the door to join us. 
 
    “Triplets,” the innkeeper muttered at the sight of me, as if he either hadn’t believed me when I’d said it before or didn’t really want to believe it at this point, in spite of his remark about twins being good luck. 
 
    “Hey there, could my friends and I get some of that roast duck and sweet potatoes they’re having over there?” I asked cheerfully as I pointed. “We’re terribly hungry and we’d really appreciate it.” I slapped one of my selves on the back in a brotherly fashion. “Looking after our sisters I hope?” 
 
    “I could’ve just hunted dinner for us, and we’d be eating already,” Elodette said in exasperation. 
 
    “But we wouldn’t have any feather beds waiting for us afterward,” whispered Ilandere. She had a real thing for feather beds, hot baths, and other forms of human luxury that her handmaiden disdained. 
 
    “Of course, of course,” the innkeeper agreed hastily as he waved us toward the corner table he had pointed out earlier. He seemed just as relieved as I was to disentangle himself from conversation with our party. 
 
    The first really positive thing I could say for Sanctimia was that the cook at that inn was superb. Good enough to be employed by a noble household. For a few blissful minutes, it was actually quite easy to ignore the stares and whispers of the surrounding villagers as all eight of us lost ourselves in the pleasure of tender, juicy duck and lightly caramelized sweet potatoes. Well, seven of us. Ilandere nibbled politely, but she was never very interested in any food except for apples. 
 
    Then I remembered something. 
 
    “Willobee,” I said to the gnome under my breath, “do you, er, have that pouch of gems that I gave you somewhere readily accessible? It shouldn’t take more than one or two to cover the meal and rooms for all of us. But I lost the other pouch earlier during a re-assimilation.” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” he admitted after a moment’s hesitation as he blinked his huge lantern-like green eyes. “Hmm. It is not good to spend without earning. Not good at all.” 
 
    “Willobee, what are you--” I started to say again, but the gnome was no longer paying me any attention. He had left behind his licked-clean trencher and sidled off to the nearest table. I was going to try to snatch him back, but then the centaur princess laid her dainty hand on my nearest self’s arm. 
 
    “Vander, I don’t think they like us very much here,” Ilandere whispered to me sadly. 
 
    “That’s only because they don’t know you,” I told her. “No one can help loving you once they know you, Ilandere.” 
 
    From across the table, Lizzy made a gagging sound, so my body sitting next to her lightly kicked her hind paw under the table. 
 
    “I’d count it an insult to be well-liked in this place, I don’t think they know the meaning of fun here,” the she-wolf remarked. 
 
    “But they’re going to provide us with rooms,” I reminded her under my breath, “so we can make our own fun soon. After we finish this duck.” I stripped another leg bare with my teeth. It really was delicious. If the meat had been dry, I might have taken that as a sign that it wasn’t worth sticking around in Sanctimia even for the luxury of walls and doors to separate the members of my party for a few hours. Privacy could be tricky to come by on the road. 
 
    Lizzy made a pleased little rumble in her throat and snuggled up to me in a not-very-sisterly way. 
 
    “Soon… my dear, handicapped sister,” I reminded her through gritted teeth. 
 
    Elodette wasn’t a particularly talkative centaur, and she wasn’t voicing many complaints about Sanctimia, but her cold gray eyes were shooting daggers back at the gawking villagers, and her fingers were twitching in a way that reminded me of how pleased she was with her new bow from the baron’s armory. I had a feeling that the sooner I got all my companions safely upstairs, even the ones that I wasn’t planning to bed, the better. 
 
    So I started wolfing my food down as fast as possible. I alternated between my selves. Two would focus solely on eating, while one kept an eye out to make sure my companions were all right, and that none of the Sanctimians in the room with us seemed to have any intentions more worrisome than casting silent judgment upon us. Florenia and Lizzy were both uncharacteristically pouty due to the oppressive atmosphere of The Traveler’s Providence, which occupied some of my attention trying to cheer them up. On top of that, I started trying to calculate in my head how long it would probably take for us to cross paths with Thorvinius’ forces, in the unlikely event that we did not encounter any unrelated obstacles along the way. 
 
    The result of all these distractions combined was that I was genuinely startled when someone suddenly shoved a rotund, chainmail-clad gnome into my face. 
 
    The result of my startlement was that that someone came within a centimeter of receiving a fork in the eyeball before I recognized just in time that Willobee was in no real danger, and the kick of adrenaline subsided. 
 
    The man who had very nearly become one-eyed yelped and dropped Willobee, so I had to catch him. 
 
    By that time, my other two selves were on their feet tensed for a brawl, Lizzy had pulled two daggers, and Elodette was pointing her bow at all the other Sanctimians in the vicinity who had stood up from their chairs to discourage them from getting involved. 
 
    “Stand down,” I hissed to the women through all three mouths despite the fact that two of them were still full of food. I handed the very agitated Willobee off to Ilandere for soothing. To the man who had shoved him in my face and then nearly dropped him, I said calmly, “Explain yourself.” 
 
    Once the man, a tall fellow with a bad case of acne, managed to recover his composure a little, he gulped, “That creature has… corrupt ways.” 
 
    “Er, corrupt ways?” I repeated. “I don’t follow.” 
 
    “He invited us to play cards,” the man confided in hushed tones as if he were referring to some kind of deviant sex act. 
 
    “Damn it, Willobee,” I groaned. I had some previous acquaintance with the gnome’s dishonest habits at the card table. “All right, how much did he cheat you out of?” 
 
    “What?” the man looked taken aback. “You think we played?” 
 
    “… Um, what are you mad about then, exactly?” I asked. 
 
    “Gambling is an offense-- ” he began. 
 
    “Against Monomachus,” Florenia deadpanned. For someone who didn’t know her, it would have been impossible to judge from her tone whether she were in agreement with or contempt of the statement. The surrounding Sanctimians were clearly unsure how to react. The duke’s daughter continued, “Dearest brother, I find myself rather wearied from the travails of our day. Perhaps you would be so good as to escort me to our room?” 
 
    “Wait,” Lizzy said. “I wanna know.” 
 
    Florenia, Willobee, the centaurs, and all three of me looked at her warily. 
 
    “Why does this Monomachus guy get pissed off so easily all the time?” the she-wolf asked. 
 
    For several moments there was dead silence. 
 
    Then one of the Sanctimians blurted out, “Because we are constantly transgressing his laws,” and hunched over sobbing into his hands. 
 
    “Er… he ever tell you that?” Lizzy scrunched up her pretty, freckled nose. 
 
    “Yes,” the sobbing one gulped out. Other heads nodded. 
 
    “Oh! You actually met him then?” Lizzy brightened. She pointed at me. “Vander’ll fight him for you, then you won’t have to worry about his sorry ass no more and you can do whatever you want!” 
 
    I coughed. Luckily, none of the Sanctimians seemed to have paid much attention to that second part. They were hung up on the first part. 
 
    “He has expressed his displeasure with us of late by destroying our livelihood,” explained a man with hunched shoulders and deep bags of exhaustion under his eyes. 
 
    “Of what does your livelihood consist?” Florenia asked. 
 
    “Mainly sheep,” the tired-eyed Sanctimian replied. “And we have erred so often that Monomachus has started sending wolves to decimate our flocks.” 
 
    “Wolves don’t obey gods,” Lizzy scoffed. “I mean, unless they really like them.” 
 
    “Well, the wolves of this region have never behaved in this way before,” the Sanctimian retorted. “To be sure they have stolen a few sheep here or there over the years and left little more than bones and fur behind. But now? They slaughter half our flocks and leave the carcasses lying in the fields without as much as a bite missing. What else could that be but a sign of Monomachus’ displeasure? What natural wolf does that kind of thing?” 
 
    “Don’t sound like wolves to me,” Lizzy snorted. 
 
    The Sanctimians did not immediately contradict her. Instead they squinted at her pointed, hairy ears, the long, shaggy tail for which she had cut a hole in her gown, and the furred hind paws into which her human legs tapered. I guess they weren’t quite sure whether to interpret her wolfish features as signs that she was an accomplice of the beasts that were killing their sheep, and not to be trusted, or as evidence that she might potentially be something of an authority on the matter of wolf behavior. 
 
    “But we’ve always found wolf fur and claw marks and such around the scenes,” the tired-looking man sighed finally. “So what else could it be?” 
 
    “How the hell should I know?” Lizzy asked. 
 
    The Sanctimians looked at her so dejectedly, without even mustering up the energy to object to her irreverent language, that for the first time since we’d arrived in their village, I felt sorry for them instead of feeling annoyed by their uptight ways. 
 
    Lizzy, to my surprise, must have had a similar internal reaction. “All right, I guess I could go sort it out for y’all sorry asses,” she grumbled. “When was the last time these beasties attacked? Whose flock was it? Show me the field.” 
 
    “Who are you people?” whispered a large-eared Sanctimian. 
 
    Lizzy rolled her eyes. “Upstanding fucking citizens,” she replied. “Now you want me to fix your wolf problem or nah?” 
 
    The Sanctimians around us exchanged glances. They still didn’t approve of us. Not the way we looked, talked, or acted. Not one bit. But if they kept losing their sheep, they were going to be pretty well fucked over. Families would starve. And all of their efforts to be virtuous enough to appease the god they presumed responsible for their present troubles were clearly not working. So what did they have to lose? 
 
    Finally the tall pimply one who had forcibly ejected Willobee from his table for attempting to initiate a game of cards spoke up. “Er. That’d be Joshua’s flock from his field north of the mill. That was just last night. I could show you the spot if you like.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    I looked over at Florenia, Ilandere, Elodette, and Willobee. “We’ll go upstairs and settle in for the night now,” I told them. One of my selves placed a hand on Florenia’s shoulder and another self took Ilandere’s hand in mine. 
 
    My third self looked over at Lizzy. “And I’ll come with you to check out this wolf situation.” 
 
    “No,” she said unexpectedly. “I got this one, Vander.” 
 
    “But what if there’s some creep like Hakmut lurking around?” I asked. At first I hadn’t thought that the necromancer god Hakmut actually existed. I didn’t want to make the same mistake with Monomachus. Besides, what if the villagers themselves ambushed Lizzy? They seemed interested in her help, but I didn’t trust these people any more than they trusted me and my companions. 
 
    “Then I’ll run back and get you,” she said with a grin. “But if it’s really got something to do with wolves… they ain’t gonna trust me if I show up with a man-shaped god. Things will go a hell of a lot smoother and more peaceful-like if it’s just me by my lonesome, especially in about twenty minutes, eh?” 
 
    She winked at me. My worries faded. If Lizzy was only twenty minutes away from gaining her nocturnal morphing ability, then anything that wanted to mess with her tonight would have to take on a four-hundred-pound wolf with human intelligence. There were very few entities that could pose a serious threat to her in that form. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want me to come?” I asked. I still would have preferred to go. But it was a rare occurrence for Lizzy to decline my company, so I figured that she must have solid reasons and that I should respect her judgment. 
 
    In response, she pulled a red ribbon from her tawny hair and tossed it to me. “Just tie that around the handle of the door to the room that’s yours and mine, so I’ll know where to find ya when I get back, all right?” 
 
    “If you don’t come back soon--” I began. 
 
    “I know you will,” Lizzy interrupted with a grin. She wiggled her clawed fingers at me and sashayed off with a trio of Sanctimians, including the tall pimply one who’d first offered to lead the way. 
 
    The sting of watching her step off into potential danger without me like that, as minimal as it might be, made me realize how incredibly important Lizzy had become to me. She and Willobee had been the first to join my little band. I had met them on the road while she and her crew of bandits were busy attempting to rob the gnome of his carriage, ponies, and other belongings. After I intervened and stopped them, which involved burning Lizzy’s former mate to a crisp, Willobee had pledged ten years of faithful service to me for saving his life in accordance with gnomish customs, and Lizzy had sort of just invited herself along for the ride. Even back then, I’d never had any objection to her voluptuous figure and impishly pretty green-eyed face, but I’d had a lot more doubts about the ethical framework she had based her previous lifestyle upon. Yet she had proven herself my right-hand woman in the weeks that followed, as she stuck by me through bloody battles, a supernatural plague, and the addition of the two centaurs to our party, with whom she not infrequently had a clash of opinions. 
 
    The bespectacled innkeeper, who had been hovering just within earshot as he cleared dishes or refilled mugs at nearby tables, called over one of the barmaids dressed like vestals and instructed her to show us to our rooms. 
 
    Ilandere hated climbing stairs and seemed psychologically incapable of descending them, but Elodette, despite her likewise horse-shaped bottom half, seemed to have no such phobia. After her handmaiden clattered up without flinching, the princess took a deep breath and followed. I wondered if I would have to carry her back down the stairs like last time. At least if that was the case, I’d have three selves to share the load now. 
 
    I had expected the barmaid to be timid like pretty much all the other Sanctimians we had met so far, but once we got upstairs, and she had handed me the keys to four rooms that she pointed out to us, she squeaked happily, “You all are the most exciting thing that’s ever happened to The Traveler’s Providence.” Then before any of us could respond, she scurried back downstairs again. 
 
    “You’re the most exciting thing that’s ever happened to me, too, Qaar’endoth,” Florenia murmured as she pressed her hand to one of my chests. 
 
    “Me too,” Ilandere agreed as she clasped her hands together beneath her pointed little chin. 
 
    Elodette sighed. “This whole adventure is the most ridiculous thing that’s ever happened to me.” 
 
    At least she’d called it an “adventure,” not an ordeal or a disaster. Elodette was decidedly less enthusiastic about my company, my mission, and human affairs in general than the rest of my party, but in times of real crisis, she pulled her weight and then some. So I didn’t let her acidic remarks get to me too much. I handed her one of the room keys. 
 
    “Come along then, Princess,” Elodette said. “We’ll need our rest to have the patience to deal with these Sanctimians in the morning. They are even more annoying than the usual sort of human.” 
 
    “Good night, Vander,” Ilandere said to me as she blinked her huge eyes shyly, and then the two centaurs retreated into their room. 
 
    Willobee yawned hugely and mumbled, “I’m still thirsty. Good night, Master,” and waddled off into his own room. 
 
    That left Florenia in the hallway with three of me. 
 
    My self that had Lizzy’s ribbon held it up and said, “I’m going to wait for her,” and I tied it around the door handle of the third room before going in. 
 
    But at the same time I scooped Florenia up in my arms and carried her into the fourth room. My remaining self followed. 
 
    I threw her on the bed and started unlacing her dark gold gown while my other self started stripping off my own clothes. As the gown came off, her slender body was revealed in all its glory. Her waist was so tiny that I could practically encircle it with my hands, but her shoulders and hips flared out in a willowy hourglass, and full breasts rode high on her ribcage. Her long legs kicked themselves the rest of the way free from her skirts and wrapped themselves around my hips. But that self was still fully clothed, so I disentangled myself in order to work my way out of my leather temple novice’s uniform. Florenia growled and wriggled her body with impatience. 
 
    My other self that was already undressed stepped in to take my place standing in front of the bed while I crouched down to unlace my boots. Florenia propped herself up on her elbows and looked up at my standing self expectantly. She stretched out one leg to run her foot up my thigh and then along the length of my erection. I could have climbed onto the bed and mounted her immediately, but that was what she expected me to do. So instead I reached over, caught hold of her, and flipped her over onto her stomach with her head facing the edge of the bed.  
 
    She yelped with surprise when I tossed her around, but then I took hold of her glossy chestnut hair and guided her head to where I wanted it. She took my shaft eagerly between her lips and used one hand to keep herself propped upright while she used the other to reach between my legs and lavish attention on all of my parts that could not fit inside her mouth at once. At first she licked slowly and thoroughly and left every inch tingling, then she took me in all the way to the back of her throat and struck the precise rhythm to bring me to orgasm. My knees almost buckled as she swallowed my seed. 
 
    Florenia hummed deep in her throat with a smirk on her exquisitely beautiful face and stretched her limbs. She probably thought I would need a few minutes to recover. She wasn’t wrong exactly, not about that self at least. 
 
    But my other self climbed onto the bed behind her, knocked her knees apart, and gripped one of her hips with one hand to hold her in position while I used the other hand to insert my cock into her entrance from behind. She was already soaking wet from the time she had just spent playing with my other self’s cock, and she cried out in ecstasy as I grabbed her hips with both hands and slammed my cock into her hard and fast, so deep that I struck the end of her tunnel. 
 
    I paused and leaned over to growl in her ear, “Quiet. Remember where we are.” 
 
    “If all of Sanctimia could see us now, they would abandon their god in favor of you,” she panted out. Still, she bit her hand in an effort to be quiet, but that didn’t completely muffle the cry that escaped her when I brought her to a shuddering climax. 
 
    We used to have to take intermissions, but with two of my bodies in the game, I was able to spend almost every minute of the night with a hard cock buried deep between Florenia’s legs. 
 
    “After tonight I could die happily,” she sighed at one point, “except that then we couldn’t do this again tomorrow night.” 
 
    My other self in the neighboring game spent a significantly less enjoyable few hours pacing back and forth waiting for Lizzy and trying to analyze what could be taking her so long. I was confident that the Sanctimians themselves did not pose any significant threat to her, not in her giant wolf form anyway. But I didn’t know anything about whatever kind of god or monster was devouring their sheep. Or rather, killing their sheep and declining to devour them afterward, which made the whole situation a lot stranger and somehow more sinister. It didn’t seem like something the Thorvinians would do, anyway. If they had come through here and wished Monomachus and his followers harm, they would have simply slaughtered everyone in the village and burnt it to the ground. Subtlety was not Thorvinius’ strong suit. Subtlety wasn’t Lizzy’s strong suit either. As the hours wore on I started to feel less like her strong, confident lover and leader and more like a worried mother hoping that she would make good decisions while we were apart. At that point I decided it was time to go track her down and figure out what the hell was going on. 
 
    Just as I took a step toward the door, it opened and the she-wolf sauntered in. She was back in her human form and fully clothed in her new red dress from the baron’s castle, although she hadn’t bothered to relace it properly. I was relieved by that because it meant that, in the first place, she must have kept the situation reasonably under control if she was able to store her dress somewhere safe prior to morphing and return for it afterward, and in the second place, she was less likely to have led a mob of outraged pitchfork-wielding Sanctimians back to our doorstep by strolling through their village stark naked. It wouldn’t have been entirely out of character for Lizzy to pull a stunt like that. Partly because she usually didn’t give a fuck what other people thought, but also partly because I suspected she sometimes got a kick out of riling people up. 
 
    “Lizzy!” I exclaimed. 
 
    “Who else would it be?” she purred. “You got another half-wolf mistress around here somewhere?” 
 
    “There’s no one else like you in the world, Lizzy,” I replied. “Besides, you’re not half-wolf. Don’t exaggerate. You said great-great-grandmother… so that’s like… one sixteenth?” 
 
    Lizzy shrugged. “More than most people can lay claim to.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I said. “How about these sheep-killers then? What percentage wolf are they?” 
 
    “Zero,” she replied. 
 
    “Zero?” I repeated. “Well what the fuck are they then? Don’t tell me it’s really this Monomachus fellow. I don’t want to share the Fairlands with any god who’s actually that lame. And a recreational sheep murderer on top of it.” 
 
    “No, no, they’re about the farthest thing from gods you could think of,” she chortled as she wriggled out of her dress and threw it on the floor. Lizzy had managed to make tatters of the sturdy leather surcoat she’d been wearing for a few weeks before receiving the dress, so I didn’t have high expectations for how long the red velvet was going to hold up to her usual level of wear and tear. 
 
    “Do tell?” I said and tried to focus on the answer instead of the she-wolf’s body. It was spectacular in a completely different way than Florenia’s. Lizzy was overflowing with curves, but in between, there was lean athletic muscle instead of plumpness. Her freckled face was cute in a girlish way, but all her wolf features around the edges reminded you that she was dangerous. She was overall an unforgettable sight as well as an unforgettable tactile experience. 
 
    “I’ll do you one better and just show ya in the morning,” she replied. 
 
    I was about to insist on more details, but then Lizzy came up and kissed me with her usual animal ferocity, and I too, decided that Sanctimia’s sheep problem could wait until morning. 
 
    In the morning, of course, more than half the party had barely slept, and even Willobee and the centaurs didn’t seem like they’d had such a great night’s rest, but everyone perked up with interest when Lizzy made her announcement. 
 
    “The creatures that been killing these poor suckers’ sheep ain’t gods nor wolves,” she said. 
 
    “Well, what exactly are they, then?” Elodette demanded. “Just more humans causing trouble for other humans?” 
 
    “No, not human really neither,” Lizzy replied. “I dunno what I’d call them. Never seen anything like ‘em before. But they’re kinda amusing. Their camp’s not too far from here. I’ll show you after breakfast.” 
 
    “Should we tell the Sanctimians?” Ilandere asked. 
 
    “Nah, we can just bring back some heads to show them,” Lizzy said. “Then maybe they’ll cheer up and start being nicer to everyone.” 
 
    So we went down to the first floor of the inn, ordered some porridge and eggs for breakfast, and drowsily stuffed our faces. 
 
    A few of the other inn customers eating breakfast at the same time who had been present the night before tried to ask Lizzy about the results of her nighttime investigation. But she seemed to remember how Willobee had excused her disrespectful outbursts against Monomachus by claiming that she was half-witted and responded to them only with grunts and gurgles. 
 
    “Her wits will return, her wits will return,” Willobee reassured them. “She just has spells like this, you see. Overexertion and emotional agitation and certain planetary alignments bring them on. But we are going to go take a stroll about your lovely village after this and the fresh air of the outdoors ought to work restorative wonders.” 
 
    “When children lose their wits in the womb, often it is because the mother’s sinful thoughts disturbed and interfered with the babe’s natural progress,” a bony middle-aged woman proclaimed. Her companion, who looked like her sister, unfortunately for both of them, nodded in agreement. They both eyed Lizzy distastefully as if speculating on the probable sinful thoughts of her mother. And the irregular breeding habits of Lizzy’s forebears couldn’t really be denied considering the physical evidence, and I was pretty sure the women had some judgmental thoughts about that too. 
 
    “What, you a doctor, bitch?” Lizzy demanded scornfully before I elbowed her in the ribs to remind her of her currently nonverbal role. 
 
    Both women emitted dramatic gasps. The pair of them were almost as synchronized as I was with my selves. 
 
    Willobee didn’t even bother trying to cover for Lizzy or make nice after that one. He just placed a ruby chip very grudgingly on the table and remarked to me, “This must be the least pleasant dining establishment to which I have ever granted my custom, Master. And that is saying something. Why, I have been to an inn where they started selling taxidermy when they ran out of fresh steak. I have been to an alehouse where they topped off mugs with dwarf piss and called it a delicacy. And I was hosted at a banquet by a tribe that had a custom of sacrificing its brattiest child at every holiday to be served as the main course. But the kind of hospitality we have received at The Traveler’s Providence turns my stomach more, I tell you.” 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” I said through gritted teeth. Gnomish vomit had some extraordinary corrosive properties that I had witnessed firsthand. Which could be very useful in certain situations, but although I agreed with Willobee that the Sanctimians’ attitudes were unpleasant, I hadn’t quite reached the point of thinking they deserved to have their faces melted off. If it were possible, I planned to help them resolve this sheep problem of theirs. And then if that still didn’t improve their outlook on life, well, that was their business, and we wouldn’t be sorry to see the last of them and the laws of Monomachus. 
 
    I managed to restrain my companions’ homicidal impulses for long enough to finish my three bowls of porridge. After that, we left Willobee’s ruby chip as payment for the innkeeper, collected our belongings and our horses from the stables, and headed out to follow Lizzy to her mysterious camp of inhuman, ungodly sheep-killers. All I knew about them really based on Lizzy’s remarks was that they had heads of some sort. 
 
    Lizzy led us to the foothills of a local mountain range, and they loomed majestic and craggy in the early morning light. 
 
    “The sheep-killers are up there?” Ilandere asked nervously as she craned her head back in an attempt to see the top of the tallest mountain. 
 
    “Nope, they’re in the next valley over,” Lizzy pointed to our left. 
 
    “Oh, thank goodness,” the little centaur sighed. 
 
    “Er,” I said apologetically. Five faces turned to me. “This is. Um. The way we’ll be, er, heading. After we take care of this sheep problem, that is.” 
 
    “You think Thorvinius is on top of one of these mountains?” Lizzy asked incredulously. 
 
    “No, but I think a whole lot of his fighters are on the other side of them,” I replied. 
 
    “It is no easy task to bring an army over a mountain range,” Florenia remarked thoughtfully. Although she didn’t have any military experience herself, she knew a lot more than I did about the history of the many noble houses of Ambria and their civil wars, and I had no doubt that some of those historical campaigns had involved crossing mountain ranges.
“Thorvinius accomplishes a lot of things that aren’t exactly easy,” I said. There was no denying that. If Thorvinius had been weak or pathetic, I would have destroyed him a long time ago for what he had done to my people. As it was, his order was the mightiest and the most fearsome one that I knew of. Perhaps the most powerful order that had ever existed. Too bad its members seemed inclined to use their skills to annihilate as much of the world as they could, instead of building up civilizations. 
“Perhaps, but Thorvinius could never accomplish the kinds of impossible feats that you do, my love,” Florenia replied. 
 
    “By definition, I’ve never done anything that was actually impossible,” I argued. 
 
    “You cured a necromancer’s plague,” Ilandere piped up immediately. “And saved the lives of many people who would have died without your valiant intervention.” 
 
    “You made an honest woman out of a part-wolf bandit,” Willobee teased Lizzy. “Well. Sort of.” 
 
    “You built that bridge to replace the one that the baron had destroyed,” Elodette contributed unexpectedly. Most people wouldn’t have considered bridge-building to be that much of a standout on my resume, but from the warrior centaur’s perspective, the ability to slaughter enemies en masse was normal. The ability to engineer a functional structure was exceptional. From what I gathered about the centaur herd from which both she and Ilandere originated, they didn’t build houses or even use tents. They just slept out in the open or under trees or inside caves at best. 
 
    “You made short work of some Thorvinians already, a dozen mounted bandits, a bunch of diseased undead ghasts, and another god,” Willobee said. 
 
    “You saved both me and Willobee,” Ilandere pointed out. 
 
    Florenia added, “You made me come seventeen times last night.” 
 
    There was a pause. Then two or three voices asked, “… Seventeen?” 
 
    “Uh, I wasn’t really counting, can we just focus on the task at hand?” I asked awkwardly. 
 
    Then another of my selves hissed, “Hey!” and motioned for everyone to be quiet. I pointed through the trees to draw their attention to some rudimentary wooden structures about half a mile away that looked like they comprised some sort of settlement. 
 
    I looked over at Lizzy questioningly. She nodded. 
 
    “No need for stealth, Vander,” the she-wolf said. “You pretty much have to hit these people on the head with a rock to get ‘em to notice you.” 
 
    “Er, is that what you did to them last night?” I asked. If we were walking into an already hostile situation, I wanted to know about it. 
 
    “Nope,” she said. “Wanted to keep ‘em all in one piece for y’all to get a gander at first. They’re something special.” 
 
    We tethered Generosity, Virility, Fury, Slayer, and Chivalry to some trees where they’d be mostly out of sight and left our packs with them as well for ease of movement. 
 
    Then the she-wolf and I led the way toward the settlement, and took a roundabout way so that we could maintain tree cover during the approach, even though Lizzy didn’t seem to feel that any such measures were necessary. I hoped she was right, because although Elodette could turn herself terrifyingly silent and practically invisible at will despite her enormous mass, the much smaller Ilandere seemed to have an equally uncanny knack for treading on every single one of the snappiest twigs in the forest, and Willobee jingled deafeningly in his chainmail as well as huffing and puffing with every step. At least he’d left his oversized shield behind with the horses. 
 
    Although it occurred to me that, if I were some kind of enemy watching my own party approach, I definitely wouldn’t attack it. I would assume that it was a painfully obvious lure into an ambush. 
 
    Whether it was for that reason, or because they really were as oblivious as Lizzy reported, the occupants of the primitive settlement did not make any contact with us until we were right outside their settlement. From there, it became possible to see through the slatted fence they had built of sharpened stakes and observe the sheep-killers themselves. 
 
    They were not an especially attractive lot. Nor did they seem all that menacing. They had heads, all right, of a large and somewhat misshapen variety, with very little forehead, extremely prominent jaws, and squashed features. Their hair was thick and curly. Their posture was extremely hunched, and their muscular arms were so long that their knuckles practically dragged on the ground. I would have found it extremely difficult if not impossible to tell the males and females apart, except that the clumsily stitched-together furs they were wearing sometimes gave away the answer in ways that would have shocked and appalled the Sanctimians. 
 
    Other than all that, they looked to be somewhere in the vague phylogenetic neighborhood of human. 
 
    There was a group of them sitting on the ground around a ring of boulders arranged in the clear space in the center of their buildings. Each one had a stick in hand and was banging it rhythmically against the boulder in front of him or her while grunting enthusiastically. This was the most organized activity in evidence. 
 
    Others of the creatures milled around picking their noses or inspecting clumps of dirt, apparently to determine whether they contained any edible grubs. 
 
    “What are they?” Florenia whispered to me as she wrinkled her perfectly straight nose in distaste. 
 
    “… Drummers,” I answered. “Obviously.” 
 
    “Barbarians,” Lizzy hissed in another of my ears. 
 
    I was a little surprised by her vehemence. The bandit crews that Lizzy used to run with hadn’t exactly been filled with paragons of virtue, and Lizzy herself had never really given a fuck about society’s expectations. So, it made sense for her to laugh at these poor pathetic creatures, sure, but I wouldn’t expect her to be angry or offended by their deficiencies. 
 
    Then, I realized what kind of furs most of them were wearing. It was similar to the fur that covered Lizzy’s ears and her hindpaws part way up her calves, except for the fact that it was gray rather than tawny. 
 
    A color more typical for Ambrian wolves. 
 
    “Ah,” I said to Lizzy. “So that’s why the Sanctimians got the wrong idea?” 
 
    “Yup,” she confirmed grimly. “They got the wrong idea about a whole lotta things, but they weren’t completely hallucinatin’ about the fur and even some tooth marks. It’s like these halfwits were pretending to be wolves to make themselves feel better about getting the species short stick. But anyone who had a lick of common sense coulda told you it obviously wasn’t wolves that left little bits of themselves around the scene of the crime and left rock-bashing dents and single puncture wounds in those sheep. Wolves don’t bite with one tooth and none of ‘em got teeth as big as spears… except for me anyway.” 
 
    “They probably explained the discrepancies as some kind of sign from Monomachus,” Florenia muttered as she rolled her hazel eyes. 
 
    “How could you waste perfectly good meat like that?” Elodette wondered aloud. “Only a human could be so foolish as to kill something that wasn’t a threat to it or that it didn’t plan to eat.” 
 
    “Human?” I exclaimed, offended in spite of myself. “Those aren’t fucking humans!” 
 
    “They look pretty similar to me,” Elodette replied. “How do you think we feel when people call us horses?” 
 
    She had a point there. I myselves never called Elodette or Ilandere horses, but it did tend to be Lizzy’s preferred form of address for them, especially when she was annoyed with them, and strangers often made remarks along those lines too. Like the owner of The Traveler’s Providence who had assumed that maybe the princess and her handmaiden were planning to sleep in the stable. 
 
    “At least horses are beautiful too,” Ilandere pointed out. “Because Vander is beautiful, and these creatures are hideous.” 
 
    “Beauty isn’t everything, Princess,” Elodette said impatiently. The warrior centaur was a very attractive woman herself, in an icy sort of way, with her gray eyes and sharp features, but she didn’t seem to share the princess’ completely warranted sense of vanity. 
 
    As we continued to observe the drummers, as I began to refer to them in my mind for lack of a better term, one of them lost his grip on his stick. It bounced off his boulder and hit the drummer next to him smack in the forehead. 
 
    “Oopsie,” Ilandere giggled. 
 
    Then she let out a little gasp of horror and covered her eyes as the drummer who had just been accidentally hit in the face let out an enraged bellow of, “UGGAUGGAUGGA,” dropped his own stick, and wrapped his meaty hands around the thick neck of the unintentional perpetrator with the apparent intention of throttling him to death. 
 
    The other drummers stopped making music and started hopping around making excited grunts. 
 
    One of them pounded the one that was doing the strangling on the back with her stick to try to make him release his victim. He did release his victim, in order to pick her up and fling her bodily out of the way. Unfortunately for several of the parties involved, the female drummer struck her head on a boulder when she landed. 
 
    Some of the drummers ran over to poke, prod, and shake her and examine the amount of her brains that had been smeared across the boulder as if trying to figure out whether it was an amount that one could reasonably do without. The results of their examination caused them to gibber in distress and rage. 
 
    The drummer that had thrown the female tried to run away, but the rest of the drumming circle converged on him and beat him to the ground with their sticks. Then the one that he had almost strangled picked up a large rock and triumphantly smashed in his skull with it. 
 
    After that, the entire group of drummers suddenly calmed down and started doing a funny little skipping dance in a circle around both corpses while making happy little hoots as if they were very pleased with the morning’s accomplishments. 
 
    “Looks like we have a problem, guys,” I sighed. 
 
    “You mean that they’re horribly violent?” squeaked Ilandere, who was peeking through her fingers. 
 
    “No,” I said, “I mean that they can’t talk. That’s going to pose a real obstacle to constructive communication.” 
 
    “Communication?” Lizzy repeated incredulously. “But ain’t we just gonna slice and dice ‘em? You know, to spare those poor Sanctimians further heartache and all.” 
 
    “I think we should try diplomacy first,” I said firmly. “I mean, look at them. They don’t seem evil. Just dumb.” 
 
    “Qaar’endoth, my lord, I fear that they lack the mental and spiritual capacity for rehabilitation,” Florenia asserted. 
 
    “What she said,” Lizzy agreed. 
 
    Instead of debating the point, I walked up to the drummers’ fence. It was about seven or eight feet tall and the posts were sharpened at the top but they were not packed tightly together, so it would have been easy enough to knock any one of them down like a toothpick. Instead I hollered through a gap, 
 
    “Hello! My name is Vander! I’d like to meet you! Can my friends and I come in?” 
 
    I knew they wouldn’t understand any of the words, but I hoped they could at least pick up some cues about my intentions from my friendly tone of voice and the context. 
 
    Behind me, my other two selves and all of my friends emerged from the treeline. 
 
    The dance circle of drummers froze to gape at us. Others of their kind loitering around the settlement stopped whatever they were doing to gape too. I half expected them all to charge us with their sticks and stones and attempt to bash our skulls in without further ado. If that happened, then Lizzy and Florenia would get their wish and the Sanctimians’ sheep problem would be solved. At least we could say we had made an effort to work things out peacefully. 
 
    But that is not what happened. 
 
    Instead, they gibbered in fear and made panicked grunting sounds. Then some of them ran into their huts. Others hit the deck and squeezed their eyes shut as if they were playing dead. Others curled up into the fetal position and starting humming loudly, whether to comfort themselves or as some kind of psychological tactic to distract or repel me, I don’t know. 
 
    “Boy, the wolves around here must be dumb as fuck to get themselves killed by these babies,” Lizzy said in disgust. 
 
    “Well, I was intimidated too when I saw Qaar’endoth for the first time,” Florenia said. That came as news to me. When I first met Florenia she had been surrounded by her sister vestals of Nillibet, and she had unveiled herself to me and announced her decision to leave behind her order and accompany me with supreme aristocratic confidence. Florenia herself had the kind of face and figure that reduced most men to nervous, pants-adjusting wrecks, so it was kind of hard for me to wrap my mind around the idea of her being intimidated by me on first sight. 
 
    “So was I,” Ilandere agreed, “but the instant I laid eyes on him, I knew that he had a benevolent soul.” 
 
    That wasn’t exactly how I would necessarily describe myself, considering, among other things, that revenge and murder was currently my primary source of motivation. I didn’t think the little centaur could comprehend the levels of anguish and rage that burned through my guts when I thought of Thorvinius and how his order had slain every last member of mine, for no other reason than to “slake the appetite” of their devourer god. I didn’t think she had any idea how deep my thirst for blood ran. And I knew she had witnessed me kill before, in circumstances that we both considered justified, but she probably wasn’t aware of how much I sometimes enjoyed it. Ever since I had saved the princess from her captor and would-be slaver, she had been completely devoted to me, and she had always seen me in a much gentler and purer light than anyone else. That was a different kind of high standard to live up to than Florenia’s. From what I could tell, the duke’s daughter just wanted me to win all my battles, become all-powerful, achieve dominion over the earth, and spend every spare moment having sex with her. That seemed a lot more doable to me than being the kind of saint Ilandere insisted that I was. 
 
    “… But I don’t think the drummers recognize that,” Ilandere said thoughtfully as they continued to cower. 
 
    “Hey, there, it’s all right,” I said in the same tone that I might use to soothe a spooked horse. “You guys, I don’t mean you any harm. I just want to talk. And my friends are real nice too. See how pretty they are?” 
 
    “Don’t mean we’re nice,” Lizzy snickered unhelpfully. 
 
    “Please,” I continued as I held up my hands in the universal gesture that demonstrated I wasn’t holding any weapons. “We’d really like to come in and see your camp. Looks like a real nice job you’ve done with it. Really impressive construction. And this fence here! Pretty much impenetrable to anyone you don’t want getting in, eh?” 
 
    “You don’t have to lie to them, Vander,” Lizzy said. “Watch this.” 
 
    I was afraid she was going to leap the fence, which of course I could have done easily myself, except that I wanted to set the drummers at ease and preserve their illusion that they had control over who could and couldn’t access their camp. 
 
    But instead the she-wolf simply sashayed up next to me to press herself against the fence and blink her green eyes flirtatiously through a gap. Then she said in the sweetest, kindest, most soothing, and beguiling tone of voice I had ever heard come from her lips, “Now you listen up, fuckfaces. If you don’t get your sorry asses over here and open this fucking gate for us in the next minute, we’re gonna be obliged to bust our own way in, and I promise that you ain’t gonna like the consequences of that none whatsoever.” 
 
    As she continued murmuring to them like an adoring mother to her frightened child, the drummers gradually picked themselves up off the ground, slunk out of their huts, and crept up to the fence to stare directly at us. I had to say they weren’t any more pleasant-looking up close. It was like some fucked-up god had decided to breed humans with monkeys. Then the bravest of the drummers reached out hesitantly to Lizzy through a gap in the fence. The she-wolf extended her clawed hand in return, and I held my breath for a second. Then she gingerly patted the drummer’s meaty oversized hand. 
 
    “Uggauggaugga,” the drummer grunted in delight. Then he or she, it was too modestly dressed for me to be able to tell, scurried over to the fence gate, unbarred it, and swung it open. 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Four 
 
    Lizzy snickered, blew me a kiss, and waltzed into the drummer compound first. All three of me followed on her heels. Florenia glided in surrounded by me. The centaurs came next, and Willobee brought up the rear. I could tell that the gnome was extremely uncomfortable with this situation, because his primary defense mechanism was his adept, some might even say occasionally duplicitous, way with words, and the drummers clearly didn’t have the capacity to be influenced by words. At least, not in the way that the gnome used them. 
 
    The drummers didn’t ring us in with spear points or launch boulders at our heads. They just crowded around us docile as could be, never mind that many of them were still smeared with the blood of their two already forgotten dead companions. The expressions in their eyes were a mixture of fear, awe, and downright adoration. The latter was primarily directed at Lizzy, which went to show you how clever they were. 
 
    But then as I again noticed the correlation between her furred ears, tail, and hindpaws and the wolf pelts that the drummers seemed to favor as garments, I wondered if there might be something more to their affinity with her than her little sweet-talking stunt. 
 
    “They’re rather like children, aren’t they?” Ilandere remarked. “Er, Vander, I think… they’re waiting for you to tell them what to do.” 
 
    “Hey, thanks for letting us in, guys,” I said. 
 
    “That’s the only reason you’re still alive this minute,” purred Lizzy in equally friendly tones. 
 
    “The reason we all came over here is to talk with you about Sanctimia,” I said. “You know, that village over that way?” I pointed. “The one where you’ve been attacking all those sheep? Yeah, that’s making some people over there pretty unhappy….” 
 
    “Okay, they have no idea what I’m saying,” I muttered from another of my mouths. “How do I explain this to them?” 
 
    One of the female drummers started petting Ilandere’s long silvery-blonde tail, and the centaur giggled. 
 
    The absurdity of the situation struck me, and I wondered how exactly we’d managed to get so sidetracked from our main quest of hunting down the Thorvinians. Well, at least the drummer settlement lay along our path. If we could just convince them somehow to stop needlessly killing sheep that they weren’t even going to eat, we could be on our merry way. It wasn’t like I even owed that much to Sanctimia. But seeing people living in that much misery for such a preventable reason just made me want to do something about it. Besides, Lizzy seemed pretty invested in the situation, although I knew she was more concerned about the plight of the wolves that the drummers were wearing as loincloths than the plight of the sheep or the Sanctimians. 
 
    “We could act it out,” Florenia suggested. “Sometimes my friends and I used to play a game like that, with two teams. One person would get up to perform, and they’d have to try to illustrate a concept well enough that their team could guess what it was, without using any words.” 
 
    “Hmm, okay, that’s not a bad idea,” I said. “So, we act out them killing the sheep? And then show them that it upsets the people who own the sheep?” 
 
    “No, we act out them killing wolves, and then show them that kind of behavior will get their heads ripped off,” Lizzy said. I had a strong suspicion she wasn’t planning to mime the head-ripping part. 
 
    “I will play the Sanctimians,” Florenia offered. “Being forced to serve as a vestal of Nillibet gave me plenty of experience with imitating people who are prudish, self-righteous, and miserable.” 
 
    “I will be a Sanctimian too,” Ilandere said. 
 
    “You should be a sheep,” Lizzy objected. “Since that’s what you’re most like, personality-wise. Meaning no offense.” 
 
    “I hope that none of you imagine I will be participating in this nonsense,” Elodette said haughtily. “Considering that I’m nothing remotely like a Sanctimian, a sheep, or a wolf.” 
 
    “We’re all going to do what Vander needs us to do to help out,” Ilandere said fiercely. 
 
    “Princess, of course I will do as you command me, but it is beneath your royal dignity--” Elodette began. 
 
    “Stop, everyone,” I said wearily. “Let’s start with something simpler and work from there. Okay?” 
 
    I mimed eating with utensils to some of the drummers who were watching that self while another of my selves mimed drinking from a cup. 
 
    “Think you guys could offer us some hospitality?” I asked. I wasn’t all that hungry or thirsty, since it hadn’t been that long since we breakfasted at The Traveler’s Providence, but I wanted to test out the drummers’ level of comprehension and how far their goodwill toward us extended. Did they want to please us? Would they at least try to do as we asked? 
 
    The drummers watching my body that was miming eating with a fork and knife merely squinted in confusion, scratched their heads, and grunted in a concerned tone. 
 
    But the drummers watching my self that was miming drinking from a cup exclaimed, “Uggaugga! Uggaugga!” and several of them ran off into a building. 
 
    “How can you base an entire language off one word?” Willobee groaned. 
 
    Lizzy shrugged. “If you don’t got anything much to say to each other…” 
 
    “Perhaps the gradations in their pitch and intonation are so subtle and complex that this vocalization which seems uniform to us actually comprises a highly nuanced vocabulary,” Florenia suggested serenely. 
 
    We all squinted at her sideways. 
 
    “Only joking,” she said. 
 
    At that point, the drummers who had run off a minute ago returned bearing various drinking vessels and started handing them to us. Most of the vessels were either large folded leaves or hollowed-out wood, but two were made from wolf skulls. They handed one of those to one of my selves and had the bad fortune to hand the other to Lizzy. 
 
    I thought it would probably take two of me to restrain her, but Lizzy’s reaction surprised me. She took the skull, looked at it clinically for a long moment, smiled very slightly to herself, and then took a long sip of the liquid that it held. 
 
    For a second I was relieved, and then after another second’s reflection I was actually more worried than before. But I was holding three drinking vessels of my own, and now that I’d successfully communicated with our new hosts enough to obtain these drinks for us, it would have been poor manners not to consume them. So I turned my attention to the liquid that Lizzy had casually swallowed. I didn’t recognize it, but it was something dark, fermented, and decidedly unappetizing. I guess if it were poisonous or otherwise dangerous to the health, Lizzy would have been able to detect that by smell. But then again, Lizzy’s unusual genetic background had equipped her with an ironclad constitution that enabled her to scarf down all kinds of things a normal person wouldn’t touch with a ten-foot pole without suffering any apparent ill effects, up to and including plague-infected corpse meat. So I just hoped that she was considerate enough of our comparatively weaker constitutions to think to give us a heads-up if these vessels contained anything of that sort. 
 
    My self who was under the most intense scrutiny from the surrounding drummers at the moment took the first sip. It required intense effort not to spit it back out and to force an appreciative smile onto my face. It kind of tasted like alcohol… on its way back up, after a bout of excessive drinking. 
 
    I saw Ilandere let the liquid barely touch her rosebud lips and turn pale with revulsion. Another of my selves watched Elodette take one look at it and lower her cup again without deigning to try it. My third self watched Florenia catch a whiff of the liquid as she brought it near her mouth and proceed to fake taking a sip without actually ingesting any. 
 
    Then I heard a pleased hum from about waist height behind me, and turned to see Willobee nodding his head in approval, which made the long white ostrich feather in his red velvet cap bob wildly. 
 
    I raised an incredulous eyebrow at him. 
 
    “It is really a most potent flavor, Master,” he remarked. “Very rich. Very earthy. It reminds me a bit of a traditional gnomish drink that has been brewed for many centuries in the northern Yagural mountains, said to have both medicinal and aphrodisiac properties.” The gnome inflated his already chubby cheeks with a long drag, swilled it around in his mouth, and swallowed with a satisfied sigh. 
 
    The drummers watched our reactions to their drink intently and gibbered at us inquisitively. 
 
    “Delicious,” I managed to say. 
 
    “Better than delicious, it’s complex,” Willobee said sincerely. 
 
    “I can sincerely say that it’s the most putrid thing I’ve ever tasted in my life,” Florenia murmured sweetly, even though she had barely done more than inhale the scent of the drink. 
 
    “In all honesty I’d have to admit that it’s not the most putrid thing I’ve ever tasted in mine,” Lizzy said, which was very fair-minded of her, and also reflected an extremely low standard. 
 
    There was a commotion around us as the drummers started teaming up to heft boulders over behind each member of the party, except for the two centaurs, whom they seemed to recognize were shaped in a way that was not conducive to sitting. From watching them move the boulders I realized that, whatever their other shortcomings, these were a remarkably strong people, much stronger than humans were. Maybe that was part of the reason they had managed to survive for as long as they had with such apparently limited mental functions.  
 
    Once they had the boulders in place, they grunted at us eagerly, patted the boulders, and then patted our bottoms. They did this without any hesitation or embarrassment, as if it they didn’t have any conception of that kind of contact being an inappropriate way to behave toward strangers, especially strangers whom they seemed to hold in reverence. None of us had been expecting it, so none of us had any time to dodge. Florenia grimaced at me. Lizzy’s muscles tensed, and she bared her teeth. I cast her a warning look. 
 
    Except for the centaurs, we all sat down. The boulders were fairly small ones, so all of our feet were planted firmly on the ground, except for Willobee’s, which swung freely in the air as he perched on top. In some ways he looked like a little old man, with his hairy tufted ears, lavender beard, and knobby features, but even though he had proudly informed me that he was of a larger than average size for a gnome, he would never outgrow a human toddler. 
 
    After we were seated, the drummers gibbered excitedly and started skipping around us in a circle hooting happily. This reminded me quite a lot of the way they had just been behaving over the bodies of their two recently deceased comrades, who were lying just a few yards away. I wasn’t quite sure if that was a good sign, which meant that they were celebrating us as honorary members of the tribe or something like that, or if it was a very bad sign, which meant that they intended for us to be dead soon. 
 
    “I’m not sure if I like them less or the Sanctimians less,” Elodette remarked. 
 
    “Aw, they’re happy, don’t be mean,” Ilandere reproached her. 
 
    “Yes, but happy about what?” Elodette asked grimly. 
 
    “They like us!” Ilandere replied. “The Sanctimians didn’t like us. That made me feel bad.” 
 
    “Maybe they like the idea of wearing our skins as clothing,” Elodette said. 
 
    “Maybe they like the idea of consuming our flesh in order to imbibe our vitality,” Florenia added. 
 
    At that point, the drummers started carrying out food to us. All kinds of food, including berries and nuts for which they had evidently foraged, as well as unidentifiable mashes served on leaves, and root vegetables served in their skins. There was also cooked lamb. I had a feeling I knew where that came from. There were, however, no utensils on offer, which I supposed was why they had completely failed to understand my food-related hand gestures earlier. Instead watching us drink seemed to have prompted the idea of feeding us. 
 
    The drummers’ food was a lot more palatable than their drink. It wasn’t exactly the finest meal I had ever enjoyed, but I did appreciate their efforts, and most of it didn’t make me feel like barfing, except for a few bowls filled with creepy crawlies. They had crispy roasted spiders, live wriggling worms, and crunchy beetles, all of which they seemed to enjoy munching on. None of us touched those dishes. 
 
    As Florenia stared at the bowls of insects, she suggested, “Er, Qaar’endoth? Perhaps instead of this whole… ah… exercise in cultural immersion, we could just bring a few of these creatures over to the field with the slaughtered sheep that Lizzy tracked them from, and express our disapproval to them? Then they’d understand what we were referring to.” 
 
    “We can’t bring them back into the village,” I replied. “Seems like they only go on their raids at night when the villagers aren’t on guard, since the villagers have never seen them and still think that they’re wolves sent by Monomachus. And I think it might be a good idea to keep it that way. Because imagine if the drummers met the Sanctimians. Think they could coexist?” 
 
    “No, one group would eventually annihilate the other,” Florenia conceded. 
 
    “Or better yet, they’d both wipe each other out!” Lizzy suggested hopefully. The she-wolf was completely supportive of my quest for bloody vengeance. She tended to be a bit less invested in our party’s occasional humanitarian endeavors along the way. 
 
    “So what do we do, Vander?” Ilandere asked. 
 
    “We stay,” I said. “Just for a few days. Long enough to monitor them and figure out the when and why of their sheep raids. Then we can interfere and explain to them that the raids have to stop.” 
 
    “And the wolf-killing,” Lizzy added. 
 
    “They don’t really seem to have any other hobbies besides killing for fun,” Willobee pointed out. “We might have to teach them some replacement forms of recreation.” 
 
    “Killing the way they do it isn’t even fun,” I said. Back at my temple, the other novices and I had had a spare body each, and we had elevated killing each other into an art form in our daily combat training exercises. It had been a friendly competition, mostly, although I couldn’t say there had never been any hard feelings. Even if your consciousness wasn’t destroyed, and you could simply regenerate the body you had lost, it still wasn’t particularly enjoyable to have a grappling hook burst through your chest or your spine ripped out of your back. It definitely instilled some memorable lessons though. 
 
    “How could killing ever possibly be fun?” Ilandere exclaimed. 
 
    “Hey now, don’t knock it before ya try it,” Lizzy advised her. 
 
    “Hmm, does that principle apply to those roasted spiders?” Florenia asked the she-wolf slyly. It would have been an effectively appalling dare for a normal person. Lizzy, however, blinked her green eyes, reached out, plucked out a crumpled ball of legs, popped it into her mouth, and chewed with relish. Florenia gasped a little, Ilandere squealed, and both of them averted their eyes. 
 
    The she-wolf looked extremely pleased by the dramatic reaction she had evoked. She shot back at Florenia, “Hey, ain’t you vestals s’posed to be, ah, real educated in all kinds of cooking and taste testing and such? Real knowledgeable about every kind of flavor there is, and all the little differences between them such as peasants like me wouldn’t have a clue about? You wanna sample the quality of this here dish for me, give me your professional opinion like?” 
 
    Florenia glanced at the bowl of beetles and replied coolly, “Nillibet is the goddess of baking, my dear, and this dish was clearly roasted, so my opinion on the matter would be quite worthless, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Aww, I value your opinion in all matters,” Lizzy said sweetly. She and Florenia actually got along quite well, unlike her and Ilandere. They had a kind of mutual respect and understanding, despite coming from such opposite backgrounds and having such different personalities. So it probably wasn’t a complete lie that Lizzy valued Florenia’s opinion. Even though the only reason she was declaring that fact right now was that she wanted to see the finicky duke’s daughter cornered into eating a beetle. 
 
    Florenia turned to my nearest self, and I realized with a sinking feeling in my stomach what was coming next. 
 
    “Well, I defer in all matters to the judgment of my lord, Qaar’endoth,” the duke’s daughter announced as she batted her hazel eyes at me innocently. 
 
    Fucking hell. I couldn’t even call bullshit on that one because it was basically true. But, I could play the girls’ game too. 
 
    I turned to the gnome who glared back at me with his glowing jade eyes. “Well, I would be nothing without the wise counsel of my faithful servant Willobee of Clan Benniwumporgan,” I stated. 
 
    “And I,” he announced, “need look no further than the illustrious example of the peerless princess to guide my conduct toward perfection.” 
 
    “Who, me?” Ilandere squeaked. She was usually tickled pink by the gnome’s flattery, but it didn’t seem to be having quite its usual effect in this case. 
 
    “So, if I eat a fucking beetle, does that mean I’m in charge of you all?” Elodette interrupted. 
 
    “No,” about five different voices snapped. 
 
    I knew what I had to do after that. There was no choice. My pride and my authority depended upon it. With a groan, I reached out, picked out a beetle from the bowl, popped it in my mouth and swallowed as fast as I possibly could without choking, with the minimum amount of chewing and therefore the minimum amount of taste absorption. 
 
    “Er… how was it?” Elodette asked with genuine curiosity. Not enough curiosity to sample one herself though. 
 
    The briefness of the contact of the insect with my tongue meant that I actually didn’t really know the answer. It was more the idea of eating a beetle that repulsed me. “Delicious,” I lied. “By the Fairlands! I wish I could gobble them all, but that would be so unspeakably selfish of me that I could never forgive myself.” 
 
    None of my companions were convinced by my acting skills. 
 
    Throughout the rest of the day, some parties of drummers returned from foraging trips bearing more food supplies consisting of nuts, roots, berries, and more bugs. Others hung around and chipped away at wood to make dishware or at rock to make spearheads. But most of the drummers did not seem to have regular day jobs, and they occupied themselves by watching our every move and grunting at us inquisitively. They especially enjoyed the sound of Lizzy’s voice for some reason as she continued to murmur venomous threats and insults at them. They also kept trying to touch both centaurs until they were in grave danger of getting their brains kicked out by Elodette’s mighty hooves. The centaurs and Willobee particularly mesmerized them, I suppose because of their exotic appearances. I couldn’t tell whether the drummers even recognized that there were three of me, or that this was unusual. Perhaps they simply thought that all the males of my species looked exactly identical, considering that they apparently had not had any direct contact with the Sanctimians. 
 
    When we decided that we were going to be staying at least overnight, Ilandere and one of my selves went to go fetch our tethered horses and bring them back into the drummer settlement. We had planned to just go on our own, but the drummers wouldn’t allow that. Half of them stayed with the rest of our party while the other half crashed through the brush after us grunting with distress. I wondered if they thought we were leaving for good and abandoning the rest of our companions, and then I wondered how we were going to manage to disentangle ourselves from our clingy hosts when the time actually came for us to leave for good. Once we retrieved the horses and returned to the settlement, they calmed right back down and seemed happy again. Within the space of just a few hours, we seemed to have gone from being completely unknown to them, to becoming the attraction that their whole existence revolved around. It wasn’t just me who was a god to them. We were all gods to them. 
 
    As I watched the drummers in return and tried to analyze how their little society functioned within itself, I realized that they did have somewhat of a social hierarchy. They seemed to defer most to the largest and strongest males, and those were also the ones most likely to be wearing wolf pelts rather than some other kind of fur or coverings of woven fibers. The women’s status didn’t seem to be correlated with size in the same way. I guessed that it might be correlated with physical attractiveness instead, but I had no idea what their metrics were for that. 
 
    We hadn’t seen any children when my party first arrived, but eventually it turned out that all the drummers under the approximate age of puberty were kept shut up in one of the buildings. A few nursemaids ostensibly watched over them, but didn’t seem too fussed about it when one child pushed, poked, or punched another, or pissed itself. Their main job really seemed to be keeping the children inside the hut, rather than keeping the children clean, safe, or entertained. But, there were about twenty of the brats all vigorously alive, and about twice that number of fully grown or even elderly drummers, so it seemed that they must be getting enough essential care to survive growing up in basically the equivalent of a pig pen. 
 
    At one point, Willobee remarked to me, “You don’t think some god called Monomachus really created them, do you? Some god with a sick sense of humor?” 
 
    “No, I think it was one that’s just an amateur at the art of creation,” I said. “Whether his or her name is Monomachus, I couldn’t tell you. But I do think the Sanctimians are the ones making themselves miserable for no reason. I doubt it was a god that handed them their rulebook. If it was, well then he’s even more of a fucking sadist than Thorvinius.” 
 
    The drummers’ sheep-killing habit was the root of all their problems with the villagers, and their wolf-killing habit was the root of all their problems with Lizzy, yet they didn’t actually seem to eat much meat of either kind. But, after the evening meal, I did notice that some of them seemed to be preparing slabs of meat. They were soaking it in some kind of liquid, which interested me because it was a more elaborate cooking process than I had seen them perform before. They tended to just put things on sticks and hold them over a fire until they stopped bleeding. 
 
    I caught Lizzy’s eye and nodded my head toward the drummers involved in the marination process. She glanced over. Then she sniffed the air. Then her whole body froze, and her green eyes flashed. 
 
    “Poison,” she hissed. 
 
    “For us?” gasped Ilandere, who had overheard her. 
 
    The drummers hadn’t given any sign of wanting us dead. On the contrary, they seemed both too afraid of us and too worshipful of us to try anything malicious toward us. And if they did have bad intentions, I was sure they would have been revealed by now. Our first meal served by them would have been poisoned, not our fourth. They simply weren’t cunning enough to bide their time and plot our downfall. 
 
    If my theory about the actual purpose of the poison was correct, that would explain how these slow, stupid creatures had the capability to kill animals as fast and smart as wolves. And it would explain why they didn’t seem to eat any wolf meat even though they wore so many wolf pelts. I’d also seen some of their apparent leaders with wolf claws or teeth strung on necklaces. If poison was their method, it made those trophies shameless and dishonorable. 
 
    While some drummers were performing a variation of their traditional skipping circle dance for the umpteenth time around me and my companions, I saw four of them head out of the gate toting the poisoned meat. 
 
    As soon as they got distracted fetching us more drinks and some women started braiding Ilandere’s tail while she stood there patiently and let them, Lizzy and one of my selves snuck off to follow. We didn’t use the main gate because that was directly in the sightline of the main group of drummers. Instead we chose a spot concealed from their view by one of their crude buildings. I gave Lizzy a boost to get over the fence, and then I took a slight running start, kicked a few steps vertically up one of the fence posts, and grabbed onto the top of the post with both hands. From there I pulled myself up and dropped down to the other side where the she-wolf was waiting. 
 
    It still wouldn’t be dark enough for another couple of hours for Lizzy to morph, so we were restricted to her human speed while she used her sense of smell to lead us on the tracks of the poisoners. So we didn’t catch up to them until half an hour later when Lizzy held up her hand in a gesture for me to stop. In a clearing just past a few more meters of trees, the four drummers were depositing their lethal offerings on the ground. 
 
    “They’re right,” Lizzy whispered to me. She pointed. “There’s a wolf den over there, I can smell it. They must know that. They’ve been here before.” 
 
    She was practically glowering with rage. That was a new side of Lizzy that I hadn’t seen before. She had a temper, sure, but you pretty much had to wrong her personally, or maybe me, in order to rouse it. But Lizzy didn’t even know these wolves that were being victimized by the drummers, and yet she somehow seemed to feel protective of them. Dishonorable tactics in general didn’t particularly get her hackles up. I knew she’d seen and utilized plenty of questionable tactics back in her bandit days. And innocent creatures dying didn’t necessarily faze her much either. She kind of seemed to consider that the way of the world. But, she had always seemed fiercely proud of the wolf heritage that was part of what made her so different from everyone else. So maybe this emotional reaction on her part was some sort of kinship instinct. 
 
    “You take the left two, I take the right two?” Lizzy suggested. It was a little cocky of her to think that an even split made sense when she wasn’t in her wolf form, but I guess that was probably partly the rage talking. I was definitely making a mental note to myself never to harm a wolf unless it was necessary to defend someone. 
 
    “None of those four are wearing wolf pelts,” I pointed out. 
 
    “So what?” Lizzy demanded. 
 
    “So, they’re not high status in their tribe,” I replied. “They’re not the ones calling the shots. They’re probably not the ones who decided to poison the wolves, they were probably just sent out here.” 
 
    “So what?” Lizzy repeated as her green eyes narrowed. 
 
    “So, eliminating these four won’t affect whether the tribe continues poisoning wolves,” I said. “The rest of the drummers may have noticed that you and I are missing from the camp, and if we came back and these four minions didn’t, then they might put two and two together, and they might turn against us all. Or they might not. But either way, I don’t think they’d come to the conclusion that they should stop poisoning wolves. We’ll have to come up with another plan.” 
 
    “If we wipe all of them out, then there won’t be any left to do no poisoning,” Lizzy said. 
 
    “I just don’t want to be the kind of god who’s too… smite-happy, you know?” I sighed. “If we can’t educate them, then we’ll do it your way. But can we at least try first?” 
 
    “Try what?” Lizzy asked. “To educate them?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    She cackled with laughter. We both ducked behind a tree as the nearby drummers stared around in terror and confusion. Eventually they must have decided that it was an exotic bird or something and finished emptying their bucket of poisoned meat. 
 
    “I know you’re not dumb,” Lizzy said, “so I guess you must just be a what-d’ya-call-it. An octomist?” 
 
    “An… optimist?” I guessed. 
 
    “Yeah, that, the one that means you’re not dumb, but you’re just laying a dumb wager cause you wish things was a certain way they ain’t,” Lizzy explained. 
 
    “I’m not really an optimist in the usual sense,” I said. “See, an optimist just hopes the universe will work out a certain favorable way, like you said. I, on the other hand, am a god. So I can find ways of bending the universe to my will, and that’s how I know things are going to turn out all right.” 
 
    Whether or not I was truly the incarnation of the god Qaar’endoth, I still didn’t know for sure. But I knew an oracle, deceased now, who had suggested as much in a prophecy, and the part of her prophecy about me being able to create new selves was already coming true. So that definitely increased my confidence in the rest of it. 
 
    By then, the four poisoners had left. Lizzy and I crouched down to hide in the bushes as they passed us. Then after they left, we went out to the clearing and gathered up all the slabs of meat of which there were about ten scattered throughout. 
 
    “Not sure how to dispose of these,” I muttered. “If we bring them back, I guess Willobee can dissolve them with his bile.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lizzy agreed. “Or we could hang out here for a couple hours, just you and me? Then once it gets dark enough, I can morph and eat ‘em myself.” 
 
    “What the hell do you mean, eat them?” I exclaimed. “You’re immune to toxins too? Not just germs and diseases?” 
 
    “I don’t know what a toxin is,” Lizzy replied, “but nothing I ever ate has so much as given me a tummy ache. And I’ve ate a lot of the same things that killed members of my old crews. Like that river I told you about what made ‘em shit themselves to death, and some mushrooms I ate once with a fellow called Hank that made us see things. I ate twice as many as him, and he was twice my size but he conked out drooling after we’d done running away from the angry ghosts and the giant ducks and whatnot, never woke up again.” 
 
    “Is there anything you can’t eat?” I asked her. 
 
    “Well, I dunno… I wouldn’t swallow a blade or nothing, or fire, that’s for stupid people,” Lizzy said. “And my chewing abilities and my stomach capacity are a lot more limited when I’m like this.” She gestured at her voluptuous human figure. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I said. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “Back at the camp… they’re wondering where we are,” I explained. “At least, I assume that’s what’s getting them all agitated.” 
 
    “That’s what your other eyes see?” she asked. “A bunch of drummers getting their panties in a twist? Well, who gives a fuck what they think?” 
 
    “I think… they seem to want our friends to make us come back, or something,” I sighed. “I don’t know. It’s a lot of grunting, and it doesn’t sound very happy. There’s some rock waving involved too now. We better get back on the double.” 
 
    We ran back as fast as Lizzy could while we were still carrying all the slabs of poisoned meat. If she had been a wolf, she would have easily outpaced me, but as a human, she huffed and puffed behind me. Once we reached the perimeter of the settlement at an unobserved point, we paused. 
 
    Lizzy asked me, “Er, should we dump these here lamb shanks, Vander? So they won’t know we took ‘em?” 
 
    I considered for a moment and then I said, “No. We’ll bring them in. And this time, don’t talk nice. Say the same things you always say to them… but say them like you mean them.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” Lizzy agreed. 
 
    As soon as we showed ourselves at the gate of their fence, the drummers started cheering and whooping. Neither of us said a word in response. We just clutched the steaks and glowered. They let us in, ushered us back over to the others, and started doing their usual circle dance around us to celebrate having recovered us. 
 
    “Thank goodness you’re back,” Ilandere whispered. Florenia smiled at my most recently arrived self. My selves that were nearest to them laid a reassuring hand on Ilandere’s back and squeezed Florenia’s hand in mine, but my most recently arrived self did not acknowledge any of my friends. Neither did Lizzy. 
 
    Instead, we held up the poisoned steaks, pointed at them, and started shouting. 
 
    “What the fuck is this?” I yelled. 
 
    “If it weren’t for Vander every single one of you fuckers would be dead already,” Lizzy screamed. 
 
    The drummers gibbered in fear and either fled into their huts, flattened themselves, or huddled on the ground much like they had done when they first laid eyes on me and my companions. 
 
    Instead of relenting I demanded, “What the hell is this liquid? Huh? What the hell is this?” 
 
    “Poison is cheating, you fucking pathetic cowards,” Lizzy snarled. “You could never fight a wolf and win. Never. I’d love to see a wolf get its teeth in you, even if it can’t be me, since Vander won’t let me.” 
 
    “But I ever catch you pulling this shit again, and I will let her,” I shouted. 
 
    My self that was closest to Ilandere rubbed and patted at her backs, both her human one and her horse one. The princess was trembling even though my anger obviously wasn’t directed at her, and it was mostly staged. Lizzy’s, of course, was not staged, so the fury of her rant overshadowed mine. 
 
    The drummers started whimpering. 
 
    “You learned your lesson?” I asked them. “You ever planning to do this again?” I pointed at the poisoned steak. 
 
    They didn’t even seem to have gestures for yes or no, or at least ones that my companions and I could understand, so there was no head-shaking involved. But I was willing to bet from the look on their faces that there would have been, if they had been familiar with that gesture. 
 
    I threw all the steaks that I was carrying down in the dirt and stomped on them as I yelled, “Never again! Never! Bad! No!” 
 
    Lizzy on the other hand fell completely silent, raised both of her human hands with their wolfish claws, and stalked around the circle of surrounding drummers to express the unmistakable threat to them. A lot of the time I wasn’t sure if they understood anything that we were trying to communicate with them, as eager as they might be to please us, but this time they definitely got the point. The display of claws was not even necessary by that point, anyway. The drummers were cowering and shaking. They seemed convinced that we were about to slaughter them all. I shot Lizzy a warning look to remind her that we weren’t in fact going to do that. 
 
    The gnome chortled and rubbed his chubby little hands together. He loved showing off his unique barfing abilities. He carefully tucked his luxurious, curling lavender beard out of the way, and then stooped over and retched a torrent of bright blue slime all over the pile of meat. It bubbled slightly and let off steam. Cries of shock and gasps rose all around the circle from the throats of the drummers, but they’d seen nothing yet. By the time the acid in Willobee’s gnomish bile had worked its usual wonders, the meat, bone, and gristle would dissolve down into nothing. I figured it sure didn’t hurt for the drummers to be aware of my little friend’s useful abilities and realize what a bad idea it was to make even the seemingly harmless smallest member of our party angry. 
 
    “We’ll have to stick around a little and monitor them,” one of my selves who was surrounded by my friends, not standing in the center of the circle over the melting meat, said quietly. “Make sure they don’t just ‘forget’ this incident, whether conveniently or genuinely, tomorrow and try to pull that same trick on the wolves.” 
 
    I had expected a bit of grumbling, since even though I had already told my friends as much earlier, I knew none of them were exactly enjoying the company of the drummers. Except maybe Willobee, who seemed to find them amusing. Lizzy, of course, was bearing a wolfish grudge against them, Ilandere was horrified by their arbitrary violent impulses, Florenia simply found them repulsive, and Elodette thought they were too dumb and pathetic to be worth helping. But I actually didn’t receive any pushback for that presumably unpopular decision. My friends seemed to have been a tiny bit intimidated themselves by my display of rage for the drummers’ benefit. 
 
    The destriers and the courser Generosity, Virility, Fury, Slayer, and Chivalry didn’t seem to have much of an opinion on the matter, except for maybe Fury, who had caved in the skull of a drummer who came up from behind and patted him on the hindquarters a few hours earlier. At the time I had been concerned that the drummers might get a little upset about their third casualty in one day, but they actually didn’t seem fussed at all. They just dutifully danced a funeral dance around the body, then dragged it off and dumped it in the woods presumably for the wild beasts to take care of later, like they’d done with the two who had perished in the altercation over the errant drumstick right before my companions and I showed up. That led me to suspect that maybe inglorious deaths were a pretty frequent occurrence within this population. Anyway, this one might have been slightly more productive than most, because afterward, the other drummers steered clear of our tethered mounts, which proved that they actually did have some minimal learning abilities. And once they were left in peace, the horses couldn’t have cared less about where exactly our hosts fell on the evolutionary spectrum. 
 
    We had already eaten an evening meal of more root vegetables and mystery mash along with a bit of non-poisoned lamb before Lizzy and I left on our little poison intervention mission, so after our educational performance culminating in Willobee’s nifty vomit trick, it seemed like a good time for us to head to bed and leave the drummers in peace to contemplate the events of the day.  
 
    I was about to suggest that when Willobee came up and tugged on my sleeve. He remarked, “Master, I believe I am beginning to discern a slight difference between their vocalizations, and I’m starting to observe a few correlations between certain variations on the baseline grunt and their probable meanings.” 
 
    “You mean you understand their language?” Ilandere exclaimed at the same moment as Florenia exclaimed, 
 
    “You mean you think they have a language?” 
 
    “Both of those might be overstating the case,” Willobee replied. “But they’re able to get a few rudimentary concepts across to each other, and I’m able to recognize a few of those myself. I think. Who knows? Maybe they really are just random sounds, and I’m so stultified by the monotony that I’ve started to imaginatively assign contextually relevant meanings to them.” 
 
    There was a long moment of silence as we contemplated the relative probability of these two possibilities. 
 
    “Should I attempt to make some diplomatic overtures, Master?” Willobee offered. 
 
    I considered his offer and the potential consequences. The gnome was a creative, bewildering, and charismatic force to be reckoned with in conversation, but he was far from infallible. Sometimes he miscalculated, or overestimated his own charm. And even Willobee himself had admitted that the drummers’ grunts might not have specific meanings at all. They might just be random noises. 
 
    “Well,” I said. “We, uh, don’t have much to lose at this point, considering the current state of human-drummer relations. So, Willobee, I think you may as well give it a shot. I don’t think I should walk up to them with you, since they’re kind of intimidated by me and Lizzy right now and that might make them less receptive to whatever you have to say, but I’ll be right here if things go south.” 
 
    “So will I,” Elodette said grimly as she patted her bow. 
 
    The stout little gnome gulped and blinked his jade green lantern eyes once. Then he waddled across the camp toward the spot where most of the drummers had congregated about thirty feet away.  
 
    Throughout the previous day, the drummers had deferred to Willobee just as they had deferred to the rest of us, despite his diminutive stature, and they had continually tried to express their admiration for his curly lavender beard by stroking it, which I suspected that he secretly somewhat enjoyed. But now, as he approached, some of them grunted respectfully, but a lot of them shifted on their feet nervously and in a not altogether friendly manner. I wasn’t sure if this was because he had lost favor with them by association with me and my wolf-defending ways, or because they had observed how the poisoned meat had dissolved after being coated in his blue bile and didn’t fancy anything similar happening to their own flesh, or both. 
 
    But regardless of the cause, that all changed when Willobee opened his mouth and started speaking. Because he wasn’t using words, at least not in the way I understood them. Nor was he grunting in precisely the same manner as the drummers. Although the primitive noises he was making sounded extremely similar to theirs, they were deeper, richer, and more resonant… more rhythmic, and more authoritative. I had some awareness of Willobee’s vocal range from having enjoyed his incredible gnomish ballads, in which he assumed the diverse voices of all kinds of people, animals, other miscellaneous sound effects like thunder and lightning, stomachs rumbling with hunger, and crabs scuttling across stone beaches, and even gave voice to silent processes like plants growing and hearts breaking in eerily convincing ways that almost made me feel I had heard them before. 
 
    But this was a whole new level of linguistic and vocal genius. Willobee had apparently, by listening to the native speakers for less than a day, managed to decipher a language so crude and unintelligible that none of the rest of us had even really considered it a language, and was now fluent enough to make speeches in an enhanced version of it. The ape-like grunting flowing from the gnome’s mouth posed a comical contrast with the foppish velvet suit of clothes and feathered cap he always wore. Of course, I didn’t know what he was saying exactly. But it was clear from their body language that all the drummers were hanging on his every grunt. And although they didn’t seem thrilled, exactly, they did seem receptive and comprehending.  
 
    Then, as the gnome continued his performance, some remark of his actually evoked hoots of merriment from them. Other remarks were met with affirmative-sounding grunts. The drummers’ enthusiasm gradually increased, until some of them started dropping to their knees in postures of submission and thankfulness, or maybe just to get down to eye level with their new favorite god, and once again attempting to stroke Willobee’s silken beard. 
 
    After a while, Willobee turned and looked across the camp to where Lizzy, Florenia, Ilandere, Elodette, and I all waited while trying our best to look casual and called out, “It’s all right, Master! Why don’t you all join us?” 
 
    My three selves strode over and escorted the women with me. 
 
    I looked at the gnome questioningly as I wondered what exactly he had told the drummers to turn them so friendly. 
 
    Willobee did not address us directly. Instead, he gestured at the seven of us as he grunted rapidly at the drummers, who fidgeted uncomfortably in our presence. They grunted back. I couldn’t tell what they were saying, of course, but it seemed like kind of a call-and-response format, where they were signaling their understanding and agreement to something that Willobee was telling them. 
 
    Not all the drummers seemed to accept his speech so readily though. Some of the largest and most aggressive-looking ones, conspicuously clothed in the most luxurious wolf pelts, were grunting in a distinctly hostile tone, and a few even shoved their fellow drummers. Based on what we had seen of their reaction earlier to something as trivial as getting accidentally hit in the face with a drumstick, I was concerned that the disagreement might quickly escalate into a bloodbath, but with Willobee there to talk them down, the clearly discontented drummers eventually simmered down and just sulked while the conversation continued. 
 
    After a while, they all started bowing and kneeling to our group again the way they had done earlier when we first showed up. They didn’t share many other gestures in common with us, but lowering oneself closer to the ground seemed to be a pretty much universal signal of submission, for more species than just humans. Ilandere allowed them to caress her tail and her long silvery human tresses, and even Elodette kind of put up with their attentions, she just twitched her muscles under their hands the way horses do when they’re attempting to dislodge flies from their pelts. 
 
    After a few minutes of this renewed worship, Willobee grunted what I guessed must be some kind of goodnight, and waddled off. The rest of us hastily disentangled ourselves and followed. 
 
    We picked out an unoccupied building that seemed soundly constructed enough not to fall down on our heads and crush us while we slept, made it clear to the drummers through gesturing that we were claiming it as ours for the duration of our stay, and piled in and shut the door. 
 
    After that, I asked Willobee, “So, what was that?” 
 
    “That,” Willobee replied, “was Willobee of Clan Benniwumporgan, saving the day.” 
 
    I just hoped the boast was warranted. For all I knew, he had pledged all of us in ten years of servitude to the tribe. For all I knew, he had betrothed us all to drummer spouses, a fate to which I suspected that we would all consider death to be preferable. “Um. Okay. Great. But how, exactly, did you do that? I mean, what did you tell them?” 
 
    “I told them that the Wolf Goddess had been angered by their traditions of killing wolves and of killing sheep while disguised as wolves,” the gnome answered. “I told them that that was why we had all paid them a visit, and that we are all gods of other various things who are friends of the Wolf Goddess and came to serve as a backup. I told them that as long as they stop doing those two things, they won’t encounter any trouble from us. That the Wolf Goddess will forgive them for past transgressions.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Lizzy said. “I kind of like the idea of being a goddess.” 
 
    “Qaar’endoth is the only true god among us,” Florenia said. “However, to these poor creatures, I suppose we are somewhat akin to gods and goddesses. We are immeasurably cleverer. We are vastly more lethal. And, of course, we are infinitely better-looking.” 
 
    “What did you tell them I was the goddess of, then, Willobee?” Ilandere inquired. 
 
    “The moon,” Willobee replied. “You have exactly the right glowing, silver, ethereal look for that. And I told them that you are the goddess of the hunt, Elodette.” 
 
    I thought Elodette would make some kind of sarcastic remark. But she just nodded and said nothing, which I took to mean that she was actually kind of flattered by his description of her. 
 
    “They had already dubbed Vander ‘The Triple God,’” Willobee continued. “Not really the most inventive name, and they’re kind of missing the point that you’re really more The Infinite God or The Multiplying God, who just so happens to be at a head count of three at this particular stage of personal development. But, to give them credit where credit is due, I have to say that they did better than most humans in regard to the fact that they did recognize you as one being in three bodies, as opposed to being triplets. Then again… I haven’t really had enough opportunity to delve into the nuances of their speech, yet. So it’s possible that they also just consider ordinary twins and triplets to be basically the same person if they look enough alike.” 
 
    “And me?” Florenia asked curiously. 
 
    “Er.” The gnome turned bright red. “I, er, kind of just told them the first thing that popped into my head. It’s not important.” 
 
    “But my dear Willobee,” she replied, “it has suddenly become a matter of extreme importance to me. If you refuse to tell me, I will have to assume the worst. I will have to assume that you associate me with something so insulting that our friendship, which I cherish, could not possibly survive the brutal revelation. Is that the case?” 
 
    Emotional blackmail was, apparently, another skill that aristocrats learned from a young age. Florenia’s use of it proved effective on Willobee. 
 
    “All right, all right,” the gnome groaned. “I told them you were the goddess of sex. It was the first thing that popped into my head because of the way you two… ” he gestured vaguely at the duke’s daughter and at the three of me. “Er, four… are always, well, you know…. It just seemed reasonable to infer that it might be something of a… specialty. But I didn’t mean it in a vulgar way.” 
 
    “Why, Willobee, that is so sweet of you,” Florenia cooed. 
 
    I was greatly amused. Really, it wasn’t an inaccurate choice of divine domain for her, if Florenia had truly been a goddess, as her physical appearance so strongly suggested. 
 
    “And what did you tell them you were the god of, Willobee?” I asked him. 
 
    “I told them that I was the god of peace, merriment, and honey mead,” the gnome replied. 
 
    “Just like you to give each of us one thing and yourself three things,” Lizzy grumbled. 
 
    “It was a diplomatic necessity!” Willobee protested. “I had to say peace, to calm them down and make them trust me more, after you and Vander did a number on that hunting party like that. And I had to say merriment, to make them like me and think that I had something good to offer. And I had to say honey mead because honey mead is inextricably linked to merriment. It would’ve been suspicious if I didn’t.” 
 
    “You can have merriment without honey mead,” Florenia replied with a wink in my direction. “Lots of it.” 
 
    “So, the drummers were willing to cooperate with what you said?” I asked Willobee to confirm. “I noticed a few of them didn’t seem too happy.” 
 
    The gnome shrugged. “Can’t please everyone, can you? Some of the top status ones, who maintain their status mainly through killing wolves, weren’t too keen on the idea of giving up their glory days. But I told them that from now on, the gods would grant eternal glory to whichever drummers gathered the most acorns. To give them something to do with all that free time on their hands, you know?” 
 
    “Sounds reasonable,” I said.  
 
    After that, we decided to try to get a few hours’ sleep before dawn. I had a feeling that more than one of my companions might dream of being gods that night. I was the only one of our party who might potentially be a god, Qaar’endoth the Unvanquished, but even if that were truly the case, it was their company that made divinity so much fun. 
 
    Lizzy’s ability to fall asleep didn’t seem to be inhibited at all by the rage that I knew was still boiling in her gut. She was always willing to skip sleep for sex, but since all eight of us were sharing one chamber that night, and that wasn’t a very practical option, she just curled up and passed out. 
 
    Willobee had never had any kind of problem falling asleep either, whether he was drunk off his ass, which seemed to be his preferred state, or dead sober. The drummers’ disgusting fermented drink, which we’d all had to start forcing down our throats since there didn’t seem to be any fresh water readily available, might have had a tiny bit of a buzz to it, and Willobee was the only who had consumed enough to feel any such effects, so he might have been mildly tipsy. Anyway, he cuddled up with Lizzy, which was a habit of theirs, usually for warmth since they both appreciated Lizzy’s thick, shaggy wolf pelt when we were camping out under the sky. I loved seeing how the ferocious ex-bandit and the conniving little gnome had gone from wanting each other dead to becoming the best of friends. Among my abilities, it was my opinion that bringing together disparate personalities into a sum that equaled more than the parts was a particularly underrated one. 
 
    The two centaurs folded themselves up as compactly as they reasonably could and laid their heads down using their arms for pillows. Florenia slumbered in the arms of one of my unconscious selves. 
 
    For about half an hour, I was alone with my thoughts. I leaned against the wall in an unoccupied spot near Ilandere and just reflected on how far I’d come since I set out from the temple of Qaar’endoth after the midnight massacre of my order, and on how far I still had to go in order to become the kind of god capable of putting down Thorvinius for good. As terrible as the events had been that set it in motion in the first place, I definitely couldn’t say that the journey itself had been unenjoyable so far. 
 
    Then a small voice like tinkling bells interrupted my thoughts. “Vander, are you awake?” Ilandere whispered. She had raised her silvery head from her pale arms to peer at me with those big doe eyes of hers. 
 
    “Yes, I’m right here,” I whispered back. “What is it?” 
 
    After a long moment of hesitation, Ilandere said softly, “Well, I was kind of just wondering if you think that I’ve… grown, you know, as a centaur. Since we met. Since this whole adventure started.” 
 
    “Uh,” I said. “Of course you have. We’ve all grown, I think. I know I’ve experienced stuff in the last couple weeks that I never dreamed I would experience in my entire life. And you’ve been a huge part of that, Ilandere. None of it would have been as wonderful without you there.” 
 
    Ilandere hummed thoughtfully. She seemed pleased by my answer, but not completely satisfied. “Well, I don’t know,” she said. “I mean, I know I’ve been around the whole time, but I can never really do as much to help you as the others can.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “Ilandere, the rest of these guys? They’re crazy. I love them, but they’re always causing us more problems than we already have in one way or another. You’re the only one who’s never given me a single problem. Never. You’re always trying to help out, and you’re always so sweet to everyone, no matter what kind of hell we might be going through at the time.” 
 
    “I try,” she said with a tiny little sigh, “but I’m just not very useful. Elodette’s so strong, and she’s not afraid of anything. Lizzy is… well, not very nice all the time, but she’s really brave too, and she can fight, and being able to turn into a wolf means she can do all kinds of things the rest of us can’t. And Willobee has his slime, and he can talk his way into or out of anything, if he’s in the right mood. Well, sometimes he makes things worse, but usually a lot better. Like just now, by explaining everything to the drummers in their own language. And he always has a song to warm everyone’s hearts. And Florenia is so extremely clever, and she’s so beautiful too, she’s like a queen. But I’m just… me.” 
 
    I kind of wished Willobee were awake right then, actually, because I knew that he’d know exactly the right way to phrase things to lift Ilandere’s spirits and make her understand how important and special she was. I cared so much about the little centaur, but I just wasn’t very good at that kind of thing. But I was just going to have to try my best.  
 
    “Ilandere, you’re one of the most special… beings I’ve ever met,” I told her. “I know you’re not a warrior, but I don’t expect you to be. That’s not the only way that my friends can be helpful to me, as you know. Sometimes violence is the solution. Sometimes it’s not. And when it’s not? You’re the kindest, sweetest, and most caring of us all, and the one that strangers trust and love the most. You sort of keep our worst impulses in check and make us want to be better people. And as for beauty? Are you kidding me? Ilandere, you’re absolutely dazzling.” 
 
    It was dark, but there was enough light for me to tell that the little centaur was blushing, and she was trying to keep a smile off her rosebud lips. 
 
    “You’re so nice to me, Vander,” she said. 
 
    “You’re an angel,” I said. “I just try to be decent.” 
 
    “I just want… ” she sighed. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “I just want to be worthy of you,” she whispered. She said it so quietly that at first I didn’t even realize what she had said. 
 
    Then it registered. But not until the second after I glanced around at the rest of our companions and realized with a start that one was missing. Lizzy. Of course. I bit back a curse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    “Where are you--” the little centaur tried to ask worriedly when I moved toward the flap of our tent. 
 
    “I have to get Lizzy.” I smiled at her and motioned for her to stay where she was. Then I slipped out into the night in pursuit of the she-wolf. I couldn’t believe she had gotten away without my even noticing. Stealth was certainly not among Lizzy’s many talents, but I had been distracted by Ilandere.  
 
    Among my merry band of companions, I worried about the princess’ behavior the least, but I worried about her well-being the most. The rest could mostly take care of themselves pretty well. Ilandere was a pure and delicate soul, and as much as I loved having her with me, I knew that the road and the battlefield weren’t really the kinds of places she was made to go. She belonged in a cozy home with a lovely soft featherbed and lots of apple trees around. I hoped that someday, after I’d dealt with Thorvinius, I would be able to give that to her. 
 
    For now, I just needed to stop Lizzy from slaughtering our poor under-evolved hosts. I was confident that that wasn’t necessary in order to make them stop slaughtering the Sanctimians’ sheep and stop poisoning the wolves whose pelts they liked to wear so much, especially now that Willobee had figured out how to get through to them verbally. 
 
    After I stepped outside our hut and closed the door behind me so that my companions could continue sleeping in peace, I was relieved to find that no scene of carnage greeted me. The camp was quiet. The drummers, I assumed, were mostly sleeping peacefully in their own huts. A few lay out in the open under furs and snored. 
 
    So where was Lizzy? 
 
    Just as I started to wonder if maybe I had overreacted, and she had simply slipped off to relieve herself in the woods or something, my ears were pierced by a long, drawn-out, eerily beautiful and absolutely bloodcurdling howl. I recognized it immediately and knew that it did not belong to any ordinary wolf. It belonged to a beautiful, tawny, four-hundred-pound giant wolf who definitely had other intentions than just singing to the moon. 
 
    All around me, the camp started coming alive. The drummers who were sleeping outdoors sprawled out ungracefully were the first ones to get all twitchy and jump to their feet as they stared around for the source of the howling. I pressed myself back up against the hut that I had just emerged from to conceal myself in the shadows and watch to see what they would do next. 
 
    What they did next was dart in and out of buildings and start arming themselves with spears, slingshots, and rocks. They also apparently took the time to wake some reinforcements. The drummers scurrying about the settlement rapidly multiplied in number. A chorus of excited grunting filled the air. 
 
    The gnome’s cautionary words about the wrath of the Wolf Goddess had, apparently, been forgotten. Or were about to be wilfully disregarded. I guess Lizzy was right that talk alone wasn’t going to cut it, and she had just set a Plan B into action. 
 
    Inside the hut, my companions were awoken by the commotion and started getting worried, but my two selves who were still inside with them reassured them, told them to go back to sleep, and prevented any of them from going outside. This was between me, Lizzy, and the drummers. I didn’t need or want the others getting mixed up in it. 
 
    The howling continued. It was maybe the most beautiful sound I had ever heard, a lot more raw and primal and unearthly than any human singing, and among the most terrifying. It clearly filled the drummers with a sense of urgency. They probably had no idea that wolf-eared, wolf-tailed Lizzy could actually morph into a full-fledged wolf, but they definitely could tell that whatever creature was making that sound had to be some kind of extraordinary beast. 
 
    About five minutes after the howling had first started, a horde of about twenty drummers, composed of their biggest and strongest warriors, the ones who had been most disgruntled by Willobee’s nonviolent attempt to interfere with their lifestyle, burst out through the gate of their fence. Polliver at my belt and some other daggers strapped on elsewhere, I followed as close behind as I could without being spotted. 
 
    The drummers ran toward the sounds of the howling while Lizzy continued to broadcast her location. 
 
    About a quarter mile away, we reached her. She had positioned herself on top of a sparsely vegetated hill where she was outlined clearly against the light of the moon. Lizzy as a human woman was extremely fuckable. Lizzy as a giant wolf was a completely different kind of magnificent. I stared at her in awe just like all the drummers were doing, although I hoped my jaws weren’t hanging open and my eyeballs weren’t bulging quite the same way theirs were. 
 
    Another critical difference is that I definitely wasn’t raising a spear, slingshot, or rock like they all were. The drummers pounded their chests with their meaty fists and started up some kind of rhythmic ape-like war grunt. Then they very unstrategically charged uphill en masse. 
 
    When her attackers had gotten halfway up the hill, Lizzy charged. In a four-hundred-pound explosion of muscle, teeth, and bloodlust, she barreled right through the center of the stupidly clumped-up band of drummers and tore and trampled probably half of them to shreds in thirty seconds or less. 
 
    As her momentum carried Lizzy the rest of the way to the bottom of the hill, the drummers scattered as they screamed in panic. They threw a few more rocks at Lizzy, who was completely unscathed by their weapons, and then they fled into the woods. 
 
    Most of them ran in the same general direction, probably trying to get back to their settlement, as if they imagined that the poorly designed fence would have a chance in hell of keeping the she-wolf out. The drummers proved not only physically stronger than most humans, but faster runners, despite their crude ungainly physiques. However, I still could have caught up with any one of them if I were really trying. Wolf-Lizzy was a different story altogether. I tried to pursue her, but she was so far ahead of me that I couldn’t even keep in sight of her, I could only keep track of her whereabouts from the sounds of bushes and trees being cracked to smithereens, bones being chomped and gnashed, and dying drummers screaming in agony. 
 
    I might have felt bad for them, since they really didn’t stand a chance, except for the fact that they had been the ones stupid and stubborn enough to ignore Willobee and attack Lizzy in the first place. If they hadn’t tried to kill yet another wolf for its pelt, they wouldn’t be in so much trouble now. 
 
    As we all sprinted through the woods, I recognized the clearing from the day before where Lizzy and I had watched the drummers set out their poisoned lamb steaks for unsuspecting wolves. 
 
    Then a minute later, I heard a roar of primal fury, followed by the utterly unexpected sound of a celebratory, elated chant of, “Uggauggaugga! Uggauggaugga!” 
 
    My heart nearly stopped. I kicked up my speed to its maximum and a few seconds later burst into the other clearing where all the sounds were coming from, terrified of what I might find there. 
 
    What I found was a four-hundred-pound ball of frantically thrashing fur dangling twenty feet above the ground in some kind of fiber-woven rope net rigged from a tree, while nine surviving drummers danced happily in a circle below. 
 
    I couldn’t help it. 
 
    I had to laugh. 
 
    One pair of slanted green canine eyes, and nine pairs of dull humanoid ones, turned in my direction. 
 
    I stepped forward and said, “All right, you got her good. Now, let her down. Gently.” 
 
    The very largest of all the drummers, who wore a cloak that had a wolf’s shriveled head as the hood and to whom the others conspicuously deferred, grunted emphatically, “Uggaugga!” and pointed to Lizzy. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I know. She’s a really fucking big wolf. The largest you’ve ever seen in your lives. The largest I’ve ever seen in mine, too. But now you need to let her down, okay? She won’t hurt you. Will you, Lizzy?” 
 
    Lizzy hesitated for a very long moment. Then she let out a disgruntled growl that I figured meant no. Lizzy couldn’t talk any more so than the drummers could when she was in her wolf form, but at least unlike them, she could always understand human speech perfectly. 
 
    “She promises,” I said. “Fight’s over. She made her point, and you made yours. Actually, I’m really impressed by this net trap you’ve got rigged here. More sophisticated engineering than I would have thought you were capable of to be honest. Kinda wish I’d seen it in action. Lizzy, you’ll have to explain to me later how you managed to step into this thing.” 
 
    Lizzy snarled at me. We had both clearly underestimated the drummers’ technological capabilities, and now Lizzy was paying for it with her dignity. But at least the trap hadn’t been one that actually injured her. 
 
    What concerned me more was that I had been very confident the drummers would release her on my command, considering the worshipful way they had bowed and scraped before me and my companions and attempted to serve our slightest wish throughout the previous day, and they didn’t seem particularly eager to do that. 
 
    Instead, some of them grunted at me, not exactly in a hostile manner, but in a frustrated manner, as if they were trying to explain to me why they needed to keep Lizzy captive, or worse, and I just wasn’t getting the point. Others just stared at me stubbornly. This was an inconvenient turn of events. It looked like Willobee’s diplomacy hadn’t been as effective as we all thought. Maybe the drummers’ wolf obsession was so deeply ingrained in their culture that we had just never had a chance of convincing all of them. Or, maybe this group just didn’t believe that Lizzy truly wasn’t going to rip them to shreds the way she had done to their companions the instant they let her down. Which would be a real problem since that would mean they wouldn’t have any intention of letting her down alive. 
 
    Just as I considered that, one of the slingshot-wielding drummers launched a rock at Lizzy. Since she was bundled up in the net and couldn’t dodge, it struck her square in the rump. She went berserk and started trying to gnaw through the rope with her teeth. 
 
    Meanwhile, I ran up, wrenched the slingshot out of the perpetrator’s hand before he even knew what was happening, and cracked him in the head with it so that he dropped unconscious. 
 
    I pointed up at Lizzy, then placed my hand over my heart, as I yelled, “She is my friend! You will not hurt her. This is the only warning you’re going to get about that.” 
 
    Evidently, a wolf-protecting god was not a god that the drummers were willing to worship. They grunted in distress when their friend went down. Then they exchanged nervous glances with each other. 
 
    Then they turned their primitive weapons on me. 
 
    Two drummers ran at me from opposite sides raising rocks over their heads. I dodged, grabbed the backs of their necks, and smashed their skulls together. The resulting impact suggested to me that they were in fact thicker and denser skulls than those of the human variety. It also left fractures in both skulls that rendered them non-functional for the brief remainder of their lives. 
 
    After that I whipped out Polliver, hoping that the flash of a steel sword would intimidate the drummers into a more cooperative mood, but the sight of the unfamiliar weapon seemed to just make them even more desperate to get rid of me, the newfound god they no longer wanted. The next drummer to charge me took Polliver straight through the belly almost all the way up to the hilt. I don’t think he, or any of the others, quite understood the functionality of a steel sword, which looked different from the various blades of iron and sharpened rock that they used, until I pulled Polliver back out, and the drummer fell down dead with a hole through his body and blood dribbling out of his mouth. 
 
    The remaining five drummers grunted frantically and all converged on me with their bats and spears. I dove through an unguarded gap and ended up on the outside of their huddle as they all swung and stabbed at the spot where I had been. One of the bats connected hard with another drummer’s skull, while I sent another drummer’s head rolling with Polliver. I picked up a fallen spear and rammed it through two drummer bodies. The wooden shaft cracked in half from the strain of their weight being thrown in different directions as the two corpses fell. 
 
    The very last drummer stared at me in drooling terror, stared back up at the airborne Lizzy with just as much fear and bewilderment, and sprinted away as fast as his muscular bowlegged legs would carry him. I let him go. I hoped that he would return to the camp and explain to the rest of his people what had happened on the latest of their wolf hunts so that they would finally understand that Willobee meant what he said about the wrath of the gods. 
 
    Of course, if the drummers were really worried about me unleashing Lizzy upon their people, then the smart thing to do would have been for a couple of them to run off to their camp earlier to get reinforcements while the others continued to try to prevent me. But doing the smart thing wasn’t the drummers’ distinguishing trait as a species. 
 
    As I stood over the pile of mangled drummer bodies, I called up to Lizzy, “Look what you’ve done. Are you pleased with yourself?” 
 
    The she-wolf whined, but I don’t think that was an expression of remorse, I think it meant that she wanted to get down from the dangling net. I couldn’t really blame her on that. 
 
    “To be fair,” I said, “Willobee did give them a chance to change their ways, and most of them seemed okay with that. These were the incorrigible ones. So now that they’ve been removed from the population, the rest will probably keep their heads down in the future, and we can get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Lizzy made a rumble of eager agreement. 
 
    I found where the other end of the rope was tethered, grabbed onto it, and wrapped it around my hand. 
 
    Then I called up, “Change back so it’s easier to lower you!” 
 
    Lizzy obliged. As a wolf, she had been practically bursting out of the drummers’ net. As a significantly smaller, naked human woman, she made being trapped in the net look kind of sexy, but her expression remained just as murderous as the raging wild animal’s had been a second ago, so I didn’t comment on that. I just used Polliver to cut the rope loose, and very carefully lowered my friend back to the forest floor. 
 
    As soon as she was on solid ground again, she tore the net off herself. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked her. 
 
    “Of course I am,” she spat. I knew she wasn’t annoyed at me, she was annoyed at herself for having let herself get captured like that. “But since the drummers still ain’t obeying you even after Willobee explained it all in their moron language, can we just speed up nature’s selection process a little, smash up the rest of ‘em, and hightail it outta here?” 
 
    Honestly, I had been pushed to the point of frustration where I might have been ready to agree to her plan. Except that my other two selves were witnessing a turn of events back at camp that looked a lot more promising than the mess Lizzy and I had just gone through. 
 
    So I replied, “I don’t think that’ll be necessary. Change back and let’s head back to camp.” 
 
    Lizzy squinted at me skeptically, but then she morphed without a word and sprinted off in the direction of the drummer settlement. I chased after her. 
 
    Back at the drummer camp, the lone survivor from the Lizzy-hunting party had arrived a few minutes ago. One of my selves stepped outside to keep an eye on the wildly gibbering and gesticulating crowd that gathered around him, while the other remained inside to watch over my companions. The drummer proceeded to spill out his tale of woe to the rest of the drummers in a series of incomprehensible grunts as they listened in horror and chagrin. 
 
    As Lizzy and I quietly stole back to the hut, Willobee pressed his lavender hair-tufted ear up against the door and reported to me with satisfaction, “He’s telling them all that the hunting party just got torn to shreds by a giant… murder-beast? Ah, that must be our dear Lizzy. And that we’re for real as gods, and they should have listened to what I said before. They’re worried we’re going to massacre all of them and strategizing how to gather enough acorns to appease us. Yup, sounds like their change of heart is complete.” 
 
    In the morning, we ate one last meal of root vegetables and bugs with the drummers. Staying with them and learning about them had definitely been an interesting experience, but I didn’t think any of us were going to miss the culinary aspect. We were nonetheless obliged to fill our waterskins with their dreadful fermented drink, since they didn’t seem to have access to any fresh water nearby and were probably decades away from developing well technology, if their tribe even lasted that long. 
 
    However, I thought we had probably given them a much better chance of survival by terrifying them out of their wolf-hunting habit as well as the sheep-killing habit that had turned them into the anonymous enemies of the Sanctimians. The Sanctimians might never know why exactly the sheep raids had stopped. They would probably explain it as an action of Monomachus’ rather than Qaar’endoth’s. That made no difference to me. I just hoped they would conclude that their god wasn’t as strict and as angry as they thought he was, rather than thinking that all of their dreary, uptight ways were what had finally satisfied him. But my companions and I had removed Sanctimia’s most pressing problem. What they chose to do with the rest of their sheep-filled lives was up to them. 
 
    After we had forced down as much of their food as we could, for the sake of nourishment, my companions and I collected the patiently waiting Generosity, Virility, Fury, Slayer, and Chivalry. My first priority for the day was going to be finding them some water. I didn’t know whether the fermented drink would necessarily agree with horse stomachs and didn’t want to risk getting them sick. But I knew they must be very thirsty by now. 
 
    Then as the rest of us mounted up, Willobee exchanged grunting goodbyes with his newfound worshippers. At his bidding, they opened the gate of their mostly useless fence for us to exit. Then Ilandere scooped up the chainmail-clad gnome and swung him down onto her dappled back, and we were off. 
 
    The next thing that stood between us and my revenge upon Thorvinius wasn’t going to be any kind of misguided society of humans or humanoids. It was going to be the mountain that loomed up right in front of us, thousands of feet worth of sheer cliff faces, loose rubble fields, scraggly pine trees clinging on for dear life, and some snow to cap the whole thing off. 
 
    As we approached the base of the mountain, the name of which I did not know, I turned to my companions and asked, “Ready for some climbing?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    “You bet I am, Master,” chortled Willobee, who was still perched comfortably atop Ilandere’s back and did not look as though he had the slightest intention of dismounting to walk on his own two legs. 
 
    “You know that I will follow wherever you lead, Qaar’endoth,” Florenia replied. She was being sincere, but her tone also suggested that she felt a little less than enthusiastic about the activity of mountain-climbing. 
 
    “Er, I just, uh, hope I don’t slow everyone else down,” Ilandere said nervously. I was a little worried about the delicate princess’ climbing abilities myself and would have preferred to take Willobee onto one of my three horses, or reassimilate one of my bodies and let him have a horse to himself. But besides honey mead, the gnome loved nothing more than riding upon the princess’ back, and she took great joy in his delight, and neither of them would willingly consent to any other riding arrangement. I decided to keep a close eye on the situation and intervene if it looked like the load was going to be more than Ilandere could handle. 
 
    “This is more like it,” Elodette said with satisfaction. “No more humoring the stupidity of random humans or worse. Just us matching our wits and our wills against nature as we were designed to do.” 
 
    “Well, I was designed to spring up mountains easily,” Lizzy said grumpily, “but only at night. I think we should climb this at night.” 
 
    “Oh, no, I’m certain we’d all fall and break our necks,” Ilandere cried. 
 
    “We’re not going to climb in the dark,” I sighed. “In fact, the horses will probably do most of the climbing for us. But if it gets too steep and precarious for them to navigate while carrying us, then we’ll dismount and lead them. And if walking gets too difficult for some of you, then I’ll carry you myselves. Now let’s get a move on before we waste all the daylight.” 
 
    My determination was genuine, but my confidence was mostly feigned. The temple of Qaar’endoth stood at the foot of a mountain range, none as tall or as steep as this one, but many still of an impressive size, and sometimes the other novices and I had hiked and climbed around in them for training purposes. So I knew this wouldn’t be easy, but I also knew it was something that my bodies could probably handle. 
 
    However. 
 
    When the other novices and I went up into the mountains, we had never had horses with us. Horses and centaurs, no matter how athletic, were heavier and bulkier than humans, and when the going got vertical, if we had to use both our hands and feet to pull ourselves up, then they were going to have a real problem. I guessed we were constantly going to have to find detours to accommodate them. 
 
    Also, falling into crevasses or getting buried beneath avalanche slides hadn’t been that big of a deal in my novice days, because every member of the order of Qaar’endoth had had the ability to double, although I was the first that I knew of who had ever been able to triple myself, so we could all afford to lose a spare body to a mountaineering death and then simply regenerate it later. My companions on this climb didn’t have that luxury. So I was just going to have to stay vigilant and protect them with all three of my bodies until we crossed this range. 
 
    We rode along the range for a mile or two until I found a spot where I thought I could see a clear line we could follow to the top. Of course, at this distance, there might be pitfalls I wasn’t aware of, but we could recalculate later. From the valley floor, this looked like the least steep climbing option, one that would be doable for the four-legged as well as for the two-legged. 
 
    Our journey started out at a plodding pace. We were moving uphill, and I didn’t want to push the horses too hard considering the heroic task I was asking of them. But fortunately, the trail was broad for now. Not that there was any kind of formal trail that had been marked out or cleared for us. There was just ground that looked solid and unobstructed enough for us to pass that way. There were probably very few groups that had ever crossed this range. 
 
    A Thorvinian army had probably been among the most recent, based on the reports we had gleaned so far off the bloody paths that The Devourer was carving across the kingdom. I could of course have searched for the pass where the Thorvinians had crossed, since an army would leave obvious tracks, but I didn’t want to risk encountering any Thorvinian detachments that might be following behind the main force. My companions were going to struggle enough with the mountain itself, so they needed to focus on the climb without a bunch of crazed mutant warriors trying to murder them at the same time. 
 
    Fortune was on our side in one regard. We were only half an hour into the ascent when we came across an icy mountain stream from which the horses drank gratefully. We all rinsed the remnants of the drummer grog out of our waterskins and filled them up with cold, clear water instead. 
 
    At that point, I said, “Willobee, I’d like you to ride on Fury with me for this next stretch. To give Ilandere a rest. That chainmail and shield of yours are pretty heavy.” 
 
    The gnome accepted this proposal with a simple, “As you wish, Master,” without any of the resistance that I would normally have expected. I guessed that meant he too had noticed the poor little centaur’s huffing and puffing and the fine sheen of sweat that appeared on her dappled pelt. 
 
    Ilandere didn’t say anything, because I knew she hadn’t wanted to complain about Willobee’s weight and make him feel unwelcome to ride on her, but she cast me a grateful look. 
 
    “I will carry the gnome’s shield,” Elodette offered. She was larger and stronger than even the four destriers, so that made sense, although she also wore saddlebags. So far, there was no sheen of sweat on her black pelt. 
 
    “Thanks, that would be helpful,” I said. “What about you, Florenia?” 
 
    The duke’s daughter looked surprised. “… I could carry the gnome’s chainmail, if you wish, Qaar’endoth?” 
 
    “No, no,” I said. “I meant, how are you doing? Are you all right?” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” she replied. “I am merely riding, not walking. So Chivalry is the only one you need to worry about.” She patted her dappled courser affectionately. 
 
    “Chivalry is lucky that you weigh almost nothing,” I said. “My horses have to do a lot more work. I think I’ll give Generosity a break for now.” 
 
    When I transferred Willobee’s shield over to Elodette to carry, I also offloaded all the weapons that one of my selves was currently wearing and reassimilated that self so that only two of me remained. One to lead the party, and one to guard the rear. 
 
    After we had waited long enough to allow the sweat to cool from the horses’ and the centaurs’ pelts, we mounted back up and continued on our way. The air was crisp and biting. We couldn’t see very far ahead of us, since there were enough pine trees at this elevation to obscure our views, but I figured that was probably for the better, since the mountain was so tall that we had had to crane our necks back to see to the top of it. The best way to tackle something like that was to take it one step at a time. 
 
    “How does a mountain even get this tall?” Ilandere wondered aloud at one point. 
 
    “Guess the gods just pile more and more rocks on top and don’t know when to stop,” Lizzy replied with a shrug. 
 
    “Well, actually, it has to do with the shifting of the tectonic plates that form the earth’s crust,” Florenia began to explain. 
 
    “The spirit of the rock gets a certain kind of yearning in it,” Willobee informed us solemnly, “that causes it to burst upward, transforming from its dormant state into something towering and magnificent.” 
 
    Florenia suppressed a giggle. “You mean, like… never mind.” She and Lizzy exchanged smirks. 
 
    As the ground got steeper after that, I started to get more worried about all of my equine companions’ footing, and I instructed everyone to spread out more so that if one slipped, he or she wouldn’t bring everyone else tumbling down the mountain too. 
 
    Conversation faded because the centaurs needed their breath for the climb, and the rest of us were focusing on guiding our horses and positioning ourselves optimally in the saddles to aid their balance and efficiency of movement. 
 
    At the toughest stretch of the hill, Virility shied beneath me and attempted to race back down, which startled all the other horses following behind us as well and gave them even more second thoughts than they were already having. I pulled him up short, dismounted, and dragged him the rest of the way up by the reins until we got to a crest where there was a brief flat stretch before the next hill. 
 
    Ilandere behind me spoke soothingly to Virility all the while even though she was clearly out of breath from the climb. “Don’t worry, Virility, you handsome white stallion,” she murmured. “Vander won’t let anything happen to you. He knows the way. Well, I mean, he’s never been up here before either, but he’s good at reading mountains, and he always takes great care of his friends. I promise. You’re almost there, I can see the top of the hill.” 
 
    Between the two of us, Virility’s panic faded away and he reluctantly decided to cooperate, although he still certainly didn’t like it. When we got to the top, he snorted indignantly as if to show me what he thought of my mountain-climbing plan. 
 
    I had to repeat a similar process several times over the course of the day with Virility and some of the other horses as well. Each time we stopped for water or to rest the horses, I would switch to riding another mount. I had Lizzy start switching around too so that each of the four destriers got breaks from carrying a rider. As I had told Florenia, I didn’t worry about Chivalry as much since she weighed less than Lizzy and far less than my selves, especially since unlike us, the duke’s daughter was not carrying a pack. Besides, the little dappled courser, funnily enough, seemed to be more at ease in the mountains than the powerful destriers, which had been bred to charge fearlessly into battle, but not necessarily to navigate precarious terrain. 
 
    As for the centaurs, Ilandere wasn’t nearly as athletic as the other equines and I could tell that it was a struggle for her to keep up, but it wasn’t until we came to a boulder field where the rocks seemed horribly unstable and prone to sliding that they both really had a problem. 
 
    I was in the lead atop Generosity at the time, so the brown horse was the one to take the first few tentative steps across the boulder field. He was steady-footed and of a relatively stable temperament, so he managed just fine for the first few yards. Then he took a step onto a seemingly solid chunk of granite, and it slid out from under his hoof so that his leg very nearly got crushed beneath another rock. He neighed in panic and reared up out of the way just in time. After his front hooves landed again, I leapt off and calmed him before he could start an avalanche, while I motioned for the others behind me to stop where they were. 
 
    Then I sent out my third self again and used that body to test a route across the boulder field. I jumped on and kicked at rocks to make sure that they would stay put and memorized which ones I had stepped on. Then I double-checked by using the same route to return to my self that was waiting with Generosity. Finally, both selves very carefully coaxed and guided the brown destrier along the same route. He was skittish, but at this point he was starting to trust my judgment. Once I had brought him over to solid ground, which took an extremely tense ten minutes or so, one of me stayed there with him, while the other returned to guide the next horse along the same route. In this manner, we managed to navigate the boulder field without any mishaps. 
 
    As the day wore on, we encountered a few more boulder fields. There were a few that I determined were too treacherous altogether and made me decide to seek out another route for my friends. When this happened, two of my selves would wait with them, while the other darted ahead and sometimes took shortcuts they couldn’t that involved vertical climbing. Once I found a suitable path, I would simply reassimilate, and my remaining two selves would lead the way. 
 
    At another time, there was a large boulder blocking the way of an otherwise ideal path that required the maximum exertion of all three of my selves plus Elodette to move. Once we finally managed to push it downhill, it snapped two tree trunks as it tumbled out of sight. 
 
    A few hours later, one of my selves was off scouting an alternative route while the rest of us waited. 
 
    “Oh, look!” Ilandere cooed as she pointed to a clump of boulders about thirty feet away and started to clip clop toward it. 
 
    “Look at what?” I asked warily as one of me got up to walk over with her, dagger in hand. I didn’t see whatever she was pointing at. 
 
    “I think it’s a kitty,” the centaur princess said happily. “Remember those little orange kittens in Ferndale--” 
 
    Then she screamed as an enormous mountain lion burst out in front of us. 
 
    “Watch out!” I yelled as I got in front of her. I would have simply pushed a human woman out of the way, but it wasn’t that easy to budge even a small centaur, so I had to just hope the princess wouldn’t be too petrified to move on her own. 
 
    The mountain lion stared me down through bright gray-green, slanted eyes and was built of about two hundred pounds of coiled, predatory muscle under a covering of tawny fur. I could tell it had been a magnificent creature that reminded me in some ways of Lizzy. But the left side of its face and parts of its flank had been eaten away to reveal patches of raw red muscle, and it was foaming at the muzzle. I didn’t know what was wrong with it exactly, but this was not a healthy cat. 
 
    The mountain lion and I lunged at the same moment and crashed together in the middle. I had been aiming to stab it in the neck with my dagger, but a lucky swipe of its claws tore open my wrist and severed nerves in it which turned that hand useless and made the dagger fall from my grasp. I couldn’t reassimilate the damaged self that was tangled up with the mountain lion because then it would probably attack Ilandere, who was standing right there, while I was replacing myself. I couldn’t call back the self that was off scouting either, because that self had taken Polliver, and if I reassimilated, the irreplaceable mystical sword would just vanish. 
 
    My other self at the scene stayed back at a safe distance with the horrified Lizzy, Florenia, and Willobee, because if the mountain lion somehow got past me, then I needed to be there to protect them. Also, I needed to be there to hold Lizzy back from jumping into the fight with me. 
 
    So that left me suddenly locked in unarmed single combat with a deranged mountain lion. 
 
    If it hadn’t been for all my practice wrestling sessions with Lizzy in her wolf form, I don’t think I would have lasted a minute.  
 
    The lion wrapped itself around me by sinking its front claws into my shoulder blades and its hind claws into the backs of my thighs while it tried to gnaw my face off. Its first bite missed my nose by probably half an inch, and I could smell the animal’s rancid breath. Its second bite almost tore into my cheek, but I managed to pull my skull to my right side so that I only felt one of the fangs graze my neck. 
 
    I finally got both hands around its throat and squeezed, but its throat was too thick for me to encompass in my grip, so I couldn’t cut off its air supply that way. I needed a new plan, so I pushed the flat of my left foot on the rocky ground, thrust up my hips with as much strength as I could, and twisted my shoulders in the same direction in an attempt to get the creature below me. For half a moment, it seemed like I wouldn’t be able to lift the big cat, but then my momentum won over, and we both leaned to my side. 
 
    We rolled over the rocks, first one of us on top and then the other, as we fought to gain dominance. A particularly sharp rock stabbed into my back. I shifted from a two-handed grip on the mountain lion’s throat to a single forearm block, which had the unfortunate side effect of allowing its massive teeth and putrid, rotting breath within inches of my face, but the very important purpose of freeing up my undamaged left hand so that I could reach behind my back and grab the sharp rock. 
 
    I smashed the rock into the side of the mountain lion’s head. It left a bloody gash, but the way the lion had my arm partially pinned prevented me from delivering a blow with full force, and I failed to penetrate its skull. Before I could try again, the lion yanked its claws out of my shoulder blade and pinned the wrist of my left hand with the rock in it to the ground instead.  
 
    Now, both of my wrists had been shredded, and not only was I in danger of bleeding out, I no longer had the ability to grip any kind of weapon. 
 
    That wrist was no use to me anymore, and the mountain lion was using it to hold me helplessly in place. I took several deep breaths and steeled myself for the pain. Then I jerked my left arm so hard that the mountain lion’s claws tore all the way through the flesh, which basically severed my left hand except for a few threads of skin and tendon.  
 
    In the next moment before the cat fully realized what had happened I flung myself onto its back, locked my legs around its midsection, jammed one arm horizontally across its throat, and hooked the other arm over that one to apply enough pressure to choke it. 
 
    At first the mountain lion snarled and thrashed in my arms. It was so strong that my muscles were going numb from exhaustion. Then finally, it went limp. 
 
    I stayed in place and started counting to a minute. At that point that body was so used up that I wasn’t even sure whether it was capable of standing up on its own two feet anymore, but it had done its job. 
 
    At fifty-seven seconds, the mountain lion roared back to life. I had no more energy left to fight it and knew that it was about to break out of my chokehold. I glanced around and saw that we had rolled to about two feet from the edge of the mountainside. 
 
    With a burst of pure adrenaline I kicked off from a boulder and sent us both tumbling off Mount Ugga, still locked in an embrace, to our deaths. 
 
    Then I sent out a second self again to be prepared just in case the dead mountain lion had a mate or something that might decide to show up. 
 
    Ilandere was in tears. “I’m so sorry, Vander,” she cried. “That was so foolish of me. I only saw a small part of it and I really thought it was a cat! A cute cat, I mean, not a monster like that.” 
 
    “It’s all good,” I said. “Just more wrestling practice, right?” 
 
    “Well ya coulda just asked me, you know,” Lizzy said. 
 
    I grinned at her. “Yeah, next time I think I’ll do that.” 
 
    Other than that, our first day’s climb was largely uneventful, a slow and steady slog. Towards evening Ilandere started to lag behind, and I knew the little centaur couldn't keep it up much longer. But even if it hadn't been for that, light conditions were starting to grow dim, and therefore treacherous even for the rest of us who still hadn’t completely drained our energy reserves. So I sent my third self ahead and scouted out a roomy cave where the eight of us could comfortably bed down for the night. Thirteen, including the horses, which we brought inside with us as well. 
 
    Lizzy helped me collect some dry pine branches, and we built a small fire in the center of the cave for warmth. 
 
    “How far up the mountain do you think we are, Vander?” Ilandere asked as she lay down and folded her legs beneath her in her usual sleeping position. As usual, her warrior handmaiden settled protectively at her side. 
 
    “About halfway,” I replied, which was the truth. But what I chose not to mention was that the second half of the climb was going to be significantly steeper. Not to mention colder, in thinner air. 
 
    “Oh,” the princess said in a small voice. 
 
    “I want you to know that I’m proud of you,” I said. “All of you. I know that climbing a mountain isn’t, er, something you’ve ever done before. But none of you gave up all day no matter how tough it got. And it’s really brave of you to follow me up here.” 
 
    Ilandere brightened. I loved how all it took was a kind word to raise her spirits. 
 
    “You know that I would follow you anywhere, Qaar’endoth,” Florenia said. “Into the Fairlands or into the Abyss or anywhere in between.” 
 
    “Even if I die, I would never want you to die,” I told her, because I knew that she wasn’t just referring to the two extremes of the afterlife in a figurative sense. 
 
    “No one’s gonna die,” Lizzy scoffed. “This ain’t even really a mountain, it’s more just a bitty hill with some pebbles on it. If I waited another hour to morph, I could be down the other side before the sun was up.” 
 
    “Dear Lizzy, please refrain from insulting the spirit of this mountain with your usual excessive bravado,” Willobee entreated her nervously. 
 
    “The spirit of this mountain?” Lizzy repeated incredulously. “A mountain ain’t alive, it’s just a bunch of rocks and dirt, and neither of those got feelings. You oughta know that, you’re pretty smart for a gnome.” 
 
    Willobee’s chubby-cheeked little face puckered up and flushed red. At first I thought maybe that was because of Lizzy’s racial slur against gnomes, which he should have known as well as I did that she didn’t really mean, and that that was just Lizzy’s typical backwards way of disguising a sincere compliment. But then I realized that the gnome was actually suffering from anxiety, not outrage. Whatever this ‘spirit of the mountain’ thing was, he genuinely seemed to believe in it as something more substantial than a mere figure of speech. Willobee was smart for any species, in his own peculiar ways, but he was also susceptible to some quirks and superstitions. 
 
    So I said warningly, “Lizzy…. ” 
 
    She rolled her spring green eyes at me and twitched one of her long pointed ears with annoyance, but she didn’t press the issue any further. 
 
    One of my selves snuggled up with her even though I knew she was likely to transform into a giant wolf as soon as she could and squash me. She preferred to sleep in that form. Willobee preferred for her to sleep in that form too because he liked to use her as a huge furry heated blanket. 
 
    Another of my selves snuggled up with Florenia. Her willowy curves fit perfectly against my body, but she never made it easy for me to fall asleep when we were in a group situation like this and sleeping was all I planned to do, because she knew exactly how to wriggle to bring my erection jutting against her backside, all the while pretending that she was just innocently settling herself into a more comfortable position. 
 
    My third self, as usual, stood watch over the group. That was the self that noticed that Ilandere, despite her obvious exhaustion from the day’s climbing efforts, was not asleep yet. She had her silvery blonde head resting upon her arms, but her huge dark doe eyes remained open, and unless my eyesight was just playing tricks on me in the darkness of the cave, they were peering at my self that was subtly tussling with Florenia. She also glanced over at Lizzy, who had one long, leanly muscled leg flung over my waist and one arm flung over my neck possessively. I wondered if I was just imagining the flash of envy that crossed the centaur’s pale little face. Then, she closed her eyes and I decided not to dwell on it. 
 
    The familiar rumbling sound of Willobee’s snoring filled the cave and made it feel like home. 
 
    In the morning, we were awoken by unearthly chanting that vibrated through the cave and echoed faintly off the stone walls and ceiling. My body that was on watch wasn’t asleep exactly, but I also wasn’t fully awake. I was drifting in a sort of vague meditative state as I stared out from the entrance of the cave into the night beyond to ensure that nothing unwanted emerged out of it. So I was just as bewildered as everyone else. 
 
    When I turned around, I saw the gnome sitting cross-legged in front of the fire in his velvet suit and ostrich feather cap, since he had not yet donned his chainmail for the day, with his eyes closed, and his head tipped back. The silk strands of his lavender beard rustled slightly from the currents of his breath as he chanted in some unfamiliar, guttural, and hypnotic language. Something about his air of concentration prevented all of us from interrupting him to ask questions, even though by the time he concluded his chant several minutes later, every single living being inside the cave was gawking at him, except for the horses, who mostly seemed to be trying their best to ignore him. 
 
    Ilandere clapped her hands together. “Bravo! That was quite beautiful,” she exclaimed. “I’ve never heard anything like it before.” 
 
    “It is not morning yet,” growled Lizzy, even though the fact that she was human by then and able to articulate that sentiment at all indicated that it was, in fact, morning. 
 
    “Uh, what was that about exactly?” I asked him. 
 
    “It was a sacred gnomish chant, Master,” he replied with a blink of his lantern eyes. Inside the dim cave, their luminous green quality appeared even more supernatural than usual. “I was making an appeal to the spirit of this mountain for safe passage for all of us.” 
 
    “That’s rubbish,” Lizzy muttered. “Vander’s the one keeping us safe on this mountain with his know-how. And the horses are the ones carrying the load of our asses. Better pray to them instead.” 
 
    “Well, the chant made me feel better, and I appreciate it,” Ilandere retorted. The timid little centaur really was getting better at standing up to the overbearing she-wolf, although it was just like her to be more assertive in someone else’s defense than she would likely have been in her own. 
 
    “Well, if nothing else, we’re all awake now,” I sighed. “May as well get a move on. Let’s get out something to eat from the packs.” 
 
    “And Willobee, your language really is something special,” I told him from another of my mouths. “I could feel it humming in my bones. I don’t know what your chant meant, but it has a kind of power to it.” 
 
    “See, if you had a godly bone in your body, you would have sensed that too, in spite of your ignorance,” Willobee told Lizzy huffily.  
 
    “I have only ever had one godly bone inside my body,” Lizzy purred as she winked at me. 
 
    Elodette groaned in disgust as she pulled out breakfast supplies and started setting them out for us. We had jerky, bread, cheese, and even dried plums and apricot from the baron’s castle. It wasn’t as good as eating a fine meal hot, but it was a much finer spread than you could usually expect on the road, other than the game you might hunt along the way. Elodette never failed to bring down deer and rabbits for us in the woods, even hunting in the dark, but the mountain was not her natural terrain, and I didn’t feel comfortable sending her out in a place where she could easily fall off a cliff while chasing after prey. Not to mention the animals of prey available in the area wouldn’t even be what we were used to, and I wasn’t sure that any of us would like the taste of mountain goat. 
 
    Ilandere toyed with her food for longer than usual. She always ate the merest fraction of the shocking quantities that Lizzy and Willobee could shovel down within a few minutes. Part of her increased interest in that breakfast seemed to be because the dried plums and apricots suited her palate more so than meat or carbohydrates did, although less so than apples, the only food for which she had a true weakness. But the other factor, I suspected, was that she was procrastinating because she dreaded setting out on the next stage of our mountain climb. 
 
    So I allowed the leisurely meal to continue until Lizzy huffed, “Don’t we ever wanna get off this damn mountain, or what? Just live in this cave for the rest of our lives?” 
 
    “There are many gnomish clans that live in caves,” Willobee said. “Although, not single caves like this. They are grand networks of hundreds or thousands of caves carved out by hand. With trapdoors and air vents and stones to roll into place to block any intruders.” 
 
    “That sounds horribly claustrophobic,” Florenia remarked. 
 
    “I quite agree,” Willobee replied. “Clan Benniwumporgan lives in grass mounds beneath the open sky.” 
 
    “But you don’t live in a grass mound,” Lizzy said. “Even before you joined up with Vander. You had that carriage and you were just rolling along to fuck knows where, but it wasn’t to a grass mound, was it?” 
 
    “No,” Willobee answered, “it was not.” None of us pressed the issue. The gnome was an eloquent little chatterbox on virtually any other subject, but when it came to his past, we had found that he was extremely secretive and tended to either dodge our questions or give us poetical nonsense answers. 
 
    I decided that that was as good a time as any to get the group on the move again. I didn’t tell them to do anything. I just got up in all three bodies and started saddling three of the destriers, and Lizzy and Florenia quickly joined me in readying the fourth destrier and the courser, dappled little Chivalry. 
 
    Once we left the cave and resumed our ascent, I kept the pace slow. I didn’t want to tire Ilandere and the horses immediately and make them feel overwhelmed, and besides, I had a feeling based on the shape of the mountain that we were going to encounter some steep challenges today that we would need to conserve our energy for. 
 
    “What’s this mountain called, anyway?” Ilandere asked at one point. I wondered if she thought that naming it would make it more familiar and manageable somehow, or if she was just seeking the distraction of conversation. 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t labeled with a name on the baron’s map, and the Sanctimians didn’t really mention it,” I replied. 
 
    “We should name it Mount Qaar’endoth,” Florenia said. 
 
    “I appreciate the sentiment, but we can’t just name every object that we come across after me,” I objected. 
 
    “Why not?” the duke’s daughter inquired. 
 
    “Well, it just makes me seem like a narcissistic conqueror,” I explained. “I’m not trying to remake the world in my image or anything crazy like that. I just want to wipe out Thorvinius and his slaves. After that, I’ll… I dunno, really. Look after you all. Live a quiet life. Grow an apple orchard. We can still go on adventures, but it won’t have to be anything dangerous anymore, you know?” 
 
    “Oh, Vander, that would be my dream,” Ilandere said softly. 
 
    “Once your quest is done, I could bear you children, Qaar’endoth,” Florenia offered. “But… I don’t know if it will ever really be done. Even once Thorvinius has been annihilated, there will always be another people that need saving, another evil that needs defeating. And your influence will spread. Everyone will want you to rule over them, like the villagers of Ferndale. You are an extraordinary being, and it is not your destiny to live an ordinary life. The oracle Aurelana said as much. Well, once you have more selves, actually, you could devote a few of your bodies to purely… domestic and recreational activities.” 
 
    “While the others are off kicking ass,” Lizzy agreed. “Hey, guys, I know what the natives call this mountain, though.” 
 
    “Er, you do?” I asked. 
 
    “Yup, for damn sure I do,” she said proudly. “This here is Mount Ugga.” 
 
    We all laughed, except for Willobee, who said, “Well… the drummer word for ‘mountain’ is actually ‘ugga,’ you know. With the stress on the latter syllable-- ” 
 
    “No one gives a fuck, gnome,” Lizzy groaned.  
 
    Soon after that, Ilandere let out a little gasp. I looked over at her to see what was wrong, but her beautiful face was actually filled with delight. She pointed. I, and the rest of my companions, looked over to see some kind of enormous shaggy ram with long, whorling horns pick its way gingerly across a boulder field above us, followed by a miniature version of itself that only had little stubs for horns. 
 
    We watched the pair until they had trotted out of sight. 
 
    “It must be so difficult for an animal to stay alive up here,” Ilandere said, “but the mom is teaching its baby how. And protecting it.” 
 
    “Think that was the dad, based on them horns,” Lizzy corrected her. She remarked admiringly, “Wow! I could do some damage with a set like that sprouting out of my head, I tell you.” 
 
    Over the course of the next few hours we saw many more of the same kind of sheep, sometimes moving alone or in pairs, but usually in big herds that we would stop and stare at. They never came that close to us and didn’t seem threatened by us as long as we didn’t move toward them. They seemed like calm, peaceful animals, except for one time when we witnessed a pair of ferocious rams engaged in a headbutting contest. They repeatedly clashed horns, wrestled themselves free, wheeled back, and then lunged together again with apparent disregard for their proximity to the edge of a sheer precipice. As the fight stretched on, I decided they must have some kind of sixth sense that enabled them to avoid falling, but a few seconds after that, one lost his footing and plunged off the edge with a furious bellow that rapidly faded from hearing until it cut off altogether. The remaining ram snorted and trotted off out of sight. 
 
    “That’s terrible, they are such magnificent creatures, and that one just died for no reason,” Ilandere said sadly. 
 
    “Not no reason,” Lizzy retorted. “I guess there must be a pretty little sheep off waiting around somewhere, and now she’ll know which one to take for a lover.” 
 
    “The one that shoved another ram off a cliff?” Ilandere exclaimed in horror. 
 
    “The one that fought and won,” the she-wolf replied calmly. “Don’t give me that look, horse. You know there’s truth in it. Think about it. When Vander fights something and wins, it makes you wanna fuck him, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Ahhh,” Ilandere turned bright red and seemed incapable of forming a response. 
 
    “Yeah,” Lizzy continued with a wicked smile. “You want him to really pound your tight little hole, and then spray his seed all in your womb. Don’t ya?” 
 
    At that point, Elodette came to her rescue. “You will not address the Princess in that disrespectful manner, wolf,” she said coldly as she laid a threatening hand on her bow. 
 
    “What are you gonna do about it, shoot me?” Lizzy snickered. “I could rip your throat out, horse. And besides, what makes sense for the rams don’t make no sense for us. We got three Vanders and counting so there's no reason we can’t share.” 
 
    “Hey!” I said. “I’m right here, you know. I’m not just a piece of meat.” 
 
    “I wasn’t fighting over mating rights,” Elodette sputtered. “He’s a human! I was just correcting the vulgar way you always express yourself even in the presence of royalty.” 
 
    “I been around longer than you or the princess horse,” Lizzy snapped. “Vander never complains about the way I talk, so if you don’t like it, you can fuck right off.” 
 
    “You guys, I think the elevation and the exertion are making us all a little lightheaded,” I said. “Why don’t we just, uh, take a little rest in this nice sunny spot and enjoy a midday meal?” 
 
    After we had all dismounted, Willobee tugged at my sleeve. When I looked down at him he said nervously, “Master, their unstable temperaments and heated emotions will give the spirit of the mountain an opening to possess them.” 
 
    I sighed. “This spirit of the mountain stuff isn’t really helping either, Willobee. There’s not… you don’t mean there’s another god or something around, do you?” 
 
    “No,” the gnome answered. “It is the mountain itself. We have roused it just by being here where so few intelligent creatures have ever dared to tread. We must take care not to anger it.” 
 
    “Er. Okay,” I said. “Just… uh… give me a heads-up if we’re doing something that you think will piss off the mountain spirit then, all right?” 
 
    “Of course I will be vigilant, the safety of my beloved master and many beauteous damsels depends upon it,” Willobee replied. 
 
    “Thanks buddy, I appreciate it,” I said. 
 
    Once we had eaten and fed, watered, and rested the horses sufficiently, we continued on our way. Lizzy and the centaurs were still feeling a little cross with each other, but by that point everyone was too tired to feel like arguing. As I had predicted, the terrain was steeper the second day. But that also meant that we were getting close to the top. I had planned our route so that we could cross the range at the lowest convenient point, a dip between two peaks, but I was pretty sure that would still be higher above sea level than any of us had ever been before. 
 
    Besides the rams, we also spotted bobcats, foxes, and even a cougar off to the sides along our route, but none of them approached our large party, and the horses did not get spooked by their presence. Generosity, Virility, Fury, Slayer, and Chivalry seemed to accept that Mount Ugga belonged to the wild beasts, and the wild beasts seemed to accept that our domesticated mounts were just passing through. 
 
    A few times we encountered narrow ledges, passages blocked by boulders or rubble, or stretches that were too icy for the horses’ and centaurs’ hooves to gain any traction, and I had to seek out an alternate route for my party. Whenever that happened, Willobee would close his eyes and start up his eerie, hypnotic gnomish chant addressed to the spirit of the mountain while my other two selves and the rest of my companions awaited my return. I wasn’t quite sure whether that made everyone feel better, or at least distracted them, or just made them more nervous, but the gnome seemed convinced that it was important, so I let him do his thing while I did mine. 
 
    After we got past a particularly treacherous bitch of a rock field, I gathered everyone together on the other side to check in with them and inspect the horses’ hooves for damage. 
 
    “Ilandere?” I asked. “Are you all right?” I knew that there was no reason she shouldn’t be all right physically, since one of my selves had been escorting her the entire way, but I wasn’t sure how much of an emotional toll the perilous crossing might have taken on the sensitive little centaur. 
 
    “Of course I am,” she replied with a smile. “You are with us, and I trust you and know that you would never let anything happen to any of us, Vander.” 
 
    That made my heart feel full, but it was also a lot of pressure to live up to that expectation, and I knew that certain circumstances were beyond my control. 
 
    “Even a god cannot necessarily predict the vagaries of nature,” Florenia said, which expressed aloud what I was thinking. Then she continued serenely, “So it is entirely possible that one or more of us will die a sudden, violent, and arbitrary death upon this mountain, through no fault of Qaar’endoth’s, but it would of course be the highest honor to give one’s life in the course of his noble quest to save the world from the ravages of The Devourer and avenge his murdered friends. So really, we have nothing to fear.” 
 
    “Princess, remind me again why we are still tagging along with these suicidal zealots?” Elodette groaned, but by this point, whenever she made comments like that, she didn’t really expect a response or to change Ilandere’s mind. They had lost their viciousness and just seemed like a familiar habit. 
 
    “Because Vander is the kindest and most loyal--” Ilandere began. 
 
    “Stop, please stop, you are hurting my ears,” her handmaiden interrupted. “It was a rhetorical question, Princess.” 
 
    “Do you miss your herd, Elodette?” I asked.  
 
    Ilandere had spoken to me many times of the harsh and austere lifestyle that their nomadic centaur herd led. They were a tough, fierce people and had little sympathy for those who could not keep up. I knew that living among them and trying to fit in with them and meet their expectations had caused the delicate princess great suffering and distress, but her handmaiden, on the other hand, was the epitome of the ideal centaur warrior. And she hadn’t exactly joined my merry little band of misfits by choice, like the others had, one way or the other. She had tracked us down only to “rescue” Ilandere from my clutches, and when she realized that she couldn’t convince Ilandere to return to their herd with her, the mighty huntress had stayed reluctantly in order to continue to serve and defend the princess to whom she was sworn by oath. 
 
    So I was shocked when instead of delivering an immediate emphatic answer, the brunette centaur hesitated. After a pause that at first made me think she wasn’t going to deign to respond to my question at all, Elodette said stiffly, “Well, obviously, centaurs are the noblest and most rational of all races. And it’s quite undignified for me to be tramping around like this with a part-wolf mongrel and a gnome while under the leadership of a human. Not that you’re half bad for a human, but still. However. I have to admit that sometimes you’ve showed me new ways to approach problems that nothing in my herd’s centuries of tradition and history would have prepared me for. Centaur ways are, on the whole, far superior, but… maybe we can be a little too narrow-minded and set in our habits sometimes, and maybe being exposed to your strange ideas will ultimately expand my capabilities and adaptability. So I guess I don’t mind hanging around for a little longer until the Princess finally tires of you, human.” 
 
    It was, all in all, one of the sweetest things the surly and sarcastic centaur had ever said to me. I kind of wanted to give her a hug after that, but that probably would have been pushing my luck too far, so I settled for grinning and agreeing, “I knew you’d warm up to me eventually, Elodette. It was just a matter of time.” 
 
    “Pfft,” she groaned and rolled her eyes. “I’m not warming up to you, human, just stating that I don’t hate you. Don’t let my words infer that we have any sort of relationship.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” I grinned at her, and the warrior-centaur studied my face for a few moments before turning away. 
 
    It did seem like her eyes rested on my lips for a bit though. 
 
    Soon after that, we came to another rock field, about forty feet across. As usual, I scouted out a path across first. I mentally noted a few rocks that proved unstable beneath my footsteps to make sure my companions avoided them and stopped to shift the angle of a large slab of stone from sideways to flat so that the horses and centaurs would have somewhere to step at that point. Then, I stayed on solid ground on the other side of the rock field and waited for my companions to join me. 
 
    Willobee happened to be riding second in line at that point, in front of another of my selves on the saddle of Slayer. Slayer was a bit grumpy about the double load, since the gnome, despite being only three feet tall, only moderately chubby, and without any visible muscle mass, somehow managed to weigh just as much as an average-sized human male, and was wearing his too-long chainmail shirt on top of that. But the brown destrier’s mood seemed to improve a bit when I dismounted in order to lead him and Willobee along the path that my first self had picked out. 
 
    We were about halfway across when the herd of curly-horned sheep appeared about twenty feet above us and started crossing the same rock field in the opposite direction. At first I thought it was cool that these rugged wild animals with their headbutting, death-defying ways seemed so comfortable with our presence and trusting of our intentions that they were willing to come that close to us without much more than a few glances of curiosity. 
 
    Then, a particularly large ram stepped on an unstable rock. 
 
    I heard a scrape and then a clatter. From the first side of the rock field where they awaited my guidance, Florenia and Ilandere both screamed in horror, while Lizzy yelled, “Watch it, Vander!” 
 
    The huge rock came tumbling down straight toward me, Willobee, and Slayer. I tried to pull Slayer forward out of the way. He neighed in panic and refused to move. 
 
    The rock passed us by so close that it ruffled Slayer’s brown tail. He neighed again and showed all his teeth as his eyes rolled in terror. 
 
    “Yeah, I know that was a close call, but it’s gonna be okay, big boy, I promise,” I said as I patted his neck. 
 
    Then, the mountainside groaned, as if it had been bruised by the impact of the falling rock. I heard an ominous grinding and felt a vibration through the rocks that I was standing on. 
 
    Then the avalanche started. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    As the rocks started sliding and tumbling downhill all around us, my first instinct was to protect Willobee, but Slayer had already sensed the avalanche a second before it became audible to us, and before I had a chance to react, the destrier reared up and bucked the gnome off his back, which turned Willobee into just one more shiny, round, flying boulder mixed in with all the rest. Then, in the most astonishing display of athleticism I had ever witnessed from a horse, Slayer bounded from moving rock to moving rock as if he were weightless instead of over a thousand pounds, and left me and Willobee behind. I dodged the largest rocks and used my arms to shield my head from the smaller ones as I looked around frantically for any glimpse of my little friend, but he had already been buried from sight. 
 
    Within a minute, it was all over, and the mountainside was still again, and all the rocks sat inert in their new positions just as if they had always been there. The only differences were that Slayer was now standing on the far side of the rock snorting angrily, dripping with sweat, and emitting waves of adrenaline while my self that was with him attempted to soothe him, and Willobee had completely vanished from sight, as if he had never existed. 
 
    “Willobee!” I screamed at the top of my lungs as I searched the rock field for the sight of blue velvet, for the glint of silver chainmail, for a tuft of lavender hair, for any sign of hope that my actions hadn’t doomed my faithful little friend to be pulverized to death under tons of rock where his body would never even be found. 
 
    Ilandere, off to the side of the rock field, clasped her hands over her mouth and started to sob. 
 
    Lizzy, on the other hand, screamed, “That’s not funny, you stupid little gnome! Get your fat little ass out here right now!” 
 
    My self who remained with them on that side started picking my way carefully across the field while my self who had already crossed left the disgruntled Slayer to his own devices and joined in the search as well. I continued calling for Willobee with all three voices, but I left pauses so that I would be able to hear any response that he made, no matter how faint. 
 
    Lizzy and Florenia both stepped out onto the field to assist me in the search. 
 
    When I saw them move to do that, I said, “No! Stay where you are. The rocks might still be unstable. I can’t risk--” 
 
    But Lizzy snorted and ignored me completely. After a moment’s hesitation, Florenia did the same. The centaurs, at least, had the sense to stay where they were. The other women’s weight might not disturb the mountain further, but the centaurs’ would pose a much greater risk. However, they did pace back and forth along the edge where it was safe for them to step, and combed the field with their eyes just as intently as the rest of us were doing. Elodette did, anyway; Ilandere’s eyes were so tear-filled that I doubted she could see anything out of them. 
 
    “No. No. No,” I muttered to myself. I punched the nearest rock so hard that it shifted a couple inches, and what felt like the majority of the bones in that hand shattered. The explosion of pain was a welcome distraction from the wave of despair and remorse that was swelling up in my chest. 
 
    Florenia clutched my wrist above my mangled and blood-soaked hand and whispered, “It is not your fault, Qaar’endoth, there are uncontrollable forces up here…” 
 
    “If he is gone, it is my fault,” I snapped. 
 
    “Please reassimilate,” she said. “Your hand, you need a new one.” 
 
    That was when Elodette called out to me. “Vander! Look.” 
 
    My three selves, as well as the two non-equine women, converged on the spot that she was pointing at. There was a pile of rocks there, just like in the surrounding four hundred or so square feet of mountainside. But unlike anywhere else on that mountainside, there was a foot-long white ostrich plume protruding from a crevice between those particular rocks. 
 
    “Willobee!” I yelled as my heart pounded like crazy in my ribcage. “Can you hear me? Are you under there?” 
 
    At first there was no response. Then after a few long moments, a small voice squeaked, “… I think I angered the mountain spirit.” 
 
    I laughed with joy and relief. Florenia was smiling, and Lizzy was grinning from ear to ear too. “You all right, Willobee?” I asked him. “Don’t worry, we’re going to get you out now.” 
 
    “Tell Slayer that he and I are no longer friends,” Willobee replied. “And that his treacherous revolt has failed to make an end of Willobee of Clan Benniwumporgan.” 
 
    I reassimilated my self with the wounded hand and sent a third self out again so that I would have six fully functioning hands. Between my three selves and Lizzy, we were able to clear away most of the rocks above the spot where the gnome’s indignant voice was coming from. We focused on the smaller rocks first and made sure we took care of all the ones higher up that were likely to roll down when we removed the others supporting them, which created a sort of gently sloped depression in the mountainside above the hidden pit in which the poor little gnome was trapped. 
 
    Eventually, there was only one rock that still prevented him from being freed, the largest, which we had saved for last. I calculated the safest and easiest direction to roll it in. Then Lizzy and my three selves all got into position, established our hands on its surface, and prepared to push. 
 
    “Three… two… one!” I shouted, and we all strained at the same time. At the same instant as the rock grated forward by an inch, the rocks above shifted and groaned. A little stone the size of my fist bounced menacingly over the boulder that we were focused on trying to move, over the spot where Willobee was trapped, and continued on its way down the mountain. “Stop!” I said. 
 
    “What’s going on up there?” Willobee asked. It was frustrating to hear his voice from only a few feet away, and be able to see his ostrich plume, and yet be unable to reach him. “Guys, the mountain spirit sounds kinda angry again.” 
 
    “All I need him to do is release you,” I replied, “and then I’ll stop fucking around with this arrangement of rocks that he’s got set up here. Since he seems so particular about it.” 
 
    Lizzy, Florenia, and I all set to work clearing away more rocks from above that last critical boulder. Then when I thought the situation seemed improved, we made another attempt at the giant stone. That time, we barely moved it half an inch before higher rocks started slamming down on top of it. Three the size of my skull bounced down in a similar trajectory to the one taken by the fist-sized one on the first attempt. That seemed to me like a warning shot from the mountain spirit. The women and I froze and looked at each other in silent dismay. 
 
    Willobee, of course, couldn’t see exactly what we were doing. But he seemed to have some sense from the rock-shifting sounds and the ominous pauses in between that things weren’t exactly going smoothly. 
 
    “Master,” he began, “I will understand if it becomes necessary to leave me behind, but if you do, I beg of you that you will grant me my last request first, which is to say farewell to my two noble steeds, Snowstorm and Feather. And also, a cask of honey mead with a tube leading into this crevice.” 
 
    “Snowstorm and Feather?” Lizzy snorted. “Did your brains get shaken up by a teensy little rockslide like that, gnome? You mean Luna and Chrysanthemum?” 
 
    “You mean Damask and Diamond?” Florenia asked. Willobee had a confusing habit of changing the names of his two white ponies, the ones we had left safely in the care of Lord Kiernan’s household, at whim. The ponies themselves seemed accustomed to this habit of his and never failed to answer to any one of the new names he invented. 
 
    “Willobee, I would never leave you behind,” I replied. “I’m also not fetching you a fucking cask of honey mead thousands of feet up the side of a mountain. But… what you said about a tube? That gives me an idea.” 
 
    “Well, maybe just one tankard then?” the gnome bargained hopefully. 
 
    “How about a rope?” I countered. 
 
    “A… rope?” he asked in confusion. “How am I supposed to drink from a rope?” 
 
    Elodette, from where she waited on the side with Ilandere and all the horses except for Slayer, immediately began digging through my pack that contained my grappling hook and the attached rope. 
 
    “You’re not,” I said. “You’re supposed to tie it around yourself so that we can pull you out of there when the rest of this rock field goes to hell.” 
 
    By then, Elodette had found the grappling hook with the rope. She took the loose end without the hook on it, whirled it around above her head like a lasso, and flung it to my nearest self. 
 
    “Thanks, Elodette,” I said. I reeled in the rope the rest of the way, which caused the grappling hook to scrape across the rocks as it bumped over them. All of my companions watched curiously. 
 
    “Um, I don’t know if I like this idea much, Master,” Willobee was muttering. 
 
    “Just trust me,” I said. “Besides, you don’t have much of a choice at this point, unless you want to stay in there.” 
 
    “If someone would just bring me a little honey mead--” the gnome began. 
 
    “Ah, shut up and let Vander do his job,” Lizzy growled. 
 
    I looked around and chose a tree on the far side of the rock field where Slayer was now grazing nonchalantly just as if he had had absolutely nothing to do with the whole incident. I took care not to hit the horse while I swung the grappling hook in circles at my side, then aimed at a sturdy branch midway up the tree trunk and tossed the hook so that instead of catching onto the branch, it sailed all the way over and dropped down on the other side. I kept feeding out more slack and allowing the hook’s weight to pull the other end of the rope down almost to the ground, while I walked over to the dangling grappling hook in another body. 
 
    Once my other self had caught hold of the rope end with the grappling hook, I passed the other rope end into the crevice near the telltale ostrich plume. “Has the rope reached you yet, Willobee?” I asked the gnome. 
 
    “That tickles, Master,” he replied, which I took as an affirmative. 
 
    “Just let us know whenever you’ve got the rope tied securely around you,” I told him. “I mean it. Your life is going to depend on that rope, so unless you want to go for another flight like the one Slayer just sent you on, take the time to get your knots right.” 
 
    A heavy sigh puffed out of the crevice. 
 
    “Now,” I said, “while Willobee’s taking care of that, Florenia and Lizzy, why don’t you go back over there and join Ilandere and Elodette? Things are about to get a little… rocky over here.” 
 
    “Har har har,” Lizzy said. “Don’t you need my help to push?” 
 
    “Your help is helpful, but not necessary in this case,” I replied. “Look, I don’t want to spend another hour digging you out of a rockslide too, okay?” 
 
    “I agree that we should get out of the way of the rockslide,” Elodette spoke up, “but I think we should all go over there to the other side, so we can keep moving as planned, instead of going around again. Your detours take forever, human.” 
 
    “My detours are the only reason we’re all still al--” I began, but the black centaur was already picking her way across the rock field. I didn’t like the fact that I hadn’t had the chance to pre-check the route she was taking, not one bit, but at least she was being careful by testing each foothold with one hoof before she transferred her weight from the other three, and at least she had moved down below us as far as was practical to do to minimize the risk of causing a disturbance that would affect the rocks the rest of us were standing on. 
 
    “If a mere horse can do it…” Elodette said scornfully as she gestured at Slayer. Her tone of voice was careless and defiant, but I could see that her sharp gray eyes were focused on the task at hand, and her powerful muscles were tensed with the effort that it took to control her balance. 
 
    Lizzy scrambled over toward the far side too with much more ease than the centaur who weighed many times more than she did and lacked the flexibility and maneuverability of a human body. I wasn’t too worried about the she-wolf, who was athletic even when just in her human form. 
 
    Florenia, who was naturally slim and graceful but lacked Lizzy’s strength and athleticism, worried me more, but I had known that she wouldn’t allow the other two women to show her up and would insist on making the insecure crossing as well. One of my two selves that were still out on the rock field escorted her to make sure she didn’t slip and be ready to shield her with my body if more rocks started falling. 
 
    The other escorted Ilandere, whose rock navigating abilities were most of all in doubt. The princess’ fearful expression resembled the one that came upon her face when she was confronted with stairs that she had to climb up or down, but she clutched my hand and nervously made the crossing. Even though I had lost count of the number of rock fields we had already crossed, I knew that this one was different, since it was the one that had swallowed Willobee, and was proving unwilling to let him go again without a fight. 
 
    After the women had crossed, the two of me who weren’t occupied with the grappling hook led across Generosity, Virility, Fury, and Chivalry each in his or her turn. When they reached the other side some of them snuffled Slayer, and he snuffled them back in greeting. 
 
    Then, after my entire party was safely on the other side, I passed off the grappling hook to Elodette with instructions to pull with all her might on my say-so, and all three of me returned to the crevice between Willobee’s position and the outside world. 
 
    “Er, you ready yet, Willobee?” I asked him. “Must be getting pretty cramped in there, huh?” 
 
    “Ready as I’ll ever be, Master,” replied the gnome. “I can’t say that I’d mind getting out.” 
 
    I took a few deep breaths to fill my lungs. Then, I pushed with all my might in perfect unison. As soon as I managed to budge the boulder, the mountainside groaned threateningly and other rocks started rolling our way, but this time, I didn’t stop. I just pushed harder than I had ever pushed anything before in my life, and the boulder scraped, then tipped, then rolled out of the way and revealed a round little chainmail-clad gnome crouched in the hole that it had been covering. 
 
    “Now!” I screamed to Elodette at the top of all of my lungs. 
 
    Willobee, who was thoroughly knotted up in some kind of full-body harness that I didn’t have any time to get a good look at, was immediately whisked into the air with the speed of a slingshot snapping back. I heard him let out a squawk worthy of an exotic tropical bird. 
 
    Then, it was time to worry about my selves. 
 
    I started getting pelted from all directions with rocks ranging in size from my fist to larger than one of my own bodies while the rocks that I was standing on suddenly seemed to remember that they had urgent business to attend to farther down the mountain. I had about thirty feet of moving rock field to cross to rejoin my friends. My chances of making it without being struck dead or buried alive were objectively slim to none. 
 
    But that was okay because only one self out of three needed to make it. 
 
    One of my selves got a foot pinned between rocks almost immediately. My nearest other self yanked me free, but that body’s ankle was already destroyed, so I limped behind the other two as I all sprinted for my life. 
 
    I fell flat on my stomach as the rock that I was pushing off from with my foot flew out from under me. Then I rolled sideways down the mountainside just in time to drop beneath a temporary ledge and allow a horse-sized boulder to skip over me without crushing me. As soon as it was past, I leapt back on top of the ledge before the ledge itself could collapse on top of me and continued my sprint. 
 
    I angled my run somewhat diagonally downward, rather than horizontally, since I knew that when you were getting swept away by a river, it was best to aim for the shore diagonally so as not to waste too much energy fighting the current. It was kind of a compromise with nature. 
 
    A rock in the head stunned me. I knew that that self was no longer functioning at full mental capacity, and that the self with the fucked-up ankle was no longer functioning at full physical capacity, so I reassimilated the self with the fucked-up ankle first and then immediately sent out my third body again from the one of me that was farthest ahead. I could only project as far as my height, so I couldn’t send myself all the way to solid ground, but I could get a lot closer that way. Then I reassimilated the half-conscious self with the dented head and again sent a replacement body out from my leading self. In a situation like this, I wanted to have three bodies up at all times to maximize my chances of survival, because if they all got buried under an avalanche at the same time, I would be truly and permanently dead. 
 
    My leading self had only about another ten feet to clear. None of me were covering ground very fast, because for every foot of distance I gained, I slid down another several feet, or had to change directions to avoid an obstacle or projectile. 
 
    My middle self took a melon-sized rock in the chest and got knocked flat on my back pinned underneath it. As I lifted the rock off my chest, my third self came up from behind and grabbed my arm to yank me back up to my feet again. 
 
    A boulder the size of Elodette that was rolling past those two selves hit a sharp edge, tipped in my direction, and triumphantly crushed both of me like dough beneath a rolling pin. 
 
    Elodette reached out her hand to my last surviving self. I took it, and she yanked me onto solid ground, out of the path of the continuing rockslide. I sent out two more spare selves just in case as I panted with exhaustion, clutched my middle and gritted my teeth against the fading sensations of being crushed to death. I had never had that much skin shredded, that many bones broken, and that many organs squashed simultaneously before, even that time when one of my selves had fallen a hundred feet off a sheer cliff face that I had been climbing without a rope on a dare by another novice. 
 
    Ilandere was in tears by that point. “Vander, that was the most horrible thing I’ve ever seen,” she cried. 
 
    “Horrible?” I croaked. “I think you mean, the most awesome thing you’ve ever seen. I just took on the spirit of the mountain, or whatever you want to call it, and--” 
 
    “It won,” Elodette finished my sentence as she pointed at the gory remains of two of my bodies in the middle of the rock field. 
 
    I jerked three thumbs at all three of my chests. “I won! It takes a hell of a lot more than a fucking avalanche to finish off a god. I’m still here, aren’t I?” 
 
    “So is Mount Ugga,” Elodette said grimly. At that point I realized that she was still gripping the end of a rope in the hand that she hadn’t used to pull me to safety. I looked up at the tree that the rope was secured from and spotted a small round shape dangling thirty feet above us. 
 
    “Er, Elodette?” I asked. “Wanna let Willobee down now?” 
 
    “Oh,” she said and blinked her gray eyes. “Sure. I kind of forgot about the gnome.” 
 
    I guess I just had to be thankful that Elodette was the type to forget that she was holding up someone’s full body weight on the other end of the rope and just leave that someone dangling there, rather than the type to forget, let go, and drop the someone. 
 
    Lizzy and Florenia each seized one of my selves and kissed me passionately in an uncharacteristically public display of affection apparently provoked by their relief that I had survived the rockslide. 
 
    That left one self to stand by with a vicarious erection and watch Elodette lower Willobee. I think my condition did not go unnoticed by the black centaur who huffed and pointedly averted her eyes. 
 
    “That was amazing, Master,” gushed the gnome. “I saw the whole thing from up there. Until now, I had never appreciated the full extent of your athletic abilities.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lizzy broke off our kiss for a moment to chime in. “You looked like a gazelle that was about to get its ass eaten by a lion.” 
 
    “Uh… thanks?” I said. 
 
    It was then that I realized that when I told Willobee to tie himself to the rope securely, he might have overdone it a little. He looked like he was wearing rope bracelets, rope anklets, several belts, and several nooses for good measure. There was barely a square inch of chainmail or blue velvet visible between the loops upon loops of knotted rope. Not only did the gnome look like he was in danger of accidental strangulation, he looked like he could have easily been squeezed until he popped when Elodette started hauling him up. But somehow he must have gotten lucky enough with the knot placement that that didn’t happen. 
 
    “Er, Willobee?” I asked. “Any chance you can… untie yourself?” 
 
    Willobee confidently selected a complicated knot at his shoulder at which several strands of his intricate harness seemed to converge, grasped a section of it, and tugged. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    The gnome was silent for a moment. Then he replied cheerfully, “Nope.” 
 
    I groaned, while Lizzy marched over to demand, “Are you kidding me, gnome? First you get yourself buried in a have-a-lunch and now this?” 
 
    “… Buried in a what?” Elodette asked her. 
 
    “A have-a-lunch,” Lizzy repeated. 
 
    “… A what?” Elodette repeated. 
 
    “You know, a have-a-lunch, like the slang term for a rockslide?” Lizzy said impatiently. “Ain’t you ever heard that before?” 
 
    “No,” the centaur replied gravely. “No, I have not.” 
 
    “Lizzy, do you mean an avalanche?” I asked her. 
 
    “Is anyone going to untie me?” Willobee asked plaintively. 
 
    “Shut up, gnome, I’m explaining somethin’,” the she-wolf said. She looked around at all of our quizzical expressions. “Er, no one’s ever heard that one before?” 
 
    We exchanged glances and shook our heads. 
 
    “Lizzy, I don’t think that’s a word,” Florenia said. 
 
    Lizzy bit her lip. Her long pointed ears twitched backward in concern. For a moment she looked like a cornered animal. Then she said haughtily, “Sure it is, comes from the idea of how a have-a-lunch stuffs a bunch of rocks in your face whether you like it or not, even if you ain’t hungry. It’s a gallows humor thing like we have among vagrants and bandits and other rough and ragged types, you posh lot wouldn’t understand.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” the duke’s daughter made a noise that did not sound entirely convinced. 
 
    “Well, what are all you standing ‘round gawking for?” the she-wolf demanded. “Ain’t anyone gonna help this poor gnome here?” 
 
    She grabbed Willobee’s nearest hand and started picking at the rope knots around his wrist with an air of intense concentration. 
 
    I shrugged, knelt down and selected a knot of my own that looked promising, and got to work too. 
 
    But it was the two centaurs who really came to Willobee’s second rescue of the day. They were extraordinarily gifted when it came to tying, and, apparently, untying knots as well. Their herd used natural fibers, including tree bark, reeds, and animal wool, to twist and braid cords that they used for all kinds of practical purposes, so it was an art form they had learned at a young age. Without their help, we might have had to give up and cut the rope in order to free the gnome which I didn’t want to do in case it became necessary to use it again before I had the chance to buy a replacement. 
 
    After another half an hour lost that way, Willobee was finally rope-free, and I recoiled the cord around the attached grappling hook and put it away in one of the packs again. Then, we continued on our way.  
 
    There had been an occasional patch of frost before on our way up, but nothing significant. So when more snow started appearing, I knew we were very near the top. The women started shivering in their dresses and, in the case of Elodette and Ilandere, midriff-baring leather breastplate and skimpy pink blouse, respectively, but they were also happy about the shift in climate since it signaled that the ordeal of Mount Ugga was almost behind us. 
 
    Not long after that, we reached the pass between two peaks where I had intended for us to cross over. 
 
    We paused for a minute there to gaze out over the surrounding landscape that stretched in both directions, the way we had come, and the way we were heading toward. Right below us, so many miles of sheer rock faces and precarious boulder fields interspersed with scraggly pine trees that the climb looked nearly impossible, especially for five horses and two centaurs. At least, it looked like something that only a lunatic would attempt. It felt great to have that kind of visual display of the feat we had just accomplished as a team. The other side of the mountain was much more gradually sloped. I was very glad to see that, which we had had no way of knowing from the other side. Even if we had tried to ask any of them, I didn’t think that any of the Sanctimians or the drummers had crossed this range. They just lived in the shadow of the mountains and accepted them as the boundary of their little world. 
 
    Beyond the spectacle of Mount Ugga itself, I could see green hills and woods stretching out for as far as the eye could see behind us, and the road that my party had been following. The huts of the village of Sanctimia were visible too. As for the crude drummer settlement from which we had started our ascent, that was a little more questionable. 
 
    “Oh look, there’s the drummer camp,” Ilandere said as she pointed. 
 
    But Lizzy scoffed, “No it ain’t, that’s just some trees missing their leaves down there. It’s too small to see from here.” 
 
    “Come look on this side,” Florenia invited them from where she stood with another of my selves, twenty meters ahead. 
 
    The rest of our companions joined us at that vantage point, and for a few minutes, all eight of us gazed in uncharacteristically silent awe. 
 
    For the first few miles on the other side of Mount Ugga, there were more grassy hills and more trees. We could also spot a few villages nestled along the flanks of the range, and along the largest river that ran from the range until it culminated in a lake. But beyond that, the grass turned sparse and brown, and then faded away altogether and gave way to a vast desert. The desert stretched out past the horizon, a pale golden expanse for as far as the eye could see. 
 
    “It’s so beautiful,” Ilandere breathed. “It looks magical. I’ve never seen a landscape like that before.” 
 
    “It looks hot and dusty,” Lizzy replied. “Not like a place where much could survive, or where there would be much to eat or steal. If I came on a place like that on my own, or with one of my old crews, I’d turn right back around and head the other way. But I got a feeling we’re striking out for that bare patch now, huh Vander?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I answered. “Based on our calculations from looking at that map in the baron’s study, and the reports we’ve heard so far of the sequence and locations of Thorvinius’ attacks, his order headed that way. So if we ever want to close with them, we’re going to have to do the same thing.” 
 
    “You’ve shown us so many wonderful new places that we never would have explored on our own, Vander,” Ilandere said as she looked at me adoringly. 
 
    I coughed with embarrassment. “Well, I also, er, have almost gotten you all killed in various situations that you never would have ended up in on your own,” I pointed out. 
 
    “You sure have, Master,” Willobee agreed. “But you’ve saved us every time, so no harm done.” 
 
    “Better to risk death than to live a life without meaning or passion,” Florenia opined. Her hazel eyes burned as she stared off into the distance. The wind ruffled through her glossy chestnut curls. She was physically the stuff of most men’s dreams at all times, but standing there on the mountaintop in that moment, she was a different kind of magnificent. Like some kind of queen or ancient goddess surveying the earth and the miniscule creatures that inhabited it. 
 
    “Can’t say I disagree with you there,” I said. I had died countless times physically, of course, so many times that it was practically like a hobby of mine. But true death, the death of one’s consciousness and being overtaken by oblivion… or passing into the Fairlands or the Abyss, depending on whom you asked and what you believed in, that was something else altogether. The only way it could really happen to me was if all of my selves were killed at once, and I had none left to regenerate from, and today in the avalanche, or have-a-lunch as Lizzy preferred to term it, I had had a close brush with that possibility. I couldn’t say that the prospect of death held no terror for me, especially when my life right now surrounded by all my friends was so wonderful and held new excitement and discoveries at every turn. But if I had to die in order to destroy Thorvinius once and for all, or in order to save one of my friends, my quest would still be well worth it. Setting out from my temple as the last surviving novice in order to become the man, or maybe even god, that I was now, would still be the best move I had ever made. 
 
    “Well,” Lizzy said after a while, “this Thorvinius guy is waitin’ for us on the other side of that bald patch, yeah? So shouldn’t we get going?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I hope he is.” 
 
    So we set off down the other side of Mount Ugga. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    The descent was much less of a physical struggle than the ascent had been, of course, and we were able to move a lot faster. I worried that it was hard on the horses’ and the centaurs’ knees, so I dismounted from the destriers and walked beside them. None of the equines complained, I think partly because everyone was just so eager to get down to stable ground again. 
 
    It wasn’t possible to avoid rock fields altogether, but I was definitely a lot more cautious about the routes I chose after the incident in which we had almost lost the gnome and I had almost died fully. 
 
    Even so, we made it down right before dark. 
 
    As soon as we were on flat ground again and had taken a few liberating steps without worrying about starting a rockslide or falling off a cliff, Lizzy turned around and shouted at the mountain, “Fuck you, Mount Ugga! Fuck you, mountain spirit! Can’t catch us now! Suck on that!” 
 
    “Lizzy,” I said through gritted teeth as I glanced over at Willobee, with the thought that the gnome may have been a little traumatized by getting buried under an avalanche and then dangled from a treetop. 
 
    But he was smiling, and with his rosy cheeks he looked like the picture of health and contentment. He shrugged in response to Lizzy’s taunts. “She’s right about that, Master,” he said. “Qaar’endoth can go to Mount Ugga, but Mount Ugga cannot go to him.” 
 
    “I don’t really like mountain-climbing,” Ilandere remarked, to the surprise of no one, “but, you know, I kind of liked those woolly sheep things with the giant horns. They were kind of cute.” 
 
    “They started the rockslide,” Lizzy reminded her. “Big clumsy oafs.” 
 
    “They didn’t mean to,” the silver-haired princess pointed out. 
 
    “Sheep are nothing but trouble,” Lizzy declared. “The Sanctimians wouldn’t have been so miserable if they hadn’t been depending on something as stupid as sheep to survive.” 
 
    “I don’t think most villagers choose their own livelihoods,” I said. “It seems like they kind of just pick up whatever trade their forebears have been working for the last few centuries and stick with it. So I guess Sanctimia’s always been a sheep village.” 
 
    “People can always adapt if they choose to, smart ones anyway,” Lizzy declared. “I was a bandit and now I don’t do that shit no more, Florenia was a fucking noble and now she’s tramping through the dirt with the rest of us and happy about it too, Ilandere was some kinda horse princess and now she’s not either. Elodette is kinda doing her same thing as always I guess, but that’s just cause she’s stubborn, not dumb, and Willobee changes life stories on us whenever he feels like it. So none of us are stuck doing whatever dumb shit our ancestors used to is what I’m saying.” 
 
    “My family has always been very proud of our ancestors’ illustrious record of service to the kings of Ambria, and the lands that we have gained, and the monuments we have built, and the artists we have patronized,” Florenia remarked. “But I think that now, I’m a part of something even bigger than that. Qaar’endoth’s reign shall transform the world.” 
 
    “What?” I sputtered. “How many times do I have to tell you, I’m not trying to take over the world?” 
 
    “Destiny is what the individual makes of it,” Elodette stated. She didn’t usually get involved in the group’s philosophical discussions and debates. She already had her own opinions that she was very sure of and didn’t usually care what anyone else said about it. 
 
    “You don’t believe in prophecies then?” I asked her. I respected the huntress’ opinion and was genuinely curious what she thought. I had definitely been influenced by what Aurelana had prophesied about the last surviving member of my order assuming the role of Qaar’endoth and creating more selves to usher in a new age, and by what Meline had prophesied about how my quest could only succeed if I saved the village of Ferndale from its horrific plague. Both times, following their prophecies had worked out for the better so far, but I also understood that there wasn’t really much of a logical reason to accept the instructions of random women making predictions about people, places, and events they had no experience with or concrete knowledge of. 
 
    “I believe that prophecies have power,” Elodette answered after a pause. “But, it’s the power that people ascribe to them. Like you. You do things because an oracle told you to, and that gives you enough motivation.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “I never would’ve even known about Ferndale if Meline hadn’t mentioned it, and Lord Kiernan wouldn’t have rewarded us and offered me a new temple if we hadn’t saved Ferndale. We wouldn’t have Generosity, Virility, Fury, Slayer, and Chivalry here with us now. Seems like there must be something to it more than some random lady making things up.” 
 
    “Aren’t prophecies based on the will of gods, as interpreted by mortals?” Florenia inquired. “So if you are a god, that’s kind of a shortcut, and you shouldn’t even be dependent on prophecies anymore. That’s like getting your information secondhand.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “All I know is, I followed their advice and it worked. So next time an oracle gives me a prophecy, I think it’s at least worth a shot.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Lizzy said. 
 
    “I trust your judgment, Vander,” Ilandere said. “Whatever you think we should do next, I’ll do my best to help.” 
 
    “What I think we should do next,” I said, “is find a sheltered spot to camp for the night. And, Elodette, now that we’re back down on solid ground, if you wouldn’t mind bringing us a deer or something? All those rockslide games have given me an appetite. Three appetites in fact.” 
 
    “That I can certainly do,” the centaur replied. “And I don’t need any prophecy to tell me that I’m capable of it.” 
 
    When we had found a good spot and built a fire to keep warm, the tall, dark huntress went off to do exactly that while the rest of us huddled together around the flames. 
 
    “You know, I thought I would feel safe, now that you have three selves,” Florenia remarked. “But then that boulder killed two of you at the same time, and I realized that three is not nearly enough. Especially since you intend to confront the most murderous god known to Ambria and his host beyond number. Perhaps I will not feel safe until you have a dozen selves. Or a hundred.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, I’m replaceable,” I replied. “There’s only one of you.” 
 
    “A hundred Vanders would be something else,” Lizzy said. “I can’t wait for that, that’ll be real fun. Won’t be no army could stand in our way then.” 
 
    “And you could breed a whole generation of demi-gods,” Florenia said. “Your children could be a society onto themselves.” 
 
    “That’s, uh, that’s really not part of the plan,” I said quickly. Not only did her vision have some certain incestuous implications, there just wasn’t any practical way for children to fit into my current lifestyle. I already had my hands full protecting the four women, although admittedly Lizzy and Elodette were usually more than capable of taking care of themselves, plus the unpredictable gnome and our five horses or whatever other domesticated animals happened to be under our charge at the time. 
 
    “You could try out new professions,” Ilandere suggested wistfully. “You could be other things than a warrior. You could be a farmer or a lord or a minstrel.” 
 
    “A minstrel?” I had to laugh at that one. “I guess you’ve never heard me sing, Princess, or you wouldn’t say that.” 
 
    “But you’d have time to learn how,” the little centaur persisted. “You’d have a hundred days for everyone else’s one day, if you had that many selves. And you just have one mind, right, so if one of your selves memorized a song or learned a language or anything like that, all of you would have that skill from then on, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose so,” I said. 
 
    The transference from physical sensations was less thorough: each of my selves sort of just felt echoes of all my other bodies’ pain or pleasure, so they weren’t quite full force, although I was aware of them. Also, I had noticed that now that I had three selves instead of two, the vicarious sensations were even more diluted. I guessed that was a practical necessity because it would just be too distracting to feel a hundred bodies’ worth of sensations at once. It wouldn’t work out well if several of my selves were being tortured at once, and my mind snapped from the combined agony. It also wouldn’t work well if one of my selves were trying to fight an enemy and collapsed to the ground orgasming uncontrollably due to the activities of my other selves elsewhere. 
 
    But mentally, my multiple selves remained a cohesive whole. The tiniest detail that any one of my selves processed was automatically added to my collective mind’s knowledge. 
 
    “I could have a hundred husbands,” Florenia mused to herself. 
 
    Lizzy snorted. “I’ll fuck every one of your husbands.” 
 
    “Well, yes, of course, it would require our combined efforts to satisfy that many bodies,” Florenia replied. 
 
    “… husband?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “We’re not married.” 
 
    “But we are in an unbreakable union,” the duke’s daughter replied. “Which is more or less the same thing. I was using the term in a colloquial sense, not a technical one.” 
 
    “Er. Okay,” I said doubtfully. 
 
    “Fifty of him for each of you?” Ilandere questioned. “That seems like a lot, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “It seems like just about the right amount,” Florenia replied. 
 
    Lizzy snickered. “Why are you asking, horse? You want us to cut you in a share?” 
 
    “Hey, hey,” I interrupted to spare Ilandere the embarrassment of struggling to answer that question. “Not much point discussing this right now, since I’m nowhere even close to having a hundred selves. There are only three of me. So let’s not get ahead of ourselves, okay? Let’s just take it one step at a time.” 
 
    “Three isn’t very many at all,” Florenia agreed, “but at least you do have an extraordinary level of stamina, so functionally, it counts for more than that.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said through gritted teeth, “I’ve trained for a long time to become capable of continuing to fight at a high level of intensity, long after a typical opponent has been debilitated by exhaustion. Or running. Or swimming. Or mountain climbing. Or any number of other cool and useful things that I can do.” 
 
    “Well, Qaar’endoth, in this case I was referring to--” Florenia began. 
 
    Thankfully, Elodette arrived back at camp just then with a limp stag draped over her shoulders. 
 
    The group commenced our usual dinner routine. I helped Elodette skin and clean the stag, and Florenia took charge of roasting the steaks that we passed off to her. Lizzy, meanwhile, morphed into a giant wolf and eagerly scarfed up all the innards that we discarded. Willobee took charge of eating the steaks as fast as Florenia could cook them and loudly expressing his enjoyment by smacking his lips and humming deep in his throat. It wasn’t until the gnome ate himself to exhaustion, passed out, and started snoring loudly that the rest of us were able to get our hands on our share of the meat. 
 
    Then we adopted our usual sleep routine. The centaurs always slept side by side, since Elodette made sure to stay where she could best guard the princess, whenever she wasn’t off on a hunting or scouting errand. One of my selves stayed awake to keep watch, another curled up with Florenia, and another lay down with Lizzy. Willobee loved using Lizzy in her giant wolf form as his bed and blanket. In my opinion, her human self was a lot more pleasant to hold, but it seemed that Lizzy was used to sleeping as a wolf and was not particularly inclined to change the habit. 
 
    Another nighttime habit of Lizzy’s was that she liked to sneak off and kill some snacks that I only knew about from her bloody muzzle when she returned hours later, so I didn’t think anything of it when she slid out from between me and the gnome and padded off into the woods. I just turned over on my back and fell back asleep. 
 
    Then a little while later, my rest was disturbed by an unearthly howl similar to the one I had heard near the drummer camp the night that Lizzy had entrapped them into one final, fatal wolf hunt. 
 
    Willobee’s snores continued uninterrupted, but Florenia startled awake in my arms, and so did the centaurs. I soothed Florenia back to sleep and my self that was standing watch reassured the centaurs too and instructed them to stay where they were while my self that had originally been sharing Lizzy’s warmth went off to find her and figure out what the hell was going on. 
 
    It wasn’t exactly hard to track Lizzy down even at the worst of times, since she was a highly noticeable creature in either of her forms, and subtlety wasn’t a skill she had ever taken a single lesson in. But this time, she was even easier to find than usual. She was standing at the top of a hill waiting for me, in a very similar position to the one she had taken in order to taunt the drummers. 
 
    “Lizzy!” I called out, so that she would know it was me and wouldn’t barrel down the hill to tear me to shreds the way she had done to them. Lizzy had only killed me once, and that had been an accident, when we were wrestling for training purposes, and one of her claws had punctured an artery. 
 
    As I climbed up the hill toward her, her enormous, shaggy silhouette against the moon shrank down into that of a human woman. A naked and extremely curvaceous woman, with pointed wolf ears and a tail that lashed mischievously back and forth. 
 
    “Is something… wrong?” I asked as I reached her and took her into my arms for a kiss. “Why did you howl like that?” 
 
    Her impish spring green eyes glittered at me from behind her wild mane of tawny hair. “Oh, I was just howling at the moon,” she replied. Lizzy had mentioned more than once that wolves didn’t howl at the moon or really even pay it much attention except as a source of illumination. 
 
    So I repeated skeptically, “… The moon?” 
 
    Lizzy nodded. “Yup. It’s so big and round and white that it got me thinking… let’s fuck.” 
 
    That wasn’t really a cohesive chain of thought at all, it was a bit of a non sequitur really, and the elegance of the phrasing left something to be desired. 
 
    But I was thoroughly convinced. 
 
    Probably it didn’t hurt Lizzy’s case that by that point, I had both hands full of as much of her big, round, firm ass as I could hold and was pulling her against me while she moaned and grinded herself against my erection. 
 
    I pushed the she-wolf up against the nearest tree trunk and kept her pinned there while I unfastened my pants, and she removed my shirt. Then, once there was no more fabric between us, I hooked one of my arms behind one of her knees to draw her leg up toward her chest in a bent position, which gave me full access to her entrance and boosted her up to a more equal height. 
 
    “Put it in me,” she demanded. 
 
    “This?” I asked as I inserted my finger and jiggled it. 
 
    She yelped with pleasure but she wasn’t satisfied. “No!” she snapped as she bit my ear. Other women would usually nibble, but with Lizzy, a bite was a real bite. 
 
    “Ow!” I exclaimed. I slid my soaking wet finger out and used my free hand that wasn’t supporting one of Lizzy’s legs to rest the tip of my throbbing shaft against her entrance. “This?” 
 
    “Yes,” she growled. “Give it to me, I want all of it.” 
 
    “Well, you asked for it,” I said as I shoved my cock all the way inside of her. She gasped with pleasure. Then I started pounding her against the tree, and her yelps filled the night air, which caused some birds to flap away in alarm. I was aware that the tree bark was probably scraping up her back a bit, but I knew the she-wolf liked it rough. After a few minutes, she climaxed even quicker than usual, and collapsed into my arms panting. It was too much effort to keep her propped up against the tree after the tension left her muscles, and she stopped doing any of the work, so I laid her down on the grass. She wrapped her long legs around my hips, and I continued thrusting hard and fast until my seed exploded into her. As soon as she felt me fill her, she arched her back with a cry as her thighs convulsed around me again. 
 
    As we lay there in a sweaty heap I remarked, “Yeah. Pretty fucking nice moon, that.” 
 
    After a few more rounds, Lizzy morphed back into a wolf, and we padded silently back to camp together. She wrapped up the snoring gnome in her fur without even waking him, I settled down with my back against hers, and we slept soundly until morning. 
 
    We breakfasted on leftover deer meat, and on some sweet purple berries that Ilandere had gathered from a bush nearby. 
 
    “What kind of berries are these?” Florenia asked her. 
 
    “I don’t know,” the little centaur replied, “but it’s nice to have some fruit instead of just meat all the time, isn’t it? It’s lighter and more refreshing.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” Lizzy repeated incredulously. “You’ve spent pretty much all your life outside, ain’t you horse, so don’t you know that lots of plants can kill you?” 
 
    Ilandere looked at her with huge, dark, frightened eyes. “I thought these seemed safe. I was just… so tired of deer meat I couldn’t bear to eat another bite.” 
 
    “Lizzy, aren’t you immune to plant toxins?” I asked her. “I thought you said your stomach was too strong for anything to bother it, something to do with the wolf blood.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but that don’t mean I haven’t seen loads of other vagrants eat things in the woods they shouldn’ta and end up donating themselves as ready-dead animal snacks by accident,” Lizzy replied. 
 
    “But can’t you also tell by smell when something’s safe to eat or when it’s dangerous for humans, even if it’s not dangerous for you?” I persisted. That particular ability of Lizzy’s had been invaluable in the village of Ferndale, when we had needed to determine what was contaminated by plague bacteria and what wasn’t. 
 
    “Of course I can,” she said in surprise, since she knew that I knew that. 
 
    “Then why didn’t you warn them?” Ilandere exclaimed. 
 
    “Sometimes I wasn’t there while they ate the thing, I was only there for the too late afterwards,” Lizzy said, “and sometimes I just weren’t none too fond of ‘em and couldn’t be bothered to open my mouth is all.” 
 
    There was silence as we considered this. At least half the group had sampled the berries by that point, under the apparently mistaken assumption that Ilandere, as a centaur and native creature of the woods, knew exactly what she was offering us. 
 
    “Don’t make those faces at me,” Lizzy groaned. “I like you guys. Even you, prissy little horse, even though you’re dumb enough to eat berries you don’t know anything about. I dunno what these are either but I know they ain’t gonna make anyone sick. Just give us purple tongues is all.” She stuck hers out at us to demonstrate. 
 
    “A little tiny bit of poison can be a good thing, in certain plants,” Willobee remarked. 
 
    “You mean the ones that have antibacterial properties and can be used for healing purposes?” Elodette asked. 
 
    “No, I mean the ones that make your mind float away and give you strange visions,” the gnome replied. 
 
    “Oh, you mean to give to an enemy to incapacitate them?” Elodette asked. 
 
    “No, I mean to drink in tea,” Willobee answered. 
 
    “Gnomes are just as irrational as humans,” the centaur huffed. 
 
    “Significantly more so, actually,” Willobee declared proudly. 
 
    We finished the rest of the berries, packed everything up, saddled the horses, and continued on our way. 
 
    We had been shivering during our climb of the faintly snow-capped Mount Ugga, but the weather seemed to grow distinctly warmer and sunnier as we continued east, even though so far we had only traveled a few miles from the base of the mountain range. Part of that was probably just due to the day wearing on into the sun’s late afternoon peak, but part of it had to be related to whatever bizarre climate phenomena had produced the desert that we had beheld from the mountaintop and were now fast approaching. Florenia might have attributed the landscape transformation to a meteorological system. But most people would have just called it a divine whim. 
 
    I wondered if I would meet other gods in the desert. I wondered if I really was justified in counting myself as a god. I used to think it was highly unlikely, but more and more so as my quest progressed, I found myself getting into the habit of thinking of myself as Qaar’endoth, instead of as his last surviving servant. Part of that, I knew, had to do with Florenia’s constant ego-stroking. Part of it also had to do with the fact that I’d already tangled with one god, Hakmut, and come out on top, with another self. A mortal couldn’t do that-- could he? Even if the god in question was a creepy desiccated necromancer who spent his time lurking in a cave performing fucked-up science experiments on his worshippers? I wasn’t quite sure, but I figured that if I gained enough god-like abilities and god-like power, then the question of my actual divinity would eventually become a moot point. 
 
    We passed a few of the villages that we had spotted from the summit of Mount Ugga, but were still well stocked with supplies from the baron’s castle and had no real reason to visit them, so we just continued on our way. 
 
    As Lizzy put it, “If these villages here are anything like Sanctimia, they can solve their own problems. We got more important shit to do.” 
 
    In the early evening, we reached a more sizeable walled settlement that deserved to be classified as a town. At the gate, I expected to have to wait through one of Willobee’s usual persuasive performances to reassure the gatekeeper that we posed no threat to those within. But this gatekeeper barely glanced at our group, as if the two centaurs, the lavender-haired, glowing-eyed gnome, Lizzy’s wolf features, my three identical selves, and Florenia’s preternatural level of beauty bored him, and he had seen it all before, before cranking the gate open and waving us in without a word. 
 
    For the first time in our travels so far, we actually had a choice of inns that night. We passed by one that looked shabby and one that looked perfectly decent which Lizzy simply insisted that she “didn’t like the smell of” until we came to a third inn which had a sign with a painted palm tree that declared it The Coconut Oasis. 
 
    I turned to the she-wolf. “This one smell all right?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Yeah. Think they even serve honey mead here, Willobee.” 
 
    With that, the gnome vaulted off Ilandere’s back, hit the ground in a somersault, and bounced back to his feet in the most astonishing display of agility I had ever seen from him. Then he trotted up to the door of The Coconut Oasis as fast as his stubby little legs could carry him and barged in ahead of the rest of the group. 
 
    Part of me had feared a repeat of Sanctimia and that the gnome would only be disappointed in his perpetual quest for honey mead, but my fears turned out to be unjustified. The scene that met us inside was crowded, joyful, and raucous. The inn was huge, and its dining hall currently contained nearly a hundred customers. They were scattered throughout the room, but there was a particularly large group in one area that caught my attention. 
 
    One man who was bald with gold earrings in both ears and a long yellow beard raised his tankard and yelled, “To Mirja!” 
 
    “To Mirja, may the winds carry you far, you bastard!” The surrounding group screamed at the top of their lungs before clanking their tankards and chugging the contents. 
 
    The bald-headed, yellow-bearded man raised his tankard again and yelled, “To Kalee!” 
 
    “To Kalee, may you always find shade, you lazy rotter!” The surrounding group screamed before clashing their tankards and drinking again. 
 
    “To Varek!” Yellow Beard called out next. 
 
    I sat down with the rest of my group while Willobee busily made arrangements with the nearest barmaid for copious amounts of food and absolutely reprehensible quantities of drink, but my attention continued to be engaged by the other group as they performed the same call and answer until they had drunk their way through a catalogue of about forty names. I wondered what the meaning of the ceremony was.  
 
    Unlike in almost every other place we had ever gone together, my companions and I did not seem to attract any undue attention in this inn, despite our individually striking and collectively eclectic appearance. That’s not to say that the women didn’t attract their fair share of appreciative stares, because all of them did, including Elodette, who would have been infinitely more likely to kick in the skull of a human admirer than go to bed with him. But the inn customers by and large seemed to react to them simply as sexy females rather than as exotic creatures, which certainly wasn’t always the case. 
 
    I guessed this probably had something to do with the fact that the inn’s other clientele was something of a mixed crowd. Some of them were pale-skinned, others golden-skinned like Florenia, and others dark-skinned. But their complexions were the least of their variations. Some people spoke the common tongue of Ambria, but there were also the distinctive sounds of at least two or three other languages that I had never heard before mingling in the air. As for wardrobe, some customers were dressed in the styles that I was used to seeing on nobles, like the kinds of velvet suits and dresses that Lord Kiernan’s household wore and had gifted to several of my friends. But most were wearing costumes that to me appeared outlandish. This contrast in languages and fashions indicated to me that people from many places crossed paths in this town so often that they had ceased to find each other’s differences particularly odd or unusual. 
 
    The locals clearly favored bright linens and silks that turned the room into a dazzling array of colors. The men wore loose-fitting tunics, vests, and pants with sandals. Some women wore long, loose dresses layered under scarves; others wore outfits similar to the men’s. Female variations on these clothing styles included tighter, midriff-baring tops and sometimes the addition of a face veil or headscarf. Some men wore just as much gold jewelry as the women did. It was common for both sexes to pierce not only their ears but their noses and tongues.  
 
    “These people look like pirates,” Lizzy remarked. “Good ones too.” 
 
    I didn’t have any idea what a pirate looked like, never having seen one, so I just had to take her word for it. 
 
    “Good ones?” Ilandere asked nervously. “You mean nice ones?” 
 
    “I mean competent ones that succeeded in stealing a bunch of shit,” Lizzy snorted. “And that ain’t something you can pull off by being nice.” 
 
    “You think they are bandits, like you?” Elodette asked disdainfully. 
 
    “I’m not a bandit anymore,” Lizzy said, “and I don’t know anything about these people’s habits, I ain’t never met ‘em before. All I meant was they have the same sort of taste in clothes as people who live by their swords and like to drink and fuck a lot and show off their loot every which way they can before they get the noose, eventually.” 
 
    “Well, I imagine these people come from across the desert,” Florenia said. “They probably cross it regularly, as merchants or something of the sort. So their fashions probably reflect adaptations they have made in order to protect themselves from the environmental rigors of the desert.” 
 
    “Look like pirates to me,” Lizzy said with a shrug. “It ain’t an insult or nothin’. They just do.” 
 
    At that point our food arrived. It looked bizarre and smelled delicious. There were clay pots and tureens full of various meat stews, there were skewers of other unfamiliar meats, there were stewed plant leaves with prickles that you had to pluck out before eating, there were puddings made of dates and nuts, and almost everything, no matter what it was, was garnished with some kind of coconut, whether dried and shredded, diced and frozen, or just the milk that had been poured out. 
 
    They really did have honey mead too, although it was a spiced version, and they called it by some other name that Willobee said translated approximately to “nectar of the gods.” As it turned out, the common tongue was primarily spoken in The Coconut Oasis, but it was mixed in with words from the various dialects of several nomadic desert tribes. This was a little confusing for most of us, even Florenia. 
 
    “I can read, write, and speak four languages,” she told us, “but none of them bear the remotest lexical or syntactical resemblance to whatever they speak here.” 
 
    Lizzy scrunched up her freckled little nose at Florenia’s usage of these unfamiliar terms. “What you mean is after all your fancy ass education, you still don’t understand jack shit any more than all the rest of us do, ain’t it?” 
 
    “Now that is not what I said,” the duke’s daughter sputtered. “Even without the framework of a common root language, I can still make certain philological inferences based on the patterns--” 
 
    A slender youth nearby decked out in striped pantaloons remarked something to his companions that sounded like, “Antulio nia haksem carpedi.” 
 
    Lizzy grinned wolfishly and demanded of Florenia, “All right, based on your frilly-logic, what did he just say?” 
 
    “I never claimed I could render complete translations, it’s more that I have a greater intuitive understanding of the--” Florenia began. 
 
    “You don’t know jack shit,” Lizzy crowed. 
 
    Florenia’s hazel eyes flashed. She glanced over at the three tittering teenage girls surrounding the youth who had just spoken and announced, “It was a sex joke. I would repeat it, but, seeing as the Princess is present, I do not feel that would be appropriate.” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” Ilandere said. “I’d be curious to know what--” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad at least one of you has a sense of propriety!” Elodette interrupted her. 
 
    “I’m not a filly,” the silver-dappled centaur complained. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Elodette agreed. “There’s nothing inherently more valuable about a filly than a mare, young ones are just more of a liability and have less utility. But you are royalty, which means that you do have an inherent genetic value, so it is all of our duty to protect you and behave respectfully in your presence at all times.” 
 
    “What if I ordered you to just treat me like everyone else?” Ilandere asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid my allegiance to the herd, and the oath that I took to serve as your handmaiden, supersede your orders, Princess,” Elodette replied. 
 
    “I’m not a member of your centaur herd, so I do not fall under your jurisdiction,” Florenia said. “But I have just decided that I should make more of an effort to treat you like the princess that your people define you as, as a gesture of cultural respect.” 
 
    “Yeah right,” Lizzy laughed. “You just don’t know what that preening little fop over there said and you won’t admit it. That’s always the thing with nobles ain’t it, they think they’re better than everyone else, and they’ll bend over backwards to avoid facing the fact that their shit stinks the same, even if a bunch of poor suckers have to die for them to maintain their status, that’s fine by them.” 
 
    “I hardly think anyone is going to die as a result of my refusal to translate a graphic obscenity for you while we are trying to enjoy a nice meal in peace,” Florenia snapped. 
 
    “You don’t care about being proper, you just don’t got a clue what he said,” Lizzy jeered. 
 
    “He said go shove this skewer up your twat,” Florenia said as she held up an intimidatingly massive skewer of lamb meat dripping with some kind of potent chili sauce. 
 
    “Really?” Ilandere asked in surprise as she stared at the youth and the giggling girls that had started clinging to his arms. “But it seems like they all like each other. Is that a form of flirting in their culture? Do you think they’ll actually… do that?” 
 
    “Of course!” Lizzy laughed and then gestured to Florenia. “I like her a bunch, but we give each other a hard time.” 
 
    “It’s true,” the duke’s daughter said as she winked at the she-wolf. 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t realize that you two were teasin--” 
 
    “Princess, it’s better if you just ignore them both,” Elodette groaned. 
 
    Two of me stayed to supervise my companions’ typical harmless squabble and continue to enjoy the inn’s delicious feast. My other self slipped over to join Willobee, who appeared to have ingratiated himself with the same loud group I had noticed when we first walked in, that had been making toasts to all those people at the behest of that yellow-bearded bald man with the dangling earrings. 
 
    They weren’t playing cards, but they were playing some other kind of gambling game I didn’t recognize which involved little pieces of bone with carved symbols on them that they tossed and moved around along long wooden trays with various compartments carved in them. 
 
    When I sat down next to Willobee, they stared at me suspiciously. 
 
    “Who are you?” one of them demanded. His skin was pale, and his hair was red, but he spoke in the same accent as the darker-skinned locals did. 
 
    Before I could answer, Willobee announced, “He is my master, Vander the Unvanquished. He goes by Qaar’endoth too sometimes. He’s a god. We should let him play.” 
 
    That seemed to me like a pretty weird way to introduce someone, and I would have had plenty of questions if the situation were reversed, but Willobee’s thirty new friends didn’t seem to have many. 
 
    “You say he’s good, he’s good by me,” a muscular bald one with a tattooed head slurred drunkenly, and with that, I was adopted into the group. 
 
    I didn’t actually join their game, I just spectated, because I had no idea what the rules were and felt that I would likely do more harm than good to my party’s finances if I tried to play anyway. And we only had the one bag of gems among us that now belonged to Willobee after I had given it to him in exchange for letting me chop up his carriage in order to build a bridge. Of course, we had some pretty valuable weapons and horses too, but I had no plans of relinquishing any of those. Gambling was more the gnome’s specialty than mine, so I just sat back, let him do his thing, and observed as his pile of wealth swelled up at its usual suspicious rate. 
 
    At first, I thought that maybe the locals were too drunk to notice that anything was amiss with Willobee’s tactics. I, myself, couldn’t have pointed out anything he was doing that was wrong, exactly, it was just from previous experience in Willobee’s company at the card table that I knew the gnome wasn’t one to leave a gambling outcome up to chance. 
 
    But then, a dark-haired woman with her hair piled in circular braids atop her head and her body wrapped in orange scarves pounded on the table with a dagger in her fist and pointed straight at Willobee. “How the fuck are you doing that?” She shouted. All the locals had strong accents, but most of them seemed to understand and speak the common tongue perfectly in addition to their own tribal dialects. 
 
    “Doing what?” Willobee squeaked. His lavender beard quavered nervously. 
 
    She pointed at one of the bone chips. “Your caravan moved ahead two oases in one turn, and you bypassed Garvin’s sandworm nest without taking any losses. There’s about a 1 in 800 chance of rolling that combo.” 
 
    “I guess I’m just lucky?” Willobee suggested hopefully. 
 
    By this point, the whole table was scowling at him. Fuck. That was a familiar sight, so I laid my hand on my sword hilt under the table. 
 
    “Yes, I might assume that,” the woman hissed, “if not for what happened your last turn. You gained three camels and wiped out Hayli’s caravan? Even though he was twelve leagues ahead of you? Seems to me that you have the ability to roll just about any damn combo you want, and that even when you don’t, the chips on the board just… migrate on their own.” 
 
    “Don’t think that we’re gullible fools,” added an extremely large man with a braided beard and a ring through his nose like a bull who seemed to be her partner. “We get all types passing through these parts. Scoundrels, thieves, and cheaters from all over the world. We seen all their filthy tricks before.” 
 
    “Yeah,” agreed the man next to him, who looked similar enough to be a sibling or at the very least a cousin. He clapped the first man on the back. “Backwards, forwards, and inside out.” 
 
    There were more sounds of agreement from all around the table. They were all squinting intently at Willobee, whose lantern eyes were glowing with alarm and whose round, knobby features had turned bright red. 
 
    “But you,” the orange-clad woman with the braided hair informed him, “are something else entirely.” 
 
    “Yeah, you take the game to a whole new level,” her partner agreed. 
 
    “I think you might be the best damn cheater I ever seen in my life,” the woman announced. 
 
    I braced myself for whatever she was planning to do next with the dagger in her hand, the tip of which she was now twisting in the table. 
 
    But then her lean, weathered face cracked into a broad grin, and she added, “I mean that sincerely.” 
 
    “It’s marvelous,” someone else chimed in. 
 
    “They’d write songs about you in Harvallah.” 
 
    “Bet you could hoodwink the Monkey King.” 
 
    “Show us how?” a skinny youth requested hopefully. 
 
    “Maybe you could join our caravan for a while,” a plump woman with enough charcoal caked on her lids and eyelashes to fire an oven suggested. 
 
    Willobee chortled with delight. “How I wish I could, my fine friends. It is an honor to be asked. But, you see, I serve a very important god, and he’s currently on a mission to destroy another god and save the kingdom from the rampages of his order, and my services are invaluable to him, so I will have to regretfully defer this invitation for the next ten years.” 
 
    The gnome gestured at me. All the players looked over at me as if they had forgotten I even existed. 
 
    “He’s a god?” A woman wearing a pink headscarf that reminded me of a Nillibetian vestal inquired. “He doesn’t look a god.” 
 
    Willobee coughed apologetically. “Well, I suppose by gnomish standards, my dear master does deviate a bit from the classic template of handsomeness, but from what I’ve observed, most human women seem to appreciate his unconventional features with inordinate enthusiasm. So perhaps you are one of the rare ones with slightly more discerning aesthetic sensibilities. But I beg you, do not underestimate his abilities simply because he is oafishly tall, has such unfortunately sharp, square features, and somewhat vulgarly overdeveloped musculature.” 
 
    “Gods aren’t handsome,” the woman stated flatly. “Not ugly, either.” 
 
    “They don’t look anything like humans,” agreed the plump woman with the charcoal-caked eyes. 
 
    Willobee sighed impatiently and tugged on my sleeve. “Master, show them. Hey, guys, you have any kind of enemies around here that need killing? He’s the guy for the job. Doesn’t matter how many of them there are or how dangerous. He’ll do it for you no problem, and then you’ll see that he truly is a god. Even if he is a bit funny-looking.” 
 
    “Willobee,” I said warningly. 
 
    “You know I don’t care what you look like, Master,” Willobee said hastily. “It is your noble heart and your unfailing courage and your useful skill set that I value.” 
 
    “I’m not here to do party tricks and convince anyone of my divinity,” I said. “If they don’t believe I’m a god, that doesn’t matter. So maybe just, uh, keep that one to ourselves in the future?” 
 
    “Well, if you want to call him a god, you can call him a god, we don’t care,” the huge man with the bull ring through his septum said with a shrug. “Just too bad you and your god friend don’t want to come with us on our next crossing. We could really use a cheater like you.” 
 
    “Your next crossing?” I asked. “Uh, is your caravan about to cross the desert?” 
 
    “Yes, tomorrow morning,” he confirmed. 
 
    “Well, hey, maybe we could come with you after all,” I said. “We’re headed that way ourselves. On that god-destroying mission that Willobee just mentioned a minute ago, you know.” 
 
    “You really mean it, Master?” Willobee exclaimed in delight. He loved being around anyone who would admire his talents the way this group seemed to appreciate his dishonest gambling tactics. 
 
    The group cheered. 
 
    “We’d love to have you along,” the orange-clad woman told Willobee. 
 
    “Always room for two more, as long as they have talents that are useful or amusing,” agreed her partner. 
 
    “Um,” I said. “About that. It’s not just the two of us.” 
 
    “There are more gnomes?” someone asked hopefully. “Do they know how to play Sandmaster too?” 
 
    “No, no other gnomes, but we’re traveling with a party of eight,” I said. “Or, er, five, if you only count me as one. But I imagine, for logistical purposes, it would be more relevant to say three?” 
 
    The caravan members gave me blank, confused looks. 
 
    I came up behind me. “I mean, I could just keep myself inside one or two bodies for most of the crossing, if space is pretty limited,” I offered. 
 
    “But if you need more hands to help out with moving something, or another few weapons in a fight, I’ll all be there,” I promised as I walked up on my other side. 
 
    I reassimilated both selves so that once again only my lone self sat there. “I’m not as good as Willobee here at Sandmaster, but I’ve still got a few tricks up my sleeve,” I said. 
 
    Someone dropped a tankard. Someone drunkenly tipped over onto someone else and knocked a total of four people crashing to the ground. Besides that, the group was dead silent. 
 
    As the rest of them continued to gape, the orange-clad woman who had been the first to accuse Willobee of cheating and then praise him for it asked, “… Who are you people?” 
 
    “Well,” I said brightly as I sent out my other two selves again, “I’ll go get my other friends, and you can meet them.” 
 
    I led Lizzy, Florenia, and the two centaurs over from our table to theirs. They stared at the caravan members, while the caravan members stared back at them. 
 
    “Your friends are very beautiful,” one of the men remarked. 
 
    “Thank you,” Ilandere said shyly. 
 
    “We should be,” Lizzy scoffed. “We are Vander’s women. He only takes the best as lovers.” 
 
    “So are you just a pretty face?” asked the woman in the pink headscarf who had said I didn’t look like a god. “What talents do you have?”  
 
    “I eat people,” she announced proudly. 
 
    The caravan fell silent again. By this point, I guess they were immediately impressed enough by my group not to assume the she-wolf was just joking. I guess her long, pointed ears, shaggy tail, furred hindlegs and paws, and clawed hands probably also gave them pause in that regard. 
 
    “But only the people that Vander wants her to eat,” Willobee reassured them hastily. 
 
    “Mostly,” I qualified. 
 
    Lizzy’s ears twitched, and her tail tucked a little, although the fabric of her red dress got in the way. 
 
    “I read, write, and speak four languages,” Florenia said, with a mildly hostile glance in Lizzy’s direction. Generally, the duke’s daughter and the she-wolf got along wonderfully, but both of them were proud and stubborn, and they occasionally clashed on petty matters. “I bake. I embroider, I paint, I dance, I carve. I recite poetry, I debate politics, I play several musical instruments.” 
 
    “You are a… courtesan?” asked the lady with the eye makeup. 
 
    “No, I am the consort of a god,” Florenia replied haughtily. “But, yes, if you must know, some of my most finely honed talents do relate to the bedchamber.” 
 
    “I am an archer,” Elodette stated simply. She also knew a great deal of woodcraft and was versed in other forms of combat, but her peerless skill with a bow seemed to be the one she was most proud of and identified herself by. The caravan members looked the huge black centaur up and down, from her dark brunette braid and her icy gray eyes to her athletic human torso clad in a short leather breastplate to her massively muscled horse body ending in four hooves like anvils. They seemed to decide collectively not to bother her with any more questions. 
 
    Ilandere looked a little downcast. She clutched her arms over her chest and said in a very small voice, “Well, I’m just--” 
 
    “She is a princess, and you will address her as such,” Elodette interrupted as she glared fiercely at our new acquaintances. Again, no one chose to question her. 
 
    “Yeah, so, that’s the gang,” I said cheerfully. “What do you say? All right if we hop on board for the crossing tomorrow?” 
 
    The man with the bull ring in his nose rumbled, “Well, we will have to ask Danazar, of course. But I’m pretty damn sure he’ll say yes.” 
 
    “Danazar?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the orange-clad woman replied. “He’s the leader of this caravan.” 
 
    “Well, where is he?” I asked. “I’ll go talk to him.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” the woman with the pink headscarf said with amusement. 
 
    “Why not?” Lizzy asked. 
 
    “Because, he’s already retired for the night with his wives,” explained Nose Ring as he pointed to the floor above us. “He doesn’t like to be interrupted after that.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” I said. 
 
    “Qaar’endoth understands completely,” Florenia purred as she looped her arms around one of my necks possessively. 
 
    The gesture was not lost on the men of the caravan. One of them grimaced a little, then his eyes roved over Lizzy, Ilandere, and Elodette hopefully before he looked back over at me. “Er, these are all your women?” he inquired. 
 
    “Yes,” Florenia answered for me immediately. 
 
    “That’s right,” Lizzy agreed. 
 
    “I suppose you could say that, in a certain sense,” Ilandere stammered as she blushed furiously. “I mean, not in exactly the same way as they are, but, yes.” 
 
    “I am no one’s woman,” Elodette said sharply. “I am my own centaur... and I am going to stay that way.” Her expression made it clear that anyone who made advances wasn’t going to get anything more pleasant than an arrow through the throat. 
 
    “Understood, understood,” said the man who had asked the question in the first place as he raised his hands in a gesture of peace. “We will respect that. Well, you can meet Danazar in the morning, and with his blessing, we will be overjoyed to welcome all eight of you to join our caravan for the next crossing.” 
 
    “Eight it is, sounds great,” I said quickly. I felt a lot more secure with all three bodies up. I had more eyes and ears out that way, and could defend more of my companions at once if anything happened. 
 
    After that, we drank and talked and eventually sang with them until everyone was on the verge of falling over from a combination of the local “nectar of the gods” and pure sleepiness, and then we secured rooms and stumbled upstairs to drowse until daybreak. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    In the morning, half a dozen of our new friends knocked on our doors to wake us up to meet their mysterious leader Danazar. We groggily climbed out of bed, got dressed, and went with them. 
 
    The orange-clad woman from the night before, whose name we had learnt was Kiki, led the way. She was filled with an unnatural amount of energy considering that she had stayed up just as late as me and my companions and had drunk far more spiced honey mead than any of us except perhaps Willobee, who was hard to beat in that regard. Her huge partner with the ring in his nose, Zembo, on the other hand, trudged after the spritely woman and looked just as exhausted as the rest of us felt. 
 
    I didn’t know how deferential these people might behave towards their caravan leader, if maybe they treated him the way servants treated nobles where I was from, but I got my answer when Kiki marched right up to the door of one of the inn’s rooms, banged on it, and yelled, “Get up, Danazar, you got company!” 
 
    A much shriller voice than I had been expecting shrieked back, “Fuck off, Kiki, it’s not even morning yet!” 
 
    Kiki spouted off a stream of words at him in their native language that I couldn’t understand, but it sounded halfway like a torrent of verbal abuse, and halfway like an urgent negotiation. 
 
    Zembo patted Kiki on the shoulder as if cautioning her to tone it down a little. 
 
    An exasperated reply came back through the door, punctuated by the sound of some hard object getting banged against another hard object. 
 
    Kiki replied immediately and vehemently. I understood nothing in her speech except for the word “gnome,” which she repeated several times. Possibly, it was just a homophone and had nothing to do with Willobee, but it was also possible that maybe their culture had just adopted the same word that mine used to describe Willobee’s small, round, clever, barf-prone people. 
 
    Finally, the door burst open. 
 
    The first thing I was surprised by was that the room beyond didn’t look anything like the room’s other inns, several of which I had seen the inside of. It was at least twice as large, for one thing, and it had a huge silk-canopied bed and was draped in carpets and had braziers on pedestals exhaling little spirals of spicy incense. I guessed that The Coconut Oasis must have a special suite that it reserved for Danazar’s use, or at least for the use of caravan leaders like him. 
 
    I don’t know exactly what I had been expecting Danazar himself to look like, but what I saw wasn’t it. He was a very slim man of average height wearing an elaborately patterned silk robe. He wore a lot of gold jewelry, and his eyes were even smudged with charcoal. This accentuated the effeminate prettiness of his face, as did his long, silken black hair. From the way he was dressed and his posture as he lay there draped across the bed, I would have drawn some certain conclusions about the guy’s sexual proclivities. 
 
    However, the room’s other occupants consisted of about twelve naked women of various shapes and sizes. When the door opened, they immediately started shrieking and attempting to cover themselves with whatever was nearest at hand, whether it was a discarded gown, the corner of a carpet, or a candlestick. 
 
    “Shut up!” Kiki yelled. “We’ve all seen your tits before, stop throwing a tantrum.” 
 
    One of them pointed at me and my companions and said something furiously to Kiki in their native language. 
 
    “Well, now they have,” Kiki pointed out in a very reasonable tone of voice. “Anyway, Danazar, here they are.” 
 
    She prodded Willobee, and he waddled in first. 
 
    “Oh, how fantastical!” Danazar exclaimed as he clapped his hands together with delight, his earlier annoyance at being roused from bed had apparently been forgotten immediately at the sight of the lavender-bearded, velvet-clad gnome. Willobee had left his chainmail in the room, apparently not wishing to present himself as a warrior to these people. I thought that was a wise choice, considering he was the farthest thing from it, and that wasn’t why they liked him anyway. 
 
    Lizzy, Florenia, and the centaurs entered next. The caravan leader gasped in wonderment at the sight of each one of my beautiful friends, which caused some of his wives to scowl. 
 
    I entered last, all three of me in a row. 
 
    “I am Vander,” I said. “It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    Danazar looked from me to me to me and laughed in delight. “Oh, this is marvelous,” he said. “You are… triplets?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I am a god, and I currently command three bodies.” 
 
    Danazar nodded with apparent fascination. He gestured at Lizzy, Florenia, Ilandere, and Elodette. “And they are?” 
 
    “We are Qaar’endoth’s consorts,” Florenia said. 
 
    “Well, not all of them are exactly my--” I began to explain with a worried look at Elodette. 
 
    “Where are the rest?” Danazar inquired. 
 
    “Er,” I said. “The rest of what?” 
 
    “Your consorts,” he said as if it were obvious. 
 
    “Um, I don’t, have any other consorts?” 
 
    Danazar looked shocked, as shocked as most people looked at the idea of my living with several lovers at once. “Only four?” he exclaimed. “And you call yourself a god!” 
 
    I blinked. “Well, I don’t really define my divinity by the number of women I--” 
 
    Danazar laughed and shook his head. “Well, do not worry, my friend, I am sure you shall acquire plenty more soon,” he said. “And it would be an honor for you and your companions to join me and mine. I am sure we all have much to learn from each other. Many tales to exchange. It is rare that we encounter anyone so interesting on our travels.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “We really appreciate the invitation, and we’ll try to be helpful along the way.” 
 
    “All right, come on then, we’ll get something to eat, and then we’ll get your horses acquainted with the camels, while these lot pack up all their stuff,” Kiki said as she gestured impatiently at her caravan leader and his twelve pouting wives. 
 
    We left them in the room, and the caravan members led me and my party back downstairs. 
 
    The inn’s kitchen supplied us with a meal as wonderful as the one we had had the night before, consisting of stewed oats in thick, sweet coconut milk with other unfamiliar grains and seeds mixed in, more of the date pudding, some thick yogurts with fruit that even Ilandere enjoyed, and some circular loaves of braided seed bread. Instead of honey mead, there was hot tea, coffee, and warm sweetened milk for drinking. 
 
    Once our bellies were full, we went outside and retrieved Generosity, Virility, Fury, Slayer, and Chivalry from the stables. Meanwhile, Kiki and her friends retrieved some of their caravan’s camels. 
 
    I had never seen a camel before, and they proved to be extremely peculiar-looking beasts. They were even taller than the horses, but awkward, ungainly, and fragile-looking, with huge humped bodies balanced on top of long gangly legs. Their eyes were large and brown, their lips floppy and drooping. They smelled less than pleasant and seemed to drool a lot. 
 
    Generosity snuffled the camels curiously and got an eyeful of spittle for his efforts. Slayer on the other hand snorted and tried to pull away from them. 
 
    “Well, you’ll just have to find a way to get along,” Willobee told him with a trace of vindictive pleasure. I was pretty sure he still hadn’t quite forgiven the destrier for launching him off his back like a sack of potatoes during that rockslide on Mount Ugga. 
 
    By that time, the rest of the caravan had gradually traipsed out of the inn, and the courtyard filled up with about sixty people plus their camels. They started loading all of their belongings onto the camels’ backs. This looked like a precarious operation to me, but they tied everything down, and had presumably done it countless times before. 
 
    Fury snorted impatiently, no doubt thinking that it never took our own small group this long to get prepared to go somewhere. 
 
    I patted him on the neck. “Don’t worry, boy, trust me, it’s worth it,” I said softly. From the information that I had gleaned about the desert so far, from the caravan’s remarks last night and from the gambling game they called Sandmaster, I wasn’t sure it was a place that my companions and I could have survived on our own without the guidance of people more experienced in navigating its perils. These perils apparently included sandstorms, quicksand, and sandworms, as well as hostile caravans that basically did operate as pirates, except that they traveled by camel instead of on a ship. 
 
    The last members of the caravan to emerge were Danazar and his twelve wives, who by that time were not only fully clothed, but were also excessively accessorized in so much gold jewelry that it seemed like they would be in danger of sinking into the sand, and their eyes were darkened with charcoal and their lips painted with some kind of red substance. 
 
    The caravan began to arrange itself in a vaguely linear formation. Danazar moved up to the head, toward a tall camel that was decked out in gold trim as if for a parade. His wives, however, moved to the middle of the line, and I realized that they didn’t have camels of their own. Instead, there were six litters waiting for them, attended by other caravan members, and I realized that they intended to be carried across the desert. 
 
    Kiki noticed where I was looking and grimaced at me. 
 
    “Doesn’t that… get a bit tiring?” I asked. “For the litter bearers, I mean? And if there’s a sandstorm… or sandworms, or something… wouldn’t it be better to have their hands free?” 
 
    Kiki shook her head in contempt. “We just all keep our fingers crossed every time Danazar asks a father for his daughter’s hand in marriage that he says no,” she replied. Then she glanced at my four “consorts,” including the two centaurs, and a flash of worry crossed her face. “Er, they don’t… yours don’t… they weren’t planning to…. ” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “We can ride thanks very much,” Lizzy said as she patted Generosity’s neck. “Or walk on our own damn two feet if it comes to it.” 
 
    “Four hooves,” Elodette corrected her. 
 
    Kiki looked relieved. “Right then.” 
 
    The town was set about ten miles back from the edge of the desert, so we weren’t immediately stepping off into sand. Instead, first the entire caravan of over sixty members, twelve of whom insisted upon riding inside cumbersome litters, plus my attachment of eight, about twenty camels, and our five horses had to squeeze through the cobblestone streets of the town. A lot of the townspeople shouted out names as they recognized passing faces and smiled and waved. 
 
    “So, uh, your caravan passes through here pretty often?” I asked Kiki. Two of my selves were riding towards the rear with Kiki, Zembo, and my five friends. My other self went up ahead to keep an eye out for whatever was going on up in the front of the procession. 
 
    “Yup, we make about eight round trips a year, between Pandrosy, that’s the town we just left, and Bjurna, where we’re headed,” she said. She was wearing the same bright orange scarves as yesterday, but they seemed to be wrapped around her body in a slightly different arrangement, perhaps to provide more coverage from the sun and sand or to allow for greater mobility. Her faintly leathery skin suggested that her age was somewhere around forty, but she had the energy and spryness of a much younger woman. “Each crossing takes about four to twelve days each way.” 
 
    “Um, four to twelve days?” I repeated. “You mean, depending on whether you have camels to carry your stuff or not? Or is it the litters that makes the difference?” 
 
    “Oh, the camels help, and the litters don’t,” Kiki replied, “but it’s the sandstorms that make the real difference. Sometimes, you get buried in sand or the sand fills up your lungs, and you suffocate and die. More often, inexperienced travelers get lost and then they wander in the wrong direction and die of thirst.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” I said. I suppose these were the kinds of practical questions that it would have made sense to ask the night before, but the caravan members hadn’t been remotely interested in discussing anything of the sort. They were far more interested in hearing Willobee’s songs, attempting the impossible gnomish riddles he posed to them, and repeatedly trying to figure out how the hell he was swindling them out of every piece of gold they put up as stakes. Oddly enough, not a single one of them actually seemed to object to the fact that he was doing so. They seemed to consider cheating at gambling to be fair game in a certain sense, the natural thing to do and in fact a demonstration of your superior skill, as long as you didn’t get caught. 
 
    From my other mouth, I said, “Last night, before you started talking to me and my friends, I overheard how your caravan kept toasting all those people… I hope you don’t mind my asking, but what happened to them? Was it a sandstorm?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, Miree’s caravan,” Kiki said sadly. “Miree was a cousin of Danazar’s… it wasn’t a sandstorm that got them, it was the worms.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. 
 
    “Ah, so am I, so am I,” Kiki sighed. 
 
    “It is regrettable,” Zembo spoke up, “but it is a natural part of the merchant life cycle, yes? We buy, we sell, we die.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose that does rhyme,” Willobee said doubtfully, “but I don’t know that there is much, ah, spiritual solace or philosophical revelation in that sentiment.” 
 
    “It’s not supposed to be poetry, it’s supposed to be true,” Zembo replied. 
 
    “Poetry is more true than facts are,” Willobee asserted. 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Zembo said doubtfully. 
 
    “Well, Willobee is much cleverer than you are, my love,” Kiki pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah,” Zembo grumbled, “but that doesn’t mean he’s right about everything.” 
 
    “Some of what he says is brilliant, but most of it is nonsense,” Florenia told them. 
 
    “Hmm, yes, I’ve met a lot of folks like that,” Kiki said thoughtfully. “I think too much sun gets to them after a while. Kind of bakes their brains a different color.” 
 
    “My brain is iridescent,” Willobee said. “Most people’s are just monochrome.” 
 
    “How would ya know a thing like that?” Lizzy snorted. “Did you get your head cut open to have a look-see?” 
 
    “Some things, you just have to take on faith,” the gnome replied. 
 
    “The only thing that I have true faith in is Qaar’endoth,” Florenia said. 
 
    “That’s not called faith, after all the cool shit we seen him do by now, we know what he’s capable of because of our own eyes,” Lizzy objected. 
 
    “Yes, it’s rational to believe in Vander,” Elodette surprised me by agreeing. She noticed me staring at her and added quickly, “I don’t mean as a god. That’s ridiculous. I just mean, as someone who will get something done if he says that he will.” 
 
    Kiki squinted at us in confusion. “So are you a god or ain’t you?” she asked me. “Don’t worry, I won’t judge either way. Just curious is all.” 
 
    “I… don’t know,” I replied honestly. “I mean, I kind of hope I am, only because that would give me a better chance of accomplishing my quest. But, I don’t know if I’m really special enough to call myself that. It was just something an oracle said once that gave me the idea.” 
 
    “Well, what did the oracle say?” Kiki asked. 
 
    I recited Aurelana’s words. “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.” 
 
    “Hmm, so you’re supposed to be this Qaar’endoth guy?” Kiki said thoughtfully. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I repeated, “but the high priest of my temple, Father Ludo, thought so. All the members of my order were slain by Thorvinian raiders, and I was the only survivor. And I’ve been multiplying myself by setting up statues at altars. Well, I’ve done it once so far, anyway. Not counting the time that I fixed the statue at Qaar’endoth’s altar, because that gave me my second self back too. So I kind of know it works? So, I don’t know, but at least some parts of the prophecy do fit.” 
 
    “All of it fits,” Florenia said. 
 
    “Well, I don’t really know you, and I don’t know anything about Qaar’endoth,” Kiki said, “but I really hope you are a god.” 
 
    “You do?” I said. “Thanks, but… how come? Since you don’t know me?” 
 
    “I just think it would be really cool if gods were like humans, and you could talk to them, like I’m doing with you right now,” Kiki explained. 
 
    “Shoragua is our god,” Zembo said warningly, “and Shoragua keeps us alive in the desert.” 
 
    “You know that I am loyal to Shoragua,” Kiki replied. “I just wish I could have a conversation with him once in a while, that’s all.” 
 
    By then, we had left the town behind, and were spreading out more comfortably as a caravan across a sparse and dusty field of grass while the sun grew hotter and hotter. 
 
    When we finally reached the desert proper, even though my companions and I had already sort of seen it from the summit of Mount Ugga, I was once again struck with awe. From atop the mountain range tens of miles away, it had looked like a flat, bare expanse. From up close, I could see that it was composed of seemingly endless rolling golden dunes. I could see how easy it would be to get lost in a place like this, especially in the midst of a sandstorm, and never be able to find your way out. 
 
    “I ain’t never seen anything like it,” Lizzy said wonderingly. 
 
    “Our herd used to cover so many miles every single day, but… we always kind of looped around our same forest,” Ilandere agreed thoughtfully. 
 
    “The forest has all the things a sensible creature needs to survive,” Elodette declared as she stared out at the desert that stretched before us. “This place… has none of those things.” 
 
    “I knew deserts existed, theoretically,” Florenia said. “I mean, I’ve read about them. But none of the books discussed them in much detail. They were mostly just mentioned as the natural boundaries between territories that tended to inhibit expansion because they make it impractical to sustain supply lines.” 
 
    “You, Willobee?” I asked, since he was the only member of my party who hadn’t yet spoken up on the subject of deserts yet. 
 
    “Well, I have traversed many a cultural desert in my day,” the gnome replied. “And, uh, I have observed the sands of time sweep over and obscure what once used to be. But that’s… that’s all I got.” 
 
    “Collective experience: zero,” Lizzy summarized unhelpfully. 
 
    “That’s what friends are for,” Willobee said as he gestured at the camel-driving merchants surrounding us. 
 
    “Welcome to our second home!” Danazar shouted exuberantly to my self that was up front near him. “The desert is the tempestuous mistress of my people, and alas, the grave of far too many of us. But her fickle favor is also the source of our wealth and fame. Because lesser mortals dare not tread upon her sands, they pay us to carry their stuff back and forth instead.” 
 
    “Er, what kind of stuff, exactly?” I asked. 
 
    “We transport courage, bliss, and delusions of grandeur,” the caravan leader answered solemnly. “Of the powdered variety.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “Is that, er, you know, lawful?” 
 
    “That depends on which lord or king you answer to,” Danazar replied. 
 
    “… And which do you and your people answer to?” I asked. 
 
    “Shoragua alone,” he declared proudly. 
 
    Back towards the rear of the caravan, I squinted at Willobee suspiciously and wondered whether he had already known that our guides were drug dealers of questionable legality. Also potentially troublesome, what if the little gnome had known, and was hoping to sample some of their wares? Well, there was no point worrying about that now. Royal officials would have a pretty hard time throwing me and my companions in a dungeon and living to tell the tale. But it probably wouldn’t take a sandstorm much effort at all to swallow us all whole. So I was going to take my chances with the people who might be able to help us avert the latter fate. 
 
    For the time being, the fearsome desert actually seemed pretty tranquil. We traipsed along for a few minutes. Then, the merchants suddenly veered left at a sharp angle and picked up the pace significantly, so that I could hear the horses and the centaurs start to pant with exertion. I knew that slogging through the soft sand took a lot more effort per step than just clopping along hard ground, although it wasn’t as nerve-wracking the way navigating the sharp rocks and the steep drop-offs of Mount Ugga had been. 
 
    I fell back in step with Ilandere to keep an eye on her since I was the most worried about the delicate little princess. As for Elodette, she plowed on with a grim expression and left deeper hoofprints than any other member of the caravan. I knew the brunette centaur would die before she admitted to having any difficulty with something that a camel could do, so I knew better than to inquire about her wellbeing. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked Ilandere, whose face was even whiter than usual. 
 
    “Yes,” she gasped out. 
 
    “Hand me Willobee,” I said. “He can ride on Virility with me for a while.” 
 
    Ilandere nodded gratefully. But before she could reach behind her for the gnome, the entire caravan came to a sudden dead halt, and Virility’s nose bumped into a camel’s ass, and he gave a disgusted snort. 
 
    “Er, what’s the matter?” I asked Kiki in a low voice. “Why are we stopped right now? Did someone spot something up ahead?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “We just have to keep changing up our pace and direction. Randomize it.” 
 
    “How come?” I asked. 
 
    Zembo spoke up. “Because Shoragua prefers it that way. If we do not comply with his wishes, he sends sandworms to devour us.” 
 
    “I see,” I said. “What kind of god is Shoragua? What’s his personality like, and what is he in charge of?” 
 
    “He is the god of desert survival,” Kiki answered. “His element is water. He appears as mists and lakes and lets his people drink of his own being to save them from perishing. But if you displease him he is without mercy. He only has a few simple rules, so it is not hard to obey him. And they only apply in the desert. He doesn’t really care how we behave when we are in the more temperate realms.” 
 
    “That doesn’t really sound like a god to me,” Lizzy said skeptically. “It sounds like a bunch of practical rules someone made up and then they called the rules a god so that people would listen. But they didn’t even give him a face or nothing.” 
 
    “I have beheld the face of Shoragua,” Kiki replied earnestly. “It is not a human face, but it is a face nonetheless. Shoragua only appears to his people in times of utmost need, so you had better hope you don’t meet him.” 
 
    “Step more softly,” one of the caravan women cautioned Elodette. 
 
    “It’s sand, I can’t help stepping softly,” the centaur snorted. “And it doesn’t make any sound, so why are you worried about it? We’re visible for miles anyway, it’s not as though we can sneak up on anyone in the middle of a desert.” 
 
    “Please, stepping heavily angers Shoragua,” the woman insisted fearfully. “It is like treading upon his back. It hurts him.” 
 
    “Humans,” groaned Elodette as if the word were an expletive. But unless I was just imagining it, I think she did make an effort to step marginally more lightly after that, although that was no easy task for someone of her size and stature. 
 
    “What kind of pansy ass god gets hurt by mortals stepping on him?” Lizzy demanded. 
 
    I shot her a glare, worried that our hosts would be offended by her contempt for their god. If they decided to abandon us in the desert to fend for ourselves, we would be fucked. “It hurts when you’re a wolf and you step on me,” I pointed out. “A lot.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Lizzy said as her ears twitched apologetically. “I don’t mean to.” 
 
    The caravan started moving again. This time we zigzagged back towards the general direction we’d started out heading in, at a more moderate pace than before. Danazar was the one who set the pace and the angle of movement. 
 
    It was interesting to me to observe his style of leadership. I myselves took a fairly democratic approach, solicited feedback from my companions, and devoted a lot of attention to making sure they were all safe, comfortable, and happy. Danazar on the other hand preened himself like a peacock, bossed everyone around vociferously, and seemed to take his twelve wives for granted and mostly ignored them when he wasn’t fucking them. That attitude didn’t necessarily earn him a lot of popularity points with members of his caravan like Kiki, who had a pretty assertive personality herself. However, even though they might complain about him both behind his back and to his face, the rest of the caravan ultimately obeyed Danazar, and I started to deduce that their obedience had a lot to do with Danazar’s allegedly superior ability to intuit Shoragua’s wishes. Which, practically speaking, just meant that underneath all his prissy, flamboyant ways, he was a very keen reader of the desert. 
 
    “So, you really must tell me, my friend,” Danazar said to my self who was riding near him, “how is it that one becomes a god? It is a matter of great personal interest to me.” 
 
    “I bet it is,” grumbled a large, heavily tattooed caravan member nearby as he rolled his eyes. “Don’t tell him how, stranger, or he’ll make us cart a hundred wives around for him. There won’t be any carrying capacity left for our wares.” 
 
    “I, ah, it depends,” I replied. “I think most gods have just always been gods from the moment they came into existence. There isn’t really a transition for them. My case is different because I am an earth walker, meaning a god inhabiting a mortal body. And I think… I think I was a mortal before I was a god. Maybe in some ways I still am a mortal. But, the oracle and the high priest of my temple believed that I am now the incarnation of the god Qaar’endoth. So I’ve just been trying to fill that role ever since.” 
 
    “Hmm, you should not be so humble, you know,” Danazar said as he tapped his bejeweled fingers thoughtfully on his pointed chin. “You must express yourself in a grander and more decisive manner, my friend. It is far more effective with women.” 
 
    “How would you know?” the disgruntled tattooed merchant scoffed. “You’ve never seduced a woman in your life. You just purchase all of them.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, but that is only because I have more important things to do than try to keep women happy,” Danazar replied with a dismissive wave of his hand. “If I seduced them, I would have to work to keep them. I purchase them, and they are mine forever. Now, back to the topic at hand. So what is it like being a god, then, my friend?” 
 
    “It’s, er, not as glamorous as you might think,” I replied. “Your lifestyle as a caravan leader is probably a lot more luxurious than mine.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Danazar said. “Perhaps you are just not doing it right. Not taking full advantage of your position, that is.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think the powers that I’ve been given were really meant to enrich my life, exactly,” I said. “I’m not saying that they can’t be fun sometimes, because of course they are, a hell of a lot of fun. But I think I was given divine powers, if that’s even what I really have, in order to be able to destroy Thorvinius, eventually.” 
 
    “Oh? Who is this Thorvinius?” Danazar inquired with an arched eyebrow. I noticed that his eyebrow was too perfectly groomed to have grown in that dramatic shape naturally. 
 
    “He’s another god, one who uses his powers for evil purposes,” I answered. “He slaughtered my entire order. Once I can, I will return the favor.” 
 
    “My, my, what viciousness,” Danazar purred. “Very primal. You wear it well.” 
 
    “Uhh. Okay.” I really wasn’t sure how else to respond to that. 
 
    “But, of course, whoever this Thorvinius fellow is and whatever he did to get you all smoldering with rage like that, he cannot compare in villainy to Pyralis,” Danazar continued. 
 
    “Pyralis?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, the scourge of the desert,” Danazar hissed. 
 
    “I think you’re being a bit melodramatic,” chided the large tattooed intruder on the conversation. “Just because Sharman’s caravan outmaneuvered us in that one skirmish… I’m not saying they’re not a bunch of nasty bastards, because they are, but the desert’s full of those, and not all of ‘em worship Pyralis.” 
 
    “Shut up, Khan!” Danazar ordered. “Am I the leader of this caravan, or are you?” 
 
    “Ostensibly you, but that’s not really pertinent to the argument, is it?” Khan asked. “Besides, a real leader doesn’t have to go around telling people he’s the leader.” 
 
    Danazar scowled. “I didn’t say I was the leader, you said it. And of course it is obvious to anyone that I am the leader of this caravan without their needing to be told. I am the cleverest, the best-looking, and the best-dressed.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, boss,” Khan sighed. 
 
    “Halt!” Danazar screeched suddenly. “Everybody halt!”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    I noticed Khan’s expression transform instantly from exasperation into nervousness. “Er, did we do something to upset Shoragua?” he asked without a trace of sarcasm. 
 
    “No,” Danazar replied calmly. “It is time for the midday meal.” 
 
    The caravan halted, unfurled makeshift canopies that had been strapped to the camels’ backs, and set them up by stabbing their stakes into the sand. It seemed to me that a god who would object to being stepped on too heavily probably wouldn’t be too keen on being stabbed with canopy stakes either, but I decided it was probably better not to mention it. The idea of sitting out there in the middle of the desert without the shade from the canopies was far more horrifying to me by that point then the wrath of some random watery god. The sun had intensified until it felt like it was burning my skin off. 
 
    My companions were suffering just as much, but at least the women of the caravan had taken pity on Lizzy, Florenia, and the two centaurs and offered them headscarves for some protection from the rays. For Elodette to have accepted was actually somewhat alarming, since I knew she wouldn’t accept something that she deemed a “ridiculous human garment” unless she were truly desperate, and centaurs did not conventionally wear headscarves. For Ilandere to have accepted the gift was less significant, since she probably would have worn just about anything she was given, no matter how uncomfortable, in order to be polite to the giver. But since her ivory skin was the fairest of all the women’s, she did need the protection the most. Florenia wore her headscarf with a bit of an ironic air, just as she had worn the robes and veil of a Nillibetian vestal after being forced into a chaste temple life by her parents. Lizzy’s headscarf didn’t want to stay put properly due to her long, pointed ears and fluffy hair, and it was a little hard to look at her wearing it without laughing. 
 
    As for Willobee, he had very quickly given up on wearing his chainmail overcoat and had it transferred to a camel’s load, but other than that, he did not seem particularly bothered by the heat. “Gnomes can withstand a much wider range of climates than humans,” he declared proudly. “We are a much hardier and more versatile folk.” 
 
    “Yup,” Lizzy shot back, “just like cockroaches or somethin’.” 
 
     I made sure to secure a canopy for Generosity, Virility, Fury, Slayer, and Chivalry, since the horses weren’t designed for such extreme heat the way the grumpy camels were, and I knew that the desert was just as hard on them as it was on the human members of my party. 
 
    As we all huddled under our respective canopies in groups of about a dozen in varying degrees of sweaty, heat-induced misery, some caravan members started carrying out shockingly elaborate arrays of food. There were sweet dried dates, dried coconut, dried spiced meat, bread with cheese or cream fillings, and rice and nuts wrapped in grape leaves, as well as flaky honeyed pastries. 
 
    “This is my favorite of our adventures so far, Master,” Willobee said happily as he munched on a honeyed pastry and drank something from a flask that sure didn’t look like water, without any apparent regard for the increased risk of dehydration. 
 
    “It’s too fucking hot,” Lizzy groaned. “Why are we traveling in the middle of the day like this anyway? Why can’t we just nap under these canopies and then cross at night?” 
 
    “Shoragua does not like humans to be active at night,” Zembo growled. “He sends creatures to punish those who are.” 
 
    Lizzy shrugged. “I ain’t scared of nothing at night. I’ll eat whatever damn creatures he cares to send me.” 
 
    “You have never seen a sandworm, little wolf,” Zembo replied. “You do not eat sandworms. Sandworms eat you.” 
 
    “Lizzy here may just be a pretty girl now, but she’s a real force to be reckoned with at night, when she changes into her wolf form,” Willobee informed him proudly. “Not even a normal wolf either. She’s about four times the size of a normal wolf. Danazar may have twelve wives, but I assure you, each of Vander’s are worth at least that many ordinary women.” 
 
    “Hey hey hey,” I mumbled through a mouthful of grape leaf and rice. In the time it took me to chew and swallow a bite, at least one of my companions was always sure to do or say something to provoke someone. “Ith not a competithon!” 
 
    Khan, however, seemed much more concerned with how Lizzy would stack up against a sandworm than with how she and the others stacked up against Danazar’s sedentary wives, who were currently eating their meal in seclusion inside their litters. Not even their dozen or so energetic children, who were tended by nursemaids, were allowed to join them. Khan laughed and said, “Four times the size of a wolf? That’s barely the size of a sandworm larva.” 
 
    That was kind of a disheartening image, I had to admit. Ilandere’s doe eyes widened even farther. Even Lizzy didn’t have an immediate retort to that. 
 
    “Well, can’t you just shoot a sandworm?” Elodette demanded as she patted her bow. I don’t think I had ever seen her show as much affection to any living creature as she did to that bow, with the possible exception of Ilandere. 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course, sandworms are so huge that they are very easy to shoot,” Khan said. 
 
    Elodette’s gray eyes flashed triumphantly. 
 
    “But they are so squishy and their anatomy is so primitive that it does not affect them,” he continued. “Their vital organs are buried several feet deep, if they even exist at all, which we can’t be sure of. You can cut the damn things in half, and they’ll just slither off in opposite directions each with approximately the same amount of brain cells as it had to begin with.” 
 
    “Then how do you kill one?” Lizzy and Elodette demanded in unison. Their eyes met in surprise. It was a rare moment of unity for the she-wolf and the centaur. 
 
    “You don’t!” Khan replied unhelpfully. “You run away from them. You run like hell.” 
 
    “A god does not run from any man or beast, least of all a worm,” sniffed Florenia. 
 
    “Er, I don’t know about that,” I said. “I’ll fight a sandworm if I have to, but if there’s nothing to be gained from it, I’m not going to do it just to show off.” 
 
    “Your greatest fault is that you are too humble, Qaar’endoth,” she said. 
 
    Khan snorted. “Women. Worrying what they think too much just gets you killed.” 
 
    “Well, ignoring my advice has gotten more than one man killed by a sandworm or sandstorm,” Kiki retorted. 
 
    “It’s true,” Zembo said. “After Danazar, she’s the best at interpreting Shoragua’s wishes. That’s one of the reasons I married her.” 
 
    Soon after that, Danazar gave orders for the food and the canopies to be packed away again, and we reluctantly exposed ourselves to the burning sun again in order to continue our trek. 
 
    It was true that sinking into the sand with every step increased the amount of physical effort expended and slowed us down significantly, but we still would have been able to move much faster and more efficiently if we had traveled in a straight line and at a consistent pace. Instead, we continued to zigzag back and forth according to Danazar’s whim, and sometimes we crept along at a snail’s crawl and at others huffed and puffed so fast that two unfortunate caravan members who were on foot overheated and passed out. Their companions splashed them with precious water, slung them on top of camels, tied down their semi-conscious bodies, and kept going as if the incident wasn’t really anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    “Er, why does Shoragua want people to move in this haphazard way?” I asked Kiki after the second man went down. “I’m not sure that it’s very… energy efficient.” 
 
    “Because if we march with a consistent rhythm, it disturbs the slumber of the sandworms, which are Shoragua’s creatures,” Kiki answered. 
 
    “Ah,” I said. 
 
    “Well, I’d rather take my chances with a sandworm than slowly roast to death like this,” Lizzy grumbled. “I just want to get to the other side already.” 
 
    “We are not even halfway there,” Kiki told her with slight amusement. The she-wolf was pretty tough in some ways, but enduring the monotonous discomfort of the desert didn’t seem to be one of them. Willobee, on the other hand, who was by nature a runner and a hider, not a fighter, didn’t seem very bothered at all by the sun’s hostility. His large, knobby nose might have looked even redder than usual, but that was about it. He didn’t even appear to have broken a sweat inside his velvet suit even though I and all the women were soaked by then. 
 
    Then Danazar screamed, “Halt! Everybody halt right this instant!” 
 
    “Is it time for dinner?” Lizzy asked hopefully, even though the midday meal had only been about an hour before that. 
 
    But the next second, after twirling one of his hands in the air as if he were trying to commune with the winds or something, Danazar pointed to a nearby sand dune and yelled, “Line up on the crest!” 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Kiki said under her breath. 
 
    The plump woman with the charcoal-coated eyes, who seemed to be the head nursemaid, started jabbering away at Danazar’s brood in their native language and ushering them towards the crest of the dune. Other children in the caravan, of which there were not many, were under the care of their own families. 
 
    The adults started cursing at the camels and sometimes hitting them with sticks or sandals to make them move faster, which the large, lumpy, ornery animals didn’t seem particularly inclined to do. The litter-bearers struggled up the dune with their burdens, since even in case of emergency, Danazar’s wives were apparently too lazy to get out and walk. The entire caravan was overwhelmed by a sudden air of panic and urgency. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked Kiki. “Sandworms?” 
 
    She laughed. “No, no. You think they would be this calm and orderly?” 
 
    Then she busied herself teaming up with Zembo to push, drag, and verbally bully a confused camel up the side of the dune with the rest of the group, so I didn’t want to distract her by asking any more questions. 
 
    Instead I just focused on leading Florenia on Chivalry, Lizzy on Virility, Willobee atop the camel he had borrowed, and the other three destriers up to the crest of the dune. Elodette had taken charge of Ilandere, and I knew she would make sure that the princess was safe. 
 
    We were only halfway up the dune when the winds kicked up significantly and started pelting our skin with sharp grains of sand. 
 
    “Cover your faces!” Kiki yelled at me and my companions. 
 
    Some of them were already doing that, but the rest of the women took heed and wrapped their headscarves across their mouths and noses so that only their eyes peeked out. The gnome used his long lavender beard for the same purpose. I wasn’t wearing any scarves, so I just lowered my heads and shielded my eyes with my hands. If any of my selves got grains of sand embedded in their eyes or scarring up their lungs, I could always replace them. 
 
    As the large caravan started gathering along the crest of the sand dune, they settled their camels down in a seated position, and then the families crouched on the leeward side of the camels and tucked themselves into balls. I guessed the camels were quite accustomed to the sand and had evolved to withstand such conditions, but that was not true of our horses, so I hurriedly borrowed five cloths from the nearest families, dampened them with water from one of my skins, and draped them over the heads of Generosity, Virility, Fury, Slayer, and Chivalry to protect them. 
 
    Willobee’s borrowed camel seemed for some reason more instinctively obedient to the gnome than the merchants’ camels that they had raised from birth were to them, so he had no problem getting it to settle down on its haunches. Then he, Lizzy, and Florenia crouched down together on its leeward side like the rest of the caravan members were doing. Ilandere and Elodette could not fit in the shelter of a camel, so they just turned themselves leeward so that the sand would blow against their backs instead of directly into their faces and clutched their headscarves tight. I stood beside the horses and patted them and tried to keep them calm and hold on to their reins to ensure that they would not run off. 
 
    By that time, the sandstorm had started in earnest, and all the tactics the caravan had hurriedly adopted quickly made sense. The sand whipped up in dense, spiraling ropes and in heavy sheets and filled the sky like millions of tiny birds on the attack. It was so overwhelming that we couldn’t see anything. Trying to move in the middle of it would have been futile, and we wouldn’t have known which way we were going. I held tight to the horses and shut my eyes. All around me, I could hear the sounds of coughing, cursing, and children crying. 
 
    Then, it got worse.  
 
    Whether it was the strength of the winds themselves or the weight of all those humans, camels, horses, and our collective belongings piled on top of the dune, its crest started to slough off, and we started sliding down both sides of the dune. Some people only shifted position by a few feet, but others were swept many yards away. There was a lot of screaming, but the air was swirling so thickly with sand that it was actually still impossible to see and locate each other, so there was not much anyone could do to help their friends and family members unless they already had a physical grip on them. 
 
    The horses were struggling to keep their footing too, but thankfully they seemed to understand by instinct that they were safest at the top of the dune and tried to keep climbing back up there. They all neighed unhappily, but Virility was the only one that tried to run off, and I managed to restrain him after being dragged through the sand for several yards and leaving two furrows where my feet had dug in. 
 
    Then, just when I thought we would all be buried under the sand and become a bunch of miniature dunes ourselves, the wind subsided, and the air cleared. 
 
    There was a lot of coughing and a lot of murmurs of, “Thanks be to Shoragua, we are spared,” and “By the mercy of Shoragua,” and so on and so forth. 
 
    “Didn’t that desert god of theirs send the sandstorm in the first place?” Lizzy muttered to me in a disgruntled manner. 
 
    Kiki overheard her and shook her head. I could only see her bright brown eyes at the moment because she had pulled an orange scarf over the rest of her face when the sandstorm started. “Shoragua is not the god of sandstorms, that’s Neniu. Shoragua’s guidance, and Danazar’s interpretation, is what preserves us in the face of such phenomena.” 
 
    “I’m so glad they knew what to do,” Ilandere said. Her huge dark eyes peeked out fearfully from her borrowed pink headscarf, which matched her blouse. 
 
    Elodette was right next to her, and Florenia was silently clutching one of my selves’ arm. 
 
    “Where’s Willobee?” I asked with a sinking feeling in my stomach as the unpleasant memories of the rockslide came rushing back. 
 
    “Right here, Master,” the gnome piped up. 
 
    Only his head was visible, but at least his lantern-like green eyes, lavender hair, and feathered red cap made it pretty eye-catching. He appeared to have been swept down a few yards from the crest of the dune and buried from the neck down. His borrowed camel stood over him and snuffled him and seemed more concerned about his welfare than Slayer had ever been. 
 
    Lizzy sighed, marched over, and hauled out the gnome covered in sand. She shook him briskly to make the sand come loose as Willobee yelped in protest. 
 
    I looked around at the rest of the caravan with its sixty-plus human members and approximately twenty camels. Some of them looked shaken by the ordeal, but most looked grimly resigned, like it was something they were pretty used to by now. There were a lot of red-rimmed eyes that had been irritated by the sand. Some groups were busy picking up the pieces from loads that had been spilled off their camels’ backs. 
 
    Then, an earsplitting shriek rose above all the other low level clamor of the caravan wearily putting itself back together again in the aftermath of the near disaster. 
 
    The shriek consisted of one word: “Amneli!” 
 
    The person doing the shrieking was the plump nursemaid with the heavy eye makeup. She repeated the word over and over again. “Amneli! Amneli!” From the way she was spinning around and staring frantically across the sand, I realized that it was probably a name, the name of one of her charges. 
 
    “Oh no,” Kiki groaned. “Not that one.” 
 
    “Amneli is a child?” I asked. 
 
    “Not just any child, she’s Danazar’s favorite daughter,” Kiki said. “If he loses her, he’ll be useless for the rest of the crossing.” 
 
    The alarm quickly spread throughout the caravan, and everyone joined in on the search. Even Danazar’s twelve wives emerged from their litters and helped add to the general air of hysteria by weeping loudly. Some of the caravan members just looked for signs of disturbance across the sand, of which there were many, including hoofprints, depressions in the sand where people or camels had been sitting, and tracks where they had slid. Others started digging in seemingly random spots. I wasn’t sure if they really thought that was helpful or that Amneli was likely to be found in any of those spots, or if they were simply trying to look busy in order to appease their caravan leader, because Danazar was, to say the least, not taking the news well. 
 
    While his followers each tried in their various ways to help find his daughter, he paced the crest of the dune, wrung his jeweled hands, and howled, “Amneli! Light of my eyes, pearl of the desert! Shoragua could not be so cruel as to tear you from the side of your loving father! Amneli, my heart’s delight, my only pure joy! Shoragua spare thee from the agony of suffocation!” 
 
     “He’s lost wives to the desert before and forgotten about them by that evening,” Kiki muttered, “but he lost a son once and he was inconsolable for months. Wrote a book of fucking poetry about the kid, who was a spoiled brat without a single redeeming trait, but he looked like a tiny Danazar with dimples.” 
 
    I walked over to the distressed nursemaid and asked her, “Where was the child when you saw her last? Before the sandstorm really kicked in?” 
 
    “Right there!” she sobbed as she pointed emphatically at a spot near the crest. “With all the other children. I counted them. I know she was there. I had her right there with me and then that part of the crest gave way, and she just… vanished… ” 
 
    There were already a lot of caravan members digging at the spot where she pointed, and below it on both sides. Their tracks made it difficult to see what the sand patterns in the dune had been before they started digging. 
 
    “Danazar will roast me on a skewer,” sobbed the nursemaid. The words themselves seemed like a probable idiom, but the way she said them made me worried that she might mean them literally. 
 
    I looked more closely at the crest of the dune and realized that the dip had a sharp angle to it which suggested that that section had broken off in such a way as to carry someone off to the left, past the diggers’ excavation site. All three of my selves hurried over and spread out to work over that part of the dune from top to bottom. 
 
    At first, I didn’t have any better luck than the caravan members off to my right. But after a few minutes I detected a subtle depression interrupting the slope of the dune, even farther left. I ran over, started digging at the bottom of the depression, and a few feet down, my hands reached a small, solid body. 
 
    I pulled the little girl out. She was completely still, had her eyes closed, and did not appear to be breathing. At first I thought she was dead. But then I pressed my fingers against the side of her neck just below her jaw and felt a faint pulse. 
 
    The nursemaid was the first one to see us. “Amneli!” she shrieked. “Oh, Amneli… you found her!” 
 
    She rushed over, as did all the caravan members who had been digging nearby, but then broke down sobbing again as she took one look and came to the same conclusion I originally had, that the child was already dead. “The poor little dove, the little lamb… she was just swept away so fast, there was nothing to be done… it wasn’t my fault, it wasn’t my fault!” she wailed. 
 
    Danazar’s wives trooped over to compete with the nursemaid in their own histrionic chorus. Unlike everyone else, whose exposed skin was dusty and chapped by this time, only the hems of their gowns had sand on them. 
 
    “There’s one more thing we can try,” I said. I didn’t know much about the kinds of damage that sand could wreak on the human body, but I had seen a vestal revive a drowned novice once after the girl fell into the river during a training exercise and stopped breathing before another novice dove in and pulled her out. The girl’s name had been Meryn, and she had later become my first lover. Thanks to the vestal’s revival technique, she had survived that incident, but not the Thorvinian massacre years later. 
 
    I thought of Meryn’s bright red hair and her infectious, easy laugh and those precious extra few years that had been granted to her as I placed my interlocked hands upon the small chest of Danazar’s daughter and pressed down. I didn’t want to break her fragile ribs, so I only pressed her chest lightly enough to push it down by about two inches. I repeated this press rapidly for about twenty seconds. She still wasn’t breathing after that, so I tipped the child’s head back to open her mouth and blew into her mouth to fill her lungs. Her chest swelled up with the inflow of my breath, and then fell again. I blew another breath into her lungs. Then I returned to rapidly pressing her chest with my hands. 
 
    After a few more seconds of that, Amneli coughed violently and sprayed sand down her front, and then she opened her eyes and sat up. The child’s eyes were a grayish green that was very striking against her dark skin, and her black hair fell in ringlets. Her stare was unfocused, and her expression was one of panic, though. She gulped for breath as if she were being smothered again and then she started to sob. 
 
    “Amneli, my little love, my precious jewel, Shoragua has restored you to me!” Danazar exclaimed. 
 
    The little girl’s eyes focused on her father, and she choked out some word that I thought probably meant “Father” and reached for him. Danazar scooped the child up, used one arm to press her to his chest, and used the other hand to fan himself with emotion. 
 
    “Ahem… Shoragua got the kid back for him?” Lizzy muttered incredulously in one of my ears.  
 
    But Lizzy was mistaken in thinking that Danazar was going to disregard my contribution. After a few minutes of ecstatically cooing over his daughter, while his wives flocked around and petted both of them, the caravan leader handed Amneli off to her extremely relieved nursemaid and walked up to me. 
 
    I thought maybe he would shake my hand or something. Instead, Danazar bowed low before me with a flourish, seized my hand, kissed the back of it with a smack, and then rose and gazed soulfully into my eyes with his charcoal-lined ones. “Thank you, O Miraculous Stranger, for saving the most darling of all my offspring,” he said. “Truly, it was by Shoragua’s grace that we met you and your companions in the inn and that you agreed to enrich our caravan with your presence. I could never repay you fully, but tonight, I will give you a wondrous gift to express my appreciation.” 
 
    “Thank you, but that’s really not necessary,” I said. “We appreciate your guidance in the desert too, and I’m just glad that I was able to help out in some way, and that Amneli is okay.” 
 
    “No, no, no, do not insult me, your host, by refusing what I give you from the bottom of my heart,” Danazar insisted. “And besides, you do not know what the gift is yet. If you did, you would not be able to resist it.” 
 
    “Ooh, what kind of gift?” Willobee inquired eagerly. “Perhaps a pinch of that magical powder you’re bringing to Bjurna to sell?” 
 
    “Is it a weapon?” Elodette asked. Most of the merchants did not seem to be armed, but I had noticed that a few of them carried long, elegantly shaped, lightweight spears. 
 
    “No, no, nothing so trivial as that,” Danazar replied with a dismissive wave of the hand. “On the contrary, I shall provide you and your companions with an experience you will never forget. My wives shall perform a special dance for you.” 
 
    “Oh,” the gnome and the centaur said, both with obvious disappointment. 
 
    But from the way Danazar’s wives started preening and batting their eyes at me when their husband said that, and the knowing looks, which in some cases could be better described as leers, that appeared on the faces of the surrounding caravan members, I had a feeling we were going to be in for an interesting night. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    For the rest of that day as we continued to travel, little Amneli kept breaking away from the pack of children tended by the nursemaids in order to run up and peer at one of my selves. She never said anything, just smiled at me, and if I tried to talk to her, she giggled shyly and ran away. 
 
    “Does she speak the common tongue?” I asked Kiki after the second or third time that happened. 
 
    “Oh, yes, as well as a six-year-old can, anyway, she just doesn’t speak to adults she doesn’t know,” Kiki explained. “But it’s obvious that she likes you. Do you and your wives have any children?” 
 
    “No,” Florenia answered. “First, we must defeat Thorvinius. Then perhaps Qaar’endoth can turn his attention to populating the earth.” 
 
    Willobee chortled. “Well, well, looks like I have surpassed you in one respect, Master.” 
 
    “Um, what?” Lizzy asked as she stared up at the gnome on his high perch. He wasn’t a very graceful rider on the back of a horse or a centaur, but somehow, he seemed to fit as naturally on the back of a camel as just another hump. “You got kids?” 
 
    “Thirty-seven of them, I think,” Willobee replied. 
 
    “This another of your bullshit tales?” Lizzy demanded as she squinted at him suspiciously. “Where are they all now then?” 
 
    “How should I know?” Willobee asked. “I haven’t seen any of them for decades. But doing well, I hope, seeing as they are equipped with at least some portion of my own extraordinary good looks and irresistible charm.” 
 
    “How old are you anyway?” Lizzy asked. “I mean, I know you look like a little old grandpa and all that, but I kinda figured that’s just the misfortune of gnomes to all look like that. Didn’t think you were actually old, cause there’s no hard or sour in you yet.” 
 
    “Well, you’re quite right, I am still a very young gnome,” Willobee replied. “My two hundred and eighty-second birthday was just this last summer.” 
 
    “Is he lying, Vander?” Lizzy asked me.  
 
    I shrugged helplessly. 
 
    “I would never lie to a friend,” Willobee declared indignantly. 
 
    “No, just stretch the truth till you can twist it into knots,” Lizzy snorted. 
 
    “That is an art form, not a crime,” Willobee said haughtily. “But why would I bother, with a fact as mundane as my age?” 
 
    “What about your children’s mother, or mothers?” Florenia asked curiously. “Dead, or deserted?” 
 
    That seemed like a kind of insensitive way to put it to me, but luckily, it didn’t faze Willobee at all. 
 
    “Neither,” he said. “Gnomes don’t really have a concept of marrying like you humans do. We just hang out together till we get bored or we get in a quarrel. And that usually happens within about a week, maybe two at the most. Gnomes are a very unpleasant breed, you know, even to each other. I am the delightful exception.” 
 
    “Do gnomish mothers raise their children on their own, then?” Florenia asked. 
 
    “No, they just expel them from their wombs once they get too heavy and they toddle off fully bearded and go off to do their own thing,” Willobee answered solemnly. 
 
    “How peculiar,” Kiki mused. 
 
    Willobee glanced over at the six ungainly litters trundling along on the shoulders of red-faced, sweaty, miserable-looking caravan members and replied, “Not as peculiar as marrying twelve women and continuing to cart them around like that everywhere you go even after they start nagging and crying all the time.” 
 
    “Couldn’t agree more,” Kiki said as her eyes narrowed. She really wasn’t too fond of Danazar’s wives, and I could see why. They were clearly a burden on the rest of the caravan, both literally and figuratively. Whereas my “consorts,” as Florenia termed herself and the others, were each in their own way an asset to our team. 
 
    I had to assume that maybe Danazar just kept them around as a sort of status symbol, since according to Kiki, his reaction to the loss of one or more previous wives in sandstorms had been less than sentimental. I didn’t really see any other benefit to their presence, since they didn’t ever seem to carry on a conversation with him or anyone else in the caravan for that matter besides among themselves, they clearly didn’t cook, clean, or do any other domestic work, they didn’t lift a finger to help with the childrearing, the idea of them being any use in a fight was laughable, and if the caravan leader had just wanted someone to warm his bed, he surely could have picked up short-term companions in towns or even slept with some of the female merchants in his party. 
 
    It was only once the night got cool and temperatures became reasonable and traveling would have been tolerable, as Lizzy had suggested earlier, that Danazar called a halt, and the caravan started unpacking itself for the night. There was no inn or any other permanent structure to provide shelter; Kiki said that we would not reach one until the next day. So instead we set up the canopies again as we had done for the midday meal. The merchants also brought out carpets to sit on and piles of blankets and furs. They warned us that the night would become very cold, and we would be in danger of freezing without such insulation, which was hard to conceive of in contrast to the scorching conditions of the daytime there. 
 
    Then, as before, they produced an elaborate feast out of seemingly nowhere that had been stashed away among pouches and scarves and the camel’s bags, accompanied by generous quantities of their spiced honey mead. As before, Danazar’s wives’ portion was carried to their litters, so they remained out of sight, and I pretty much forgot about his promise of a dance in my honor. 
 
    The entire caravan of merchants around us quickly became raucously drunk and started joking and laughing about the sandstorm earlier that day and how piddling it had been in comparison with the true desert perils that they had survived in their day. 
 
    Willobee managed to rally dozens of them around him in a fast-paced game of Sandmaster. This time, he didn’t even bother to try to be subtle about the fact that he was cheating. He never allowed his adoring audience to glimpse the mechanisms of how he was doing it and spoil the magic, but he didn’t make the slightest effort to restrain his winnings to the realm of plausibility or delude them into thinking that they had a chance of gaining ground against him. They whooped and hollered with disbelief and apparent delight as their life savings steadily poured into the gnome’s pockets. Sometimes they won money back from each other, which kept each individual from getting frustrated enough to quit, but never a scrap from Willobee. Rosy-cheeked, his jade saucer eyes aglow, I had never seen him look so perfectly content before. 
 
    “I guess I can enjoy the desert when it’s like this,” Lizzy said as she sipped her mead. “Hey, how much you wanna bet these camels have never seen a wolf? Any kinda wolf at all?” 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” I said. The last thing we needed was to terrify our guides’ beasts of burden that they depended on for their livelihood into bolting into the desert and leaving all the humans stranded without critical supplies. “You’re staying human tonight, all right?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, any particular reason you want me that way?” the she-wolf purred. 
 
    I grinned. “Could be. We’ll see.” 
 
    “Do you prefer human mates, the way that Willobee will only mate with gnomes?” Ilandere asked nonchalantly. 
 
    “And the way that centaurs only mate with centaurs?” Elodette asked her through gritted teeth. “Except the kind that resort to fucking horses when other centaurs won’t have them…” 
 
    “Er, well, I prefer Lizzy in her human form,” I answered cautiously. “I mean, I love Lizzy in her wolf form, she’s a badass. But I’m not… you know… attracted to canines that way.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Ilandere said. “Because of the fur? Or the four legs? Or just more generally because they’re… not quite human?” 
 
    “Uh. I guess because they’re not human at all?” I said. “It’s not something I ever thought about much. The idea just feels… wrong.” 
 
    “But you don’t mind that Lizzy’s a little non-human,” Ilandere pointed out. “Her ears and tail and her paws, I mean.” 
 
    “No, of course not,” I said. 
 
    “Most men think they’re a plus,” Lizzy purred. “Secretly anyway. Even if it ain’t respectable to say.” 
 
    “The perverse sexual preferences of human men are none of our concern, Princess,” Elodette said sternly. 
 
    “Hey, Lizzy doesn’t have to look exactly like me for me to think she’s beautiful,” I told the little centaur, “and neither do you.” 
 
    “Do you really think I’m beautiful, or do you just say that because you’re so kind?” Ilandere asked. “Even though to you, I probably just look like a horse?” 
 
    “I don’t think you look like a horse,” I said. “You’re one of the most gorgeous women I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Yeah, but she still does look like a horse,” Lizzy said unhelpfully. 
 
    “Okay, there are certain traits that centaurs might have in common… I mean just like how Lizzy has certain canine traits… but that doesn’t mean… it’s not the same as… ” I struggled to find the right words to convince Ilandere that I really did find her beautiful and desirable, without making her feel uncomfortable, or making any unwarranted assumptions about why she was pursuing this line of questioning. 
 
    Whether luckily or unluckily, circumstances interrupted the conversation just then in the form of the caravan starting to arrange itself around the largest of the canopies in a wide circle. A set of large drums was arranged along one edge, and five merchants were beating out a dazzlingly intricate rhythm that got under your skin and intertwined itself with your heartbeat and made you want to get up and dance, or fight, or something. Then half a dozen men brought out flaming torches and started leaping wildly around the circle with them. This seemed like a precarious activity that carried a high risk of sending the entire canopy and everyone under it up in flames, but after a few minutes of watching, I decided to trust in their skill and precision, and that their movements were not as haphazard as they appeared. 
 
    They wove back and forth faster and faster and even more erratically, and leapt higher and higher, as the drums urged them on and the audience watched spellbound. Then, one of the men’s foot seemed to slip on the carpet. He fell flat on his back as his flaming torch flew into the air. Everyone gasped, some people screamed, and a few lunged forward to try in vain to catch the torch even though none of them were close enough to reach it before it hit the carpet. 
 
    The torch hurtled down, flaming head first, and then the dancer opened his mouth and swallowed it whole. That produced more screams from the audience. I thought we were about to witness a man burned alive from the inside out. Then, he calmly opened his mouth and pulled out the torch which was now extinguished. The rest of the caravan exploded into ecstatic cheering. 
 
    “Uh, is this a standard entertainment around here?” I asked Kiki, since the merchants were reacting to the spectacle with just as much raw horror and then relief and delight as my friends were, even though the fire dancers were part of their caravan and had presumably performed for them before. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve seen this a thousand times before,” she yelled back cheerfully over the clamor of the crowd. “Amazing, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed.  
 
    Now, the circle was slowing down, and the rest of the dancers were swallowing their torches too. A few of them exhaled billows of flame straight at the shrieking crowd, but the fire always stopped short just before it actually touched anyone or anything else. Within minutes, all the torches had been extinguished, and the dancers were taking their bows, to thunderous applause. 
 
    The next act after that was from the eldest member of the caravan, a wizened old man named Han who didn’t speak a word of the common tongue. He sat cross-legged on the carpet in the center of the canopy with his eyes closed and a beatific smile on his toothless mouth. Other caravan members carried out a woven basket and set it before him, removed the lid, and hastily backed away. Without opening his eyes, Han pulled out a pipe from the folds of his robe, placed it in his mouth, and began to play. 
 
    The trilling sounds that he produced on that pipe were just as haunting and unearthly as Willobee’s chanting had been, but instead of resonating deep within your bones and making you feel drawn to the earth, they spiraled high and made you feel like you were floating up into the sky. As the pipe’s mesmerizing song continued, a thin black snake unfurled itself from within the basket and focused its beady reddish eyes upon the pipe. It flicked its forked tongue menacingly a few times. Then, instead of striking, the snake started to undulate its body back and forth in sync with the melody of the music. Once Han played the last few gentle notes of his song, the snake coiled itself back up and disappeared from sight into the basket. Other caravan members came forward, replaced the lid on the basket, and carried it away. 
 
    I heard Willobee exclaim something to the surrounding merchants that sounded like, “Gaharna kalu nuseni!” 
 
    “Oh, you have seen nothing yet, my friend,” replied Zembo. “The real show is just about to begin.” 
 
    From the corner of one of my sets of eyes, I noticed the nursemaids ushering all the children of the caravan, not just Danazar’s, together beneath one of the canopies. Then, they unfurled the sides of the canopy so that they fell down and created an enclosed tent. 
 
    Han on his pipe and the drummers who had accompanied the fire dancers assembled along one edge of the canopy where all these performances were taking place. They were joined by a few women with jingling tambourines and castanets. This band struck up a heavy, pounding, animalistic beat complemented by the bright shimmer of the tambourines and castanets and woven through with the lively thread of Han’s pipe.  
 
    And then, caravan members carried over the six litters and set them down. The tambourines and castanets had been showering down a light rain of sound, but upon the arrival of the litters, their players stopped, then shook and clicked their instruments all in unison, which created a single authoritative chime. 
 
    The curtains of the first litter parted, and one of Danazar’s wives stepped out. 
 
    She wasn’t the same petulant, hysterical woman I had caught glimpses of throughout the day. The night turned her dark and mysterious, and a slight smile curved her red painted lips. Her eyes were rimmed in charcoal. She wasn’t wearing a single stitch of clothing, unless you counted the delicate network of chains draped over the curves of her body, which held coins in place over her nipples and suspended a beaded fringe no larger than the palm of a hand over her pubic area. 
 
    As she sashayed across the carpet with all eyes fixed on her, a second chime rang out, and the curtains of that litter parted again as the second wife emerged. She was dressed in the same manner as the first. The two of them glided around the canopy in a circular pattern similar to the one the fire dancers had followed although their movements were nothing alike. Whereas the men had bounded energetically, the women slunk languidly. 
 
    Each sharp chime of the instruments, while the pounding drums continued in the background all the while like a heartbeat writ large, summoned another wife, until all twelve of them were pacing the carpet in a circle like proud lionesses. 
 
    The rest of the audience was sitting, standing, or kneeling in whatever position allowed them to view the entertainments, but Danazar was reclined in a wicker chair at one side of the canopy in a place of honor. He surveyed his wives proudly, caught one of my selves’ eye, and winked. 
 
    The music gained momentum, and the women’s walk turned into a dance. They raised their arms, twirled their hands, shimmied their hips, stomped their feet, and spun in circles until they turned into a lively forest of golden limbs and curves. Their figures were appealing enough, although not as stunning as Lizzy’s and Florenia’s, but it was the way they moved that oozed pure unabashed sensuality, drove everything else out of your mind, and reduced it to its most basic instincts. 
 
    After a few minutes of this, as the tension mounted among the audience, a few of the caravan members started tossing shiny curved scimitars to Danazar’s wives. They caught them without missing a beat and incorporated the blades into their dance. They whirled, clashed twelve scimitars together in the middle like some kind of elaborate flower of metal and flesh, and stepped in and out, which created a harsh scraping sound as the blades dragged along one another and made the flower expand and contract. Then they fell into kneeling positions, leaned back until their shoulder blades touched the carpet, and shimmied their bodies in a way that made their unsecured breasts bounce on their chests while they traced the scimitars lightly across their torsos and legs, which seemed precarious given the amount of movement they were doing, but somehow they managed never to cut themselves. The audience stared in a mixture of admiration, lust, and trepidation. 
 
    Then one by one the women rose. Some of them continued dancing with the scimitars while others tossed theirs back to the audience members who had provided them until all twelve were empty-handed. Then, the caravan members provided them with golden rods instead. 
 
    The music turned ecstatic as the dancers abandoned their synchronized choreography altogether and started to toy with the rods. Some of them remained on their feet and shimmied and whirled while holding the rods in their teeth. Others returned to that leaning back while kneeling position and gripped the rods in their teeth too while they gyrated on the floor, or used their stomach muscles and hip movements to roll the rods up and down their torsos without using their hands. 
 
    The audience cheered them on with flushed faces and shining eyes. I myself was finally beginning to get a sense for why the caravan put up with these women and lugged them around as dead weight in those litters all the time, in lethally hot temperatures. 
 
    Then things really escalated. 
 
    A few of the women who were on their backs brushed aside their fringed loin coverings to insert the rods deep between their legs and continued to gyrate rhythmically to the music with the metal inside their bodies. 
 
    I heard Ilandere, who was right beside one of my selves, gasp in shock. I looked over at her and saw that she was flushed pink and covered her rosebud mouth with both of her hands, but she wasn’t looking away from the performance. 
 
    Lizzy and Florenia were each pressing up against one of my other two selves in a way that indicated it was having an effect on them too. And I thought it was unlikely that any of the men of the caravan lacked an erection by this point. 
 
    Then, two of Danazar’s wives impaled themselves on opposite ends of the same rod, braced themselves with their hands on each other’s shoulders and waists, and thrust back and forth so that the audience could see their backs arch, their mouths open, and the rod slide in and out of them. When one of the women climaxed with a cry, the music stopped. 
 
    Danazar rose from his chair, walked to the center of the carpet among his wives sprawled out in various positions, and executed deep bows in every direction as if he had been the one who just performed. The caravan chanted, whooped, stomped, and clapped its approval as the sides of the canopy fell and enclosed their leader and his harem in their own private tent. 
 
    The rest of the caravan scattered to separate canopies-turned-tents as well. Well, I mean that there were multiple tents, quite a few of them. But not nearly as many tents as there were couples. I managed to get a small one for just Ilandere, Elodette, and one of my selves, because Elodette and I both felt the need to protect the princess and ensure that she would be given her own space and privacy, and none of the merchants really wanted to tangle with us. When the giant black centaur glared at them threateningly and waved them away, they just shrugged and stumbled off to the next nearest tent. 
 
    I didn’t know exactly where Willobee was, but I was confident that the gnome was perfectly safe in a crowd of his new best friends and had either found some to strike up a game of Sandmaster with, or had already passed out in a pile of carpets somewhere and would snore through till morning no matter what activities took place around him. 
 
    As for Lizzy and Florenia, they chose not to join me with the centaurs in the only private tent that our group could reasonably reserve for ourselves. Instead, they each dragged one of my selves off to one of the larger tents already filled with caravan members in various states of undress and entanglement. The caravan didn’t really seem to have much of a notion of privacy at all under the circumstances, and my two consorts quickly adapted to the general attitude. Florenia was soon riding one of me while my other self fucked Lizzy from behind. Other couples and various groups were enjoying themselves similarly all around us, which normalized the shared space and allowed us to just focus on each other without any concern for what the tents’ other occupants thought. 
 
    The only tent in the entire collection that was quiet and respectable on the inside was the one I shared with Ilandere and Elodette. 
 
    Elodette looked even sterner than usual. She didn’t say anything, but I knew she was thinking judgmental thoughts about our hosts and their lifestyle. I thought it was an interesting combination of extremes. They endured the desert’s harsh conditions and daily perils by day and indulged themselves without restraint by night. 
 
    Ilandere looked flustered and agitated. Both of the centaurs had folded their legs beneath them in their usual position of nighttime repose, but instead of laying her head down the princess held her torso upright and kept fidgeting with her long silvery blonde hair. 
 
    Finally she asked me, “Vander? You know what the women did during that… dance? Is that what you and Lizzy and Florenia do at night?” 
 
    “Er, not exactly,” I said awkwardly, “but in a certain sense, yes, depending on what you mean by that.” 
 
    “Well, I know there are only two of them, not twelve, and that when you’re involved, you don’t have to use those… rod things,” she said with uncertainty, “but it’s kind of like that, except with your… bodies?” 
 
    “Um, yes, a little bit,” I agreed. “I uhhh, penetrate them with my penis and then move it back and forth like they did with their rods.” 
 
    “Well, I’d never seen anything like that before, but it was very… interesting,” the princess remarked after a pause. 
 
    “The sexual habits of humans are extravagant and vulgar,” Elodette stated. 
 
    “With centaurs, it’s more just… matter-of-fact?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Elodette replied. “It’s for breeding purposes. Nothing more.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know, some of my other handmaidens said they enjoyed it,” Ilandere confided. 
 
    “That is very ill-bred of them to say,” Elodette sniffed. “And to talk about it in your royal presence, too.” 
 
    “I don’t know, though,” Ilandere sighed. “It doesn’t seem like such a bad thing to me if it was for both reasons, maybe? For breeding when it’s the right time, but also just… for fun?” 
 
    “Maybe the vulgar masses can afford to have that attitude, and so can humans, but for you, preserving your royal lineage must take utmost precedence,” Elodette told her. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Ilandere replied. “So you mean, it would be bad for me to get impregnated by anyone who wasn’t a royal stallion?” 
 
    “Yes, such impure offspring would constitute a corruption of your bloodlines and be a stain upon the honor of your stock,” Elodette confirmed. 
 
    “Different species can’t impregnate each other, usually, though, right?” Ilandere asked. 
 
    “Of course not,” Elodette exclaimed. Then she scowled. “There are exceptions, like Lizzy, of course, but that’s not… normal. Certainly not to be expected. That’s why there is no point in even considering members of other species as viable, or acceptable, mates.” 
 
    “Ah. Then a cross-species affair would not jeopardize the genetic purity of the herd in any way,” Ilandere concluded triumphantly. 
 
    By this point it was hard for me to ignore where this was leading. “Er, Ilandere,” I asked, “any particular reason you were wondering? Did you… have something in mind?” 
 
    “It is just abstract curiosity, I’m sure,” Elodette snapped at me. “A bit indecorous, but nothing unnatural, under the circumstances.” 
 
    “Well, you know how you call Florenia and Lizzy your consorts?” Ilandere asked shyly. 
 
    “Yeah, kind of, I mean, Florenia’s the one who uses that term mostly,” I replied. 
 
     “Am I your consort too?” the centaur princess asked. 
 
    “No,” Elodette answered immediately. 
 
    “Yes, if you want to be,” I answered. 
 
    “What would that entail, exactly?” Ilandere asked. 
 
    “Er, you’d be a sort of companion to me, but more than that, one of my life partners,” I tried awkwardly to explain. “Florenia would have a better definition than that, it’s ah, kind of a formal word that I think aristocrats tend to use.” 
 
    “But Elodette and Willobee and I are already part of your team, aren’t we?” Ilandere asked with, I suspected, less innocence than she pretended. “And we’re loyal to you and we spend all our time with you already. So what’s the difference between that and being a consort?” 
 
    “Well, Florenia and Lizzy are also… you know… romantically linked to me,” I said. “If that makes sense?” 
 
    “But I love you too, Vander, just as much as they do,” Ilandere said. “Do you think you could ever have feelings for me? Even though I’m part horse?” 
 
    “You are not part horse!” Elodette sputtered. 
 
    “I know not scientifically, but to humans, we do look kind of like horses,” Ilandere said dejectedly. 
 
    “Of course I could, Ilandere, I already do have feelings for you,” I said. 
 
    “Platonic feelings of affection and protectiveness, I hope,” Elodette said sternly. 
 
    “Is that what you mean, Vander?” Ilandere asked me disappointedly. 
 
    I hesitated. I didn’t want to make things messy between myself and the centaur, or between the princess and her powerful handmaiden. And I didn’t want, above all, to hurt Ilandere’s feelings in any way. But she clearly wanted reassurance that I could be romantically interested in her as a centaur, and the truth was that I could. Even though part of her, to me, resembled a small, silver-dappled pony, the rest of her was all woman, and she was an exquisitely beautiful woman. Her features were ethereal, like a porcelain doll’s. She had huge dark eyes you could easily drown in, the sweetest little rosebud mouth, and delicate human curves from her collarbones to her tiny waist to her hipbones. And she had the sweetest and most purely good nature of anyone I had ever met. All in all, anyone would be lucky to have her for a consort. I had just never wanted to take advantage of her innocence in that way. 
 
    Unless, of course, Ilandere herself really wanted me to.  
 
    And lately, it did seem that way. She kept pressing the conversation on subjects that she would have been too embarrassed by and avoided when I first met her. 
 
    “No,” I said. “That’s not what I mean. I am attracted to you romantically, Ilandere. It doesn’t matter that you’re a centaur. Well, I mean, it does, because that’s part of your identity, and it’s part of your unique beauty. But that wouldn’t stop me from… wanting to take you as a consort.” 
 
    For a long moment Ilandere stared at me with those doe eyes and an expression that I couldn’t read at all, and I worried that I had offended or shocked her somehow. 
 
    But then she opened her mouth and asked, “I want to be your consort, the way Lizzy and Florenia are. Will you show me how?” 
 
    “This is a mistake, Princess,” Elodette hissed before I could respond. 
 
    Ilandere looked over at her, and her expression turned imperious. “You are welcome to stay if you like and participate even. But if you’re going to stay then you need to stop criticizing my choices. I’m not a filly!” 
 
    Elodette hesitated. Then she rose, stalked out of the tent, and pulled the flap closed behind her, which left me and the princess alone. 
 
    I knelt in front of Ilandere, placed my hand behind her neck, and lowered my head to kiss her gently. Her skin was like marble, and her mouth tasted like berries. Her long eyelashes brushed my face as she closed her eyes. 
 
    As far as I knew, the princess had never even been kissed before, so I didn’t want to do anything that might startle her, and I didn’t know how much guidance she might need from me. But then without any prompting from me, as we started to kiss more deeply, Ilandere’s dainty little hand slid down my chest and inside my pants to grasp my cock. 
 
    She gave a little gasp of delight. “It’s so hard!” 
 
    I laughed a little at her tone of pure childlike wonderment. “Er, yeah, that’s, uh, because of you, Ilandere.” 
 
    “Me?” she asked in surprise. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It gets that way when… I’m around a woman I’m attracted to, because my body wants to… er, you remember what Danazar’s wives were doing with those rods?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. I would like to feel you inside of me, like that.” 
 
    I continued to kiss her with the intention of taking things slow with her. Her hand eagerly explored every inch of my shaft and balls until she broke off the kiss in order to unlace my pants, draw them down, and examine this newfound territory visually. 
 
    Then, apparently by pure instinct, she leaned forward as tentatively as a baby bird and kissed the tip of my shaft before she licked it experimentally. It shuddered against her tongue, and I let out a sigh. 
 
    “Oh!” she gasped and giggled. “You… like that?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said as I ran my hands through her long, silky hair. 
 
    She leaned forward, took me in her mouth, and started to suck. She didn’t have Florenia’s confident expertise yet, but she did have both enthusiasm and stamina, and she was very sensitive to even my subtlest responses. The beautiful little centaur really didn’t know anything about sex, but as the hours wore on, she proved herself a swift learner. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    The next morning the entire caravan was hungover, but otherwise in a cheerful mood. They packed up and loaded the camels with somewhat less efficiency than usual, and then we were off, just as the lovely, cool, gray morning began to turn into an uncomfortably hot early afternoon. 
 
    “How long we still got to go before Burna?” Lizzy asked Kiki and Zembo with a sigh. 
 
    “Another three days, if we’re lucky,” Zembo replied. 
 
    “It’s Bjurna, not Burna,” Willobee informed Lizzy as he towered above us on camel top. “The burning stops when you get out of the desert.” 
 
    The gnome was very proud of his rapid grasp of the merchants’ language and wasn’t about to miss a chance to show it off obnoxiously. He also, apparently, couldn’t resist a chance to get in a subtle jab about the sunburns that were starting to appear on Lizzy’s, Florenia’s, both centaurs’, and my own faces, although even his own knobby nose was also distinctly redder than usual. 
 
    Kiki hissed through her teeth. “Do not speak of burning,” she said, “especially not while we are still in the desert.” 
 
    “But ain’t we doing that already, like the gnome says?” Lizzy asked obliviously. 
 
    Kiki turned and stared straight at her. There was an unusual intensity in the desert woman’s bright brown eyes and an unusual hardness in her weathered face. “No,” she answered. “We are not.” 
 
    Somehow, all of my loudmouthed companions instinctively refrained from saying anything more to that. 
 
    I thought of the Sword of Saint Polliver, the most precious of my belongings and the first weapon on my mind whenever I reassimilated, which I always made sure to transfer over to another self first. Now, what Polliver did to any mortal who touched his hilt could properly be called burning. I had witnessed his ability two times, or sort of three. 
 
    The first had been in the sanctum of my temple where he had lain undisturbed on a pedestal for as long as anyone at the temple could remember. The night of the Thorvinian massacre, one of them had attempted to steal Polliver, and his crispy charred corpse at the foot of the sword pedestal had been the first thing I saw when I entered the sanctum. But the high priest’s instructions had been for me to claim the sacred cursed sword as part of my divine right as the new embodiment of Qaar’endoth, so I had had to risk it anyway, and despite my natural misgivings, contact with Polliver had not harmed me. 
 
    The second time had been when Lizzy and her crew of bandits had attempted to rob Willobee on the road, and then when I tried to intervene, they had started messing with me and eyeing my goods too. I simply offered Lizzy’s former mate my obviously extremely valuable sword, and the instant he seized Polliver’s hilt, he had gone up in flames and been burnt alive before my eyes. All his crew members had turned tail after that, except, of course, for Lizzy, who had been oddly unfazed and promptly declared that she would now be my woman. 
 
    The third time had been with Father Norrell, the puppet of the necromancer God Hakmut. When I encountered him at the head of a flagellant procession in plague ridden Ferndale, busily spreading germs by flogging Hakmut’s healthy and sick followers with the same scourge, and he had refused to listen to anything I had to say about why that was a bad idea, I hadn’t even offered him Polliver. I had just grabbed his hands and placed them on Polliver’s hilt. Polliver, as it turned out, did not care about a mortal’s intentions or lack therein in grabbing his hilt. He incinerated the priest just the same as the bandit. 
 
    Of course, I didn’t know what Kiki’s reason was for reacting so strongly to the mention of burning. But my experience with Polliver just gave me the suspicion that it was probably a valid one. 
 
    After a few minutes of pensive silence, while Kiki stared off into the distance and Zembo scowled, the orange-clad merchant woman spoke up again to explain herself. 
 
    “Pyralis is the god of fire,” she said. “The sandstorms and the sandworms are always present, and they are always a threat to us, but they are a part of nature. They cause us harm without meaning to. The followers of Pyralis murder us without cause, and they kill in the worst of ways. By burning.” 
 
    I decided not to mention Polliver’s history to Kiki. 
 
    “Their cause is that they are elementally opposed to us,” Zembo said. “Shoragua and Pyralis cannot coexist. Eventually, one must triumph.” 
 
    “Uh, when was the last time you guys encountered Pyralis?” I asked. “Or his followers, at least?” 
 
    “Eight months ago,” Kiki answered immediately. “Eight months, two weeks, and four days.” 
 
    “That must’ve been the skirmish that Khan mentioned?” I asked. 
 
    Kiki’s and Zembo’s faces darkened even further, as did the faces of several of the other caravan members within earshot. 
 
    “It was an ambush,” Kiki said. “And it was only the latest in a string of bloody attacks. Khan tries to downplay the threat posed by Pyralis because he hates the idea of us all living in fear of him. But over the years I’ve lost my niece and two nephews and dozens of friends to the Pyralians. The same is true, of course, of sandstorms and sandworms… but it feels different when someone wanted them dead. Someone that, maybe, we could have fought, could have stopped.” 
 
    “We cannot fight caravans like Sharman’s,” Zembo said. 
 
    “I noticed that some of you, ah, carry spears,” I said. I didn’t mention the scimitars featured in Danazar’s wives’ dance the previous night, because those seemed to be used for more… recreational purposes. “If those aren’t useful against sandworms, then are they for dealing with hostile caravans? Have you launched counterattacks against Pyralis’ followers?” 
 
    “That is not really… Danazar’s policy,” Kiki said. “He keeps saying that we’re biding our time and waiting until we gain the strength to oppose Pyralis. That it would be suicide for us to launch attacks now. But I feel like we’re not gaining any strength, we’re just gotten used to avoiding his caravans the way we do sandstorms and sandworms. And with perils that are native to the desert, there is no choice, but there is a choice with Pyralis to do something about it besides just letting ourselves be gradually picked off.” 
 
    “Yes, we could fling ourselves at the fire god headfirst instead, and let ourselves all be wiped out at once,” Zembo agreed sarcastically. 
 
    “Fire god?” Lizzy asked with interest. “Vander’s got a fire--” 
 
    Sword, I knew she was about to say, but I didn’t want to discuss Polliver with people who were so fire-averse, so I managed to reach over in time and pinch the she-wolf in warning to keep her from completing the sentence. 
 
    Instead Lizzy concluded, “Well, I could eat him for you! Maybe not if he’s a giant ball of fire or something, but at least his caravans of followers, I could eat those.” 
 
    Kiki, who had never seen Lizzy morph, raised her eyebrows and gave her an odd look, but she didn’t make any reply to that. She probably just thought my friend was delusional and that it was better not to engage with her. 
 
    Zembo, on the other hand, said impatiently, “Even if you’re a better warrior than all of the men here, you’d never get the chance to ‘eat’ any Pyralians--” 
 
    “I could give her the chance by shooting them first,” Elodette said. It was the first thing I had heard her say all morning, besides the bare minimum of greetings and answers to questions she was asked. The powerful black centaur seemed to be in an even more sullen mood than usual after the previous night with the princess. “I mean, they don’t have all that sandworm blubber to protect them from arrows, do they? They’re just human, aren’t they?” 
 
    “They’re human,” Zembo conceded, “but they wield the power of fire given to them by their god.” 
 
    “What, torches?” Florenia asked. “But your men can swallow fire, they showed us that last night.” 
 
    “That is an illusion,” Zembo said. “And what Sharman’s men and the others use are not torches. They are flamethrowers.” 
 
    “What’s a flamethrower?” Lizzy asked curiously. “Sounds like something I’d like to get me one of.” 
 
    “I’ve used fire arrows,” Elodette said. “Is it like that?” 
 
    “No, these are much more powerful,” Zembo said. “Fire arrows sputter out half the time before they ever reach their targets, and they carry only a handful of flame. A flamethrower… is like the breath of a dragon, but wielded in the hands of men. These weapons can melt the sand and turn it into glass. And they turn men into ash. That is why it is futile for us to meet Pyralian caravans on the battlefield.” 
 
    “What’s the alternative, if they’re seeking you out?” I asked. “Aren’t there established waypoints, like oases or something, where you would have to meet up, eventually?” 
 
    “That is why we do utilize such waypoints as little as possible, even though other caravans frequent them freely, that are not in conflict with Pyralis,” Zembo said. “Only once our water supplies start to run low and there is no other alternative. But even then, we send scouts, we send runners. We do not mass in one body at such places.” 
 
    “We are the prey, they are the predators,” Kiki said bitterly. 
 
    “Let’s just find us this Pyralis guy, and we’ll see about that,” Lizzy crowed. “Vander and I will fuck him up for you.” 
 
    I coughed and tried to catch Lizzy’s eye, but she wasn’t looking at any of my selves. She was too busy grinning eagerly at Kiki and Zembo, neither of whom seemed convinced by her bravado. I really needed to have a word with my consorts about offering up my combat services without so much as consulting me first. Yes, Danazar’s caravan had treated us well, and yes, I would of course defend them as well as my friends if we came under attack while my party was traveling with them. But with any kind of long-seated conflict like this one they apparently had going with Pyralis and his followers, there were always two sides to the story, and we hadn’t heard a peep from the other side, so I didn’t want to make any premature assumptions about the fire god. 
 
    “Well, I think avoiding Pyralis is a good idea,” Ilandere spoke up. 
 
    “Of course you do,” Lizzy scoffed. 
 
    “If you can’t get along, it’s better not to interact at all, right?” the little silver-dappled centaur continued. “That way, fewer people get hurt. And if Pyralis’ followers don’t understand that and keep trying to catch up with you, then I think you taking the extra effort to avoid them makes you the more generous and more enlightened caravan.” 
 
    “I don’t know what ‘enlightened’ means but I guess it must be a nice way of saying scared little bit--” Lizzy began. 
 
    “Lizzy, we don’t fully understand the situation here,” I interrupted hastily. “We weren’t here when Pyralis’ followers attacked. We don’t know what it was like. So let’s not jump to conclusions.” Or at least, let’s not voice them aloud if they’re derogatory to our hosts, I thought. 
 
    “I like this caravan’s lifestyle,” Ilandere said, which seemed a bit tangential to the discussion, but she was very emphatic about it. 
 
    Lizzy glanced over incredulously at the dusty, exhausted, sunburned little centaur, who hated danger, uncomfortable climate conditions, and physical hard work and had always been most at home in luxurious settings featuring feather beds and fresh apples. “You do? What exactly do you like about it?” 
 
    “Uh,” Ilandere stammered, “I like that everyone… enjoys each other’s company. And focuses on relationships and happiness, instead of people getting upset and getting into fights all the time, like some of the places we go.” 
 
    Lizzy squinted at her suspiciously. “You’re saying you like that they fuck a lot? I thought you and Elodette hid out from all that part last night, in your own little tent. Thought you were too precious for it or something.” 
 
    “I have… learned a lot and become a lot more open to new experiences since I started traveling with Vander,” Ilandere answered defiantly. 
 
    “Wait a second,” Lizzy said as she glanced back and forth between me and the centaur princess, who was now blushing furiously. “You mean you…” 
 
    Florenia sighed. “That’s all very well, Qaar’endoth, but just create a fourth self soon, please. So the supply can keep up with the demand.” 
 
    “It’s not that easy!” I protested. “I can’t just snap my fingers and defeat a god, just like that.” 
 
    “Well, you sure make it look easy,” Lizzy purred. “Especially with me there with my teeth and claws, and Elodette with her bow. And Florenia’s brains. And Willobee’s random weirdo talents. And I guess Ilandere… adds a nice decorative touch.” 
 
    Lizzy really didn’t have a verbal filter. I sighed. But when I glanced over at Ilandere herself to make sure her feelings hadn’t been hurt, I noticed that she actually seemed to have interpreted Lizzy’s rude comment as a compliment. Part of that was probably her well justified physical vanity, part of it was also probably her generally blissful mood that morning. 
 
    Kiki, who had been listening in intently, was much more interested in the mechanics of my divinity than the intricacies of our group’s social dynamics. The merchants didn’t necessarily buy into the idea that I was really a god, especially since I didn’t remotely resemble their concept of a totally non-human, elemental god, but they did seem to accept nonchalantly the fact that I had certain mystical abilities. 
 
    “You can create more bodies?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    “Er, yes,” I said. 
 
    “So can every male past the age of twelve,” chuckled a nearby merchant. 
 
    “How many more?” Kiki asked curiously as she ignored the joke. 
 
    “Qaar’endoth can create infinite bodies,” Florenia answered confidently, even though of course that was only an untested hypothesis at this point. 
 
    “Then you could create an army of your selves?” Kiki asked. 
 
    “That’s the plan,” I said. “So that I can gain the power to destroy Thorvinius.” 
 
    “Wow, that would be a really useful ability,” Kiki mused. 
 
    “One of you is already as much as I can handle,” Zembo teased. 
 
    “Well, look at Vander,” Kiki replied. “He’s not asking one woman to handle him, he’s got four. Or three, I mean,” she quickly corrected herself as Elodette’s icy gray eyes narrowed in her direction. The caravan had quickly warmed to the rest of us and accepted us as new friends. Elodette, however, could be prickly, and while I didn’t think they disliked her, they did instinctively adopt a policy of giving her a wide berth. 
 
    Zembo rolled his eyes. “If you ever become caravan leader, then you can take multiple spouses like Danazar. I’m not carrying them around in litters though.” 
 
    “Careful what you promise, Zembo,” said one of the merchants that I thought was his brother, but wasn’t sure. I recognized most of their faces by this point but didn’t know everyone’s names. “Kiki’s probably next in line. You know. If anything happened.” 
 
    “Your leaders are popularly elected?” Florenia inquired. 
 
    “Yup,” sighed the merchant that may or may not have been Zembo’s brother, whose name I couldn’t quite remember. “So fuck knows how we wound up with a dandy like that. But Danazar’s got a true affinity with Shoragua, I’ll grant him that. He’s kept us alive for the most part over the last decade.” 
 
    “Democracy is a risky system,” the duke’s daughter remarked. “Even a democratic republic is risky. It leaves the leaders subject to the whims of the ignorant, selfish, and irrational masses. You are not really being governed by someone whom you chose as wiser than yourself, you are being governed by your neighbors, who are on average no better than you, and allowing them to curtail your liberties and vote themselves a share of your property. A monarchy or an oligarchy is far superior.” 
 
    “I don’t know about all of that,” Ilandere sighed, “but I do know that if my herd elected its leaders by voting, I never would have been chosen as a princess. I would be free to mate with whomever I wished and lead whatever kind of life I wanted because the rest of the herd wouldn’t care.” 
 
    “Isn’t that precisely what you are doing anyway, Princess?” Elodette pointed out icily. She wasn’t exactly wrong. 
 
    “Without worrying that I was neglecting my responsibilities or doing something wrong,” Ilandere said in a small voice. 
 
    “You’re not,” I said. “Your herd doesn’t own you. You didn’t volunteer to lead them and then ditch them. Besides, it doesn’t sound like you had a governing role anyway. I’m sure they all miss you, but I don’t think your absence would impair the way the herd normally functions.” 
 
    “I hope not,” Ilandere said. 
 
    “Ilandere’s mother rules as the queen,” Elodette said, “but Ilandere was to be her heir.” 
 
    I had never heard either of them mention Ilandere’s mother before. But I did know that Ilandere had been miserable as a princess with the centaur herd, and I did remember her telling Elodette that she was the only member of the herd she had actually missed. So I had to conclude that Ilandere’s relationship with her mother had not been a very good one. 
 
    “Well, she’ll just have to name a new heir then,” I said. 
 
    “My mother wouldn’t approve of my choices ever since I left the herd,” Ilandere said. “But… this is the happiest I’ve ever been in my entire life.” 
 
    “Then you’re exactly where you should be,” Lizzy said in an unexpected show of support. The centaur princess smiled at her gratefully. 
 
    “I don’t believe in hereditary duties,” Florenia said. “I only believe in upholding the duties that one voluntarily takes upon oneself. Like if you pledge yourself to someone, then you should be loyal to them. But if you just happened to be born as someone’s child that shouldn’t mean that you’re forced to do their job.” 
 
    “That’s an awfully convenient viewpoint for you, isn’t it,” Elodette sneered, “considering how you’re always going on and on about the absurd human privileges that you enjoyed due to your birth. Like baths with flowers in them, and maids that never let you lift a finger to do the simplest task for yourself. Centaurs don’t even treat our royalty that way. It makes people soft. And ungrateful and oblivious to the needs of everyone else. It convinces people that they’re special and lets them forget what they owe their people in return.” 
 
    “Yes, perhaps my life was luxurious once, but I am not living that way anymore,” Florenia retorted. “And I would give it all up in a heartbeat again in exchange for the life I have now. Just like Ilandere. If you really love her, you should want her to be happy. If you love her as a pers-- I mean cent-- well, as a friend, not just as a title that you owe some kind of abstract allegiance to.” 
 
    Elodette was silent for a minute, and at first I thought she was going to refuse to respond to that at all. Then finally she said, “I do owe Ilandere a form of allegiance that you will probably never understand, despite having been born into a similar system. A form of allegiance that’s based on the structure of our whole society and is bigger and more meaningful than either of us as individuals. But, I also love her on a personal level, as you say, as if she were my younger sister. That is not a good thing, it’s a liability, because it interferes with my judgment and causes me to be more lenient in my guidance of her than I should be, as her protector. But it’s true. And it also makes me more sensitive to any… risky choices that she makes.” 
 
    “Elodette, between you and me,” I said, “nothing will ever harm Ilandere.” 
 
    The brunette centaur narrowed her gray eyes at me. I knew she considered me to be a liability and a risk to Ilandere myself, emotionally if not physically. But I held her gaze steadily and hoped she would understand that I was just as committed to taking care of the princess in every possible way as she was, and eventually, Elodette nodded to me once and turned her head forward again. 
 
    We continued to slog through the sand in silence for a while as the sun beat down and sent beads of sweat trailing down our skin and soaking through our clothes. The women were in a pensive mood. Willobee wasn’t even riding near us, he was off happily chattering away with caravan members in their native tongue and oblivious to the complicated undercurrents that were buffeting our group right now. 
 
    Shortly after the midday meal, there was another sandstorm. Danazar was, again, the first to detect somehow its approach via environmental signs that were too subtle for the rest of us to notice. The caravan assembled atop the crest of the nearest dune again, and this time, the nursemaids kept an especially close watch over the children and none of them were buried again. This second sandstorm was not as violent as the first had been and didn’t send people and their camels sliding all over the place, it just blew grains into our faces that stung our skin and made us cough. But there were no casualties, so everyone just matter-of-factly retrieved their stuff that had gotten scattered, and we continued on our way. 
 
    Lizzy spat out some sand grains. “Wish the ground would stop trying to kill us,” she said. “First that rockslide, now these sandstorms. You sure there wasn’t a better route to catch up with Thorvinius, Vander?” 
 
    “This was the most direct one,” I responded. 
 
    The real trouble didn’t start until a few hours later. 
 
    Danazar habitually sent scouts ahead of the caravan, although they didn’t really roam all that far, since it was very easy to get lost in the desert and almost impossible to find your way back to a moving caravan once you did. In this desert, you couldn’t even navigate by familiar terrain features, since the terrain itself was constantly shifting. 
 
    This time, the two that he had sent, Khan and a merchant named Yuri, returned in a state of extreme agitation, and they were not alone. 
 
    They were leading two men with their hands bound, one behind each of their camels and dragged at the end of ropes. The men were robed in dark red, they wore golden helms with protruding pieces designed to look like flames, and their expressions were sullen, their lips pressed tight together. 
 
    Two of me were farther back in the caravan with the women, but one of me was right up front near Danazar to hear the scouts’ entire report. 
 
    “We found camel tracks,” Yuri informed Danazar. “Recent ones. So we followed them. Sharman is here.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Danazar, who had been in the middle of a dramatic retelling of a childhood incident in which he had beheld his face in the waters of a clear well once and had the sudden revelation that he was destined to lead a caravan of his own one day, immediately turned serious. “You saw his caravan?” 
 
    “Where is the rest of your caravan?” Danazar demanded of the two captives. They just stared at him. One of them spat in the sand. “It is entirely up to you what manner of hospitality you receive while you are the guests of my caravan,” Danazar said softly in the most dangerous voice I had ever heard him use. 
 
    The news of the scouts and their captives had started to spread rapidly through the entire length of the caravan. My other selves watched Kiki stiffen and start moving up toward the front, with Zembo close behind her. Other caravan members moved aside to let her pass. 
 
    I had thought that Danazar might call a halt in order to interrogate the captives, but instead he steered his camel forty-five degrees right and picked up the caravan’s pace significantly with the apparent intention of putting distance between us and Sharman’s caravan. Even though we didn’t know where they were. 
 
    “Their flamethrowers, do you have them?” Danazar asked Khan and Yuri as they wheeled around to keep up with him, which caused their captives to be dragged along too. The other merchants around them hissed at them and cursed them. One tried to spit on them, but the glob missed its mark. 
 
    “Yes,” Khan said as he produced two long iron rods from his saddlebags and handed them to the caravan leader. “They got Yuri’s arm before we could disarm them. He needs medical attention.” 
 
    “Show me,” Danazar ordered the other scout, who had been concealing his left hand and forearm within his robes. 
 
    Yuri produced his arm. From the elbow down it was swaddled in some kind of white gauze, which he proceeded to unwrap with a grimace. 
 
    What was underneath drew gasps of horror from the surrounding caravan members. His hand and wrist were swollen to twice their usual size, and there were patches of bright red meat exposed beneath skin that had been seared off as well as huge pockets of yellowish pus rising up. 
 
    “It will have to be amputated,” Danazar said flatly. 
 
    “No!” Yuri protested. “Please, I can’t lose my hand… if I just apply a poultice, with Shoragua’s blessing, surely… ” 
 
    “The flesh is rotten, it will spread through your body and take your life if we do not amputate it, so we shall,” Danazar said, again without visible or audible emotion. The effect was especially chilling because Danazar was so wildly, theatrically expressive at other times. 
 
    I didn’t know enough about medicine to know whether Danazar’s statement was accurate or not. The nurses at my temple sometimes treated burns, but they had never performed an amputation, because novices would simply replace any bodies of theirs that became badly damaged enough to require one. 
 
    I wished I could help Yuri, but his problem lay far outside my areas of expertise. What I could do for Danazar’s caravan was help them fight Sharman’s. And if these flamethrowers wielded by the followers of Pyralis were such a big part of their destructive power, then I wanted to know how they worked, and if we could thwart them somehow or make our own. 
 
    “Can I see one of those?” I asked Danazar. 
 
    He handed me one of the iron flamethrowers. It was about a foot long and surprisingly lightweight, and carved with ornate decorative motifs, mostly involving fire. It also featured birds with long, flowing feathers, camels, and warriors dressed like the two captives. It had a ruby inset at each end. 
 
    What it distinctly lacked, however, was any kind of activation mechanism. There was no trigger, no button, no segment that could be twisted, pushed, or pulled in any way. The rod was entirely smooth except for the superficial carvings and one united piece throughout, without any knobs or hollows. I focused on the rubies for a while until I was satisfied that they were really just decorative stones. 
 
    “You can’t use it,” Kiki said when she noticed what I was doing. “Only they can. It’s not technology. It’s a power given to them by Sharman.” 
 
    I had fairly advanced weapons handling skills when it came to traditional weapons like swords, shields, spears, arrows, maces, grappling hooks, and so on and so forth, but I didn’t have any kind of expertise in advanced weapons technology. So I couldn’t be absolutely certain that she was right about these flamethrowers, but what I did know was that if they could be unlocked or activated somehow, I didn’t have the ability to do it. 
 
    “Well, that doesn’t seem even to me,” Lizzy remarked. She had come up to the front to join us by then, since she always wanted in on wherever the action was, and the rest of my companions were close behind. “What about Shoragua, didn’t he give you anything decent then? Like… I dunno, water shooters or something?” 
 
    “Shoragua is… a defensive god,” Kiki answered carefully. “He’s not an offensive or destructive god. He doesn’t provide weapons.” 
 
    “So you mean he’s a useless one,” Lizzy snorted. 
 
    “Do you consider water in the desert useless, girl?” Zembo demanded. “Then you have never known thirst.” 
 
    “I’ve known thirst,” Lizzy answered. “I’ve known thirst and hunger, I’ve known fighting other vagrants for rich men’s scraps. And when I’m thirsty, I’ll drink anything. I’ve drunk blood, and some of it human.” 
 
    “If you think that could scare me, then you have never seen a man burned alive,” Zembo said. “You have never seen your friends burned alive. They just go up in flames. They stagger around. Their flesh is melting. And there is nothing you can do to help them.” 
 
    “I seen that same thing happen to my former man,” Lizzy replied coolly. I was thankful that she didn’t mention the context of that incident and that Polliver and I had been the ones responsible. “Fire is scary. But so am I.” 
 
    Zembo snorted but made no answer to that. 
 
    The pace that Danazar set for the next hour resulted in four caravan members ending up unconscious and strapped to the backs of camels. It was also notable because as fast as the caravan moved sometimes, it always alternated that with creeping along and pausing, not just to enable the people and camels to recover physically but also, we were told, to avoid disturbing the slumber of the sandworms. 
 
    Then, finally, when I was starting to worry that Ilandere would pass out too, Danazar shrieked, “Halt!” and most of the humans gratefully more or less collapsed, while the camels shuffled and drooled. 
 
    The canopies were set up as usual, but the mood was different. Usually the caravan savored its rest breaks. This one was all business, and everyone remained on the alert. The first order of business was Yuri’s arm. The sides of a canopy were let down to form a tent where he was enclosed with his wife and three or four other caravan members who apparently had medical knowledge, and their tools. 
 
    Of course it was not possible for anyone on the outside to see what was going on inside the medical tent, but as we set up a meal, much sparser and plainer by this point based on what was left of the food supplies, everyone kept glancing over at it. Then, a few minutes in, the screams started, and all other conversation pretty much ceased until they stopped. We just shoved food into our mouths and washed it down with water while staring at the sand. 
 
    Danazar had been uncharacteristically cold and silent ever since the capture of the Pyralian scouts, but after Yuri emerged white-faced and sweat-soaked with a bandaged stump and leaning on his crying wife, the caravan leader marched over to the two captives and told them as the entire caravan gawked, “You will wish it were that easy for you, that it were just an arm for you and nothing more. Do you understand me? Your people have taken enough from mine. I need to know where they are. Or I will have to try to exact generations’ worth of vengeance on just two men.” 
 
    The captives just glared back at him defiantly. At first I thought Danazar was about to get violent with them but then he seemed to become aware that the entire caravan’s eyes were on him, including all the children’s, and decided not to escalate things at that time. 
 
    When enough conversation had resumed that it was possible for me to talk without being too noticeable, I asked Kiki, “Ah, does Danazar always react this way? After encounters with Pyralians? Because I thought his policy was to keep running from them.” 
 
    “It is,” Kiki said. “No, this is different. Partly because it’s Yuri, who is one of the men Danazar relies on most, and a proud man, and now he will need to be helped with everything. But mostly because we have never managed to capture any of them alive before. We have always been in Pyralis’ power and now, these two followers of his are in Danazar’s power. That is… new, and I think it is affecting him.” 
 
    “It is new, but it was always inevitable,” Zembo said. “Fire burns itself out, eventually. Water keeps flowing until it erodes mountains.” 
 
    “Fire only burns itself out once it runs out of fuel,” Florenia pointed out, “and it sounds to me as if you are the fuel in this situation.” 
 
    “This is your chance to stop being the fuel,” Lizzy agreed. “But first you gotta make those two talk so you can find the others. If Danazar can’t do it, I can. I got plenty of ways I learnt with some of my old crews, some of the nastier ones.”  
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Ilandere said. “What if the scouts from our caravan had gotten captured? How would you want Sharman’s caravan to treat them? You wouldn’t want them to get tortured, would you?” 
 
    “No, but that’s still what would happen,” Zembo said, “whether or not we torture these two. Pyralis does not hold them to any code of mercy. They terrorize all the caravans that pass through this desert, but especially those faithful to Shoragua.” 
 
    “But someone has to stop the cycle of violence,” Ilandere protested. 
 
    Zembo shrugged. “Fire and water are elementally opposed. It is the way of the world, and always will be. We just have to play our part.” 
 
    “There has to be a better way,” Ilandere insisted with uncharacteristic confidence. Usually when she ventured some kind of suggestion and someone else dismissed it, the timid little centaur quickly fell quiet again. “There are a lot of things that I never used to think were possible,” she said with a shy glance in my direction, “and if they can come true, then I know it must also be possible to arrange a peaceful resolution to your conflict with the Pyralian caravans.” 
 
    “They have burnt our children alive,” Kiki said flatly. “So if Sharman’s caravan figures out where we are before we figure out where they are, you’re about to get a rude awakening from your dreamland, little horse.” 
 
    “Move out!” Danazar yelled, and the caravan quickly packed up and started trudging onward again. 
 
    The landscape of shimmering dunes had been mesmerizing and exciting for a while, but at this point even that was starting to look monotonous. Instead of being a majestic design of nature, a slope at this point just looked like an incline that was going to force us to work harder. Regardless of their elemental fight that we might have gotten ourselves dragged into, I now recognized that without Danazar and his caravan, my companions and I could never have found our way across the desert. We would have wandered until we died of thirst. It was lucky indeed for us all that Willobee had such an irrepressible penchant for cheating at games of chance. 
 
    Three more caravan members collapsed from heat exhaustion before we reached our camp site for that night. Most of those that collapsed revived eventually with water and rest, but two went into seizures and stopped breathing. The caravan paused only long enough to bury them beneath a dune. We continued to change up our pace a little so as not to disturb the sandworms, but still, Danazar continued to set an unusually aggressive pace apparently motivated by his desire to gain distance from Sharman’s caravan of Pyralians. 
 
    My friends and I all started walking at first, to spare Generosity, Virility, Fury, Slayer, and Chivalry, who were not bred for desert conditions as the camels were, and then when the women could not walk anymore they took turns on some of the merchants’ camels. There weren’t nearly enough camels for everyone to ride, but the caravan members switched off among each other and favored the weak and the old. 
 
    When the caravan finally stopped to settle down in the shadow of a dune, there was far less talk than usual. Everyone felt a bit numb and hollow at that point. But the desert itself had grown mystically beautiful in the darkness. The sky was studded with stars, and our shadows stretched across the dunes. There was a kind of silent solace in the desert’s serene indifference to human and humanoid problems. 
 
    After the canopies had been set up and the camels and horses tended to, the caravan gathered together in the sand, some of them holding torches to illuminate the circle, and a cup of honey mead in every hand. Even the children of the caravan were regularly given the drink although theirs was diluted with water. 
 
    Then Panjo, the yellow-bearded man with the earrings that I had first seen perform this ceremony in The Coconut Oasis, raised his mug and yelled, “To Neeremi, the old bat!” 
 
    “May her mangoes always be ripe,” a woman yelled back. 
 
    “May her bunions never pinch again,” Kiki suggested. 
 
    Other caravan members called out other details that started to provide a picture of Neeremi’s habits and quirks in life. Every time, the merchants drank to the wish. 
 
    After a few minutes of that, Panjo yelled out, “To Gilnu!” 
 
    “May he bed a new lass each day!” 
 
    “May his feet always stay dry!” 
 
    “What a peculiar way of honoring one’s dead,” Florenia remarked to me. “Funerals were always a solemn affair, with my people. They would lie in state tended by priests. And most people wanted to approve their sarcophagi long before death, to make sure the likenesses were flattering ones.” 
 
    Lizzy tipped her head back and drained the rest of her mug. “I dunno, this is pretty much how my crews done it,” she said. 
 
    “What were centaur funeral ceremonies like?” I asked Ilandere to include her in the conversation. 
 
    “We had pyres,” she answered. “We would burn our dead and return their ashes to the earth.” 
 
    “Not with my teacher, Chiron,” Elodette said softly. “All of his smoke rose into the sky, every speck of him. There were no ashes left to scatter. I believe he turned into stars himself, to continue to illuminate the world.” 
 
    The stern gray-eyed brunette had a faraway look in her eyes. 
 
    “And you, Vander?” Ilandere asked. “At the temple?” 
 
    “Uh, it was, more like what Florenia said,” I answered. “I mean, not as grand as with nobles, but when some older priests and vestals would die, we would honor them with solemn ceremonies, and rites to ensure that they passed into the Fairlands under the protection of Qaar’endoth.” 
 
    There had been no ceremony for the entire order after Thorvinius attacked and left none alive but me. I had not even stayed to bury the hundreds of bodies. More than that, since many had fought with both of their bodies, and still been overcome. It would have taken me days, and in the heat of my rage, all I could think of was pursuing the Thorvinians with the Sword of Saint Polliver and cutting them all down. But now that we were on Thorvinius’ path, and I had found all these new friends who needed me to take care of them, my mindset was more strategic. I was still going to destroy The Devourer as he had destroyed the first part of my life. But now I had a new life to fight for, temples to build, perhaps in the future, peoples to govern. Revenge was still my primary goal, but it was no longer my only consideration. 
 
    “That’s beautiful,” Ilandere said. “Centaurs do not really have a concept of an afterlife, not the way a lot of humans do anyway. Even if your parts are made into stars, your consciousness still wouldn’t exist anymore. You wouldn’t know it. But I hope that the Fairlands are real, if that means that I could be with you forever, Vander.” 
 
    “I hope so too, but I have no way to know for sure,” I said. “I do know that we’ll be together forever in this life, though.” I kissed her on the cheek, and she clung to my arm. 
 
    The caravan continued to drink through dinner, and even if the night was far from carefree, it was still rowdy and full of laughter in a bittersweet way. 
 
    Then after the meal, the caravan congregated around a square patch of sand about eight feet by eight feet. The same musicians from the night before set up their drums, pipe, tambourines and castanets, but it looked like the caravan was preparing for a very different type of entertainment. 
 
    About a dozen of the fittest men handed off their mugs of honey mead and started removing their sandals and tops. 
 
    “Er, guys, don’t you think this is a lovely night for a few rounds of Sandmaster?” suggested Willobee, who certainly wasn’t about to participate in any kind of sparring exercise. But I was quite interested to see what the merchants’ fighting style might look like. 
 
    Two men picked up light sticks of about four feet in length that looked like they were made out of some kind of bamboo or rattan and stepped into the square. 
 
    At first, they just circled each other and lazily tapped their sticks together jovially, almost as if they were dancing. Han piped a playful tune to accompany them while the audience started up a hand clap. 
 
    Then, the drums pounded out a beat while the sparring match started in earnest. 
 
    From what I could tell, the two men were not aiming their sticks at each other’s heads, but everything below the neck was fair game. Sometimes what they were doing resembled a straightforward sword duel as they clashed the sticks together, lunged, and parried, but then suddenly it didn’t as one of them would grab both ends of his stick and use it as a bar so that he had more control when using it to block, or as one of them planted his stick in the ground and used it to catapult his body upside down in a sort of demi backflip which culminated in planting his foot squarely in the center of his opponent’s chest. Feet seemed to be fair game, although they avoided using them in ways that might cause serious injury, like potentially shin-shattering kicks. Hands seemed to be fair game too, but open hands only, to shove each other or gain control of the opponent’s stick. There was no punching and no elbows or knees. I watched carefully to memorize the evident rules of their game. 
 
    After one of the men fell on his back in the sand, and the other climbed on top and mimed stabbing him in the throat with the end of his stick, the drums pounded out a triumphant crescendo and cheers rose up from the audience. The victor pulled his defeated opponent back to his feet and the two of them shook hands and slapped each other on the backs before exiting the square. 
 
    “Hey, can I try?” I asked. 
 
    The caravan looked at me with some interest, but also some consternation. 
 
    “But you don’t know how,” Kiki said. “This discipline, I mean. Tatatba.” 
 
    “Well, how about you just tell me the rules real quick?” I asked. “I can see that there’s no punching allowed, no head strikes, no elbows or knees. Obviously no blows that are meant to cause real damage. Anything else I should be aware of?” 
 
    She looked at me and narrowed her bright brown eyes. “No adding or subtracting bodies while in the square.” 
 
    I laughed. “Deal.” 
 
    “You can’t strike with the end of the stick, only the length,” Zembo added, which I was encouraged by since it sounded like they were willing to let me participate. “And if you lose hold of your stick, you’re shit out of luck.” 
 
    “Well, who wants to show our honored guest some… hospitality?” Danazar asked with amusement as he spread his arms wide in a gesture to encompass the whole caravan. 
 
    “I will,” Khan offered as he grinned at me. 
 
    The caravan cheered with enthusiasm at the prospect of this match. Khan was a big guy, and I realized when he removed his shirt that he was also even more muscular than I thought. His tattoos snaked all around his arms, torso, and even up his neck and onto the side of his face in continuous snaking patterns composed of densely clustered dots. 
 
    “Get him, Vander,” Lizzy said as she pecked me on the cheek. 
 
    My nearest self removed my leather tunic and stepped into the square. Someone handed me one of the lightweight sticks, and Khan the other. 
 
    At first, we just circled each other calmly and clanked sticks like the first two fighters had done, while Han piped out a suspenseful tune. The stick felt hollow. It must have been tougher than it looked, to withstand all those blows without ever cracking, but I supposed it was intentionally lightweight so that the merchants could hit each other without breaking each other’s bones. 
 
    Then the drums started and Khan asked me, “Ready?” 
 
    “Yup,” I replied. 
 
    He swung at my shoulder, and I ducked and swung back at his stomach, but by the time my stick connected he had already managed to get his in a vertical position in front of his body, so the wood only hit wood. 
 
    I swung from the other direction and Khan knocked my stick aside before coming in with a side blow that bruised my ribs. I grabbed my stick at both ends and rammed him in the midsection which caused him to stagger back a few steps, but he managed not to fall.  
 
    Lizzy and Florenia were clutching my two selves that weren’t in the square with Khan. Each time I landed a blow, they patted me and stroked my hair or face excitedly. Each time Khan landed a blow, they squealed and dug their nails into me anxiously. Claws, in Lizzy’s case. I had to grab her hands and hold them in my lap to stop her. 
 
    Then, I raised my stick high in both hands as if I were planning to swing it like an axe. Khan took the bait and cracked me in the unprotected side. As soon as his stick connected, I dropped that arm and clamped it down over Khan’s stick, with my elbow bent, and my fist pressed against my chest. Then I twisted hard to the inside, against Khan’s thumb, to flip the stick out of his grasp. I raised both sticks in the air as the crowd went wild. 
 
    Khan chuckled. “You got me good. Another round?” 
 
    The other merchants’ roars of enthusiasm answered the invitation before I could. The second round, Khan managed to knock me on my back by getting his stick behind one of my knees and yanking it toward himself with both hands at an upward angle. The third round, I kept trading blows with him until I got an opening to return the favor with the exact same maneuver. 
 
    We would have happily kept going, but by then some caravan youths were clamoring for a turn, so we relinquished the sticks and shook hands. 
 
    “Middle age is catching up to me,” Khan groaned. He was being a good sport about it, but I think he felt a little embarrassed. “In my youth, I would have squished you like a fly!” 
 
    Khan was only somewhere around thirty and clearly in his physical prime. 
 
    I grinned. “No doubt about it.” 
 
    When we bedded down for the night the interiors of the tents were a lot quieter than the previous night. Some couples still ground quietly against each other in corners, but there was none of the same wild excess, and a lot of people just wanted to sleep or lie awake with their worries. 
 
    Each of my selves held one of my three consorts. Ilandere snuggled against me with an air of deep contentment, but Lizzy tossed and turned and twitched in my arms. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked her. 
 
    “I just wanna be a… you know, the other thing,” she said. “Been so long since I got anything in my teeth.” 
 
    “Well, you might get your chance soon, if this Sharman guy shows up,” I said. Otherwise, though, I felt like the caravan was already under a lot of stress and some things were just easier not to have to explain to them. If we were facing a normal enemy, then they might see Lizzy’s wolf morphing abilities as an asset, and be reassured to learn about them. But if the Pyralians’ primary weapon was fire, then there was no obvious advantage to turning into a giant, toothy, slightly stinky wolf that was just as flammable as your average human. It would probably just be a little… unnerving to people who weren’t familiar with Lizzy. 
 
    After a few hours of trying in vain to fall asleep, I thought I heard a faint scream in the distance. It was quickly muffled, and I thought maybe I was just imagining things, but then a few minutes later I heard a similar sound again. And something that sounded like splashing. 
 
    Of the women in my party, Lizzy was the deepest sleeper, once she fell asleep anyway. She had a lot of restless energy and liked to roam around at night as a wolf, so she was also the most nocturnal. But once she was out, she was out, just like the gnome. So that was the self that I chose to disentangle carefully before I crept over to a side of the tent and snuck out onto the chilled sands. 
 
    I followed the faint sounds over a few dunes. When I could hear that I was almost to the source, I dropped down on my belly, crawled up to the crest of a dune, and peered over. What I saw was a tent exactly like the ones that the rest of the caravan was sleeping in. 
 
    I went over to the tent, found an unsecured side, and peeked in. 
 
    Danazar was there, along with Khan and two other merchants I recognized but didn’t know by name, both of them large and heavily tattooed. The two Pyralian captives were also there. One of them was currently having his head held underneath the surface of a large tub of water. The other was lying in a soggy heap on the floor in a medically questionable state. 
 
    I threw the tent flap open and walked in. The four caravan members all stared at me and half of their hands went to their weapons. After a moment of complete silence the Pyralian with his head underwater made a frantic gurgling sound. The merchant who was holding him under hesitated for another second, then jerked him out, keeping his hand wrapped in the captive’s hair. The captive coughed and gasped for breath and retched up water. He stared at me wildly too but I didn’t know if he really processed the sight of me or thought anything of my arrival. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Danazar demanded finally. He had been extremely friendly towards me from the beginning, but especially ever since Amneli’s rescue, but his tone just then strongly indicated that I was not welcome in that tent. 
 
    “Taking a bit of a nighttime stroll,” I said cheerily. 
 
    No one smiled, laughed, or replied. 
 
    “I heard sounds, so I came to investigate,” I said. “Look. I don’t think this is the right way to go about things. These are prisoners. I don’t care what you do to Sharman’s guys in a fight. You should fuck them up as badly as you can. But when you’ve got them just two on their own tied up like this? That’s different.” 
 
    “You as soft as the horse-girl?” sneered one of the ones whose names I didn’t know. “She’s a real pretty little thing, but she doesn’t have a clue how the world works. And neither, apparently, do you. It’s Sharman’s caravan or ours. You think we should let our people burn? Or kids burn? So these guys don’t have to get their faces a little wet?” 
 
    “Their faces a little wet, huh?” I pointed to the soggy Pyralian on the floor. “How’s he doing? He still have a pulse?” 
 
    The caravan members exchanged glances. None of them answered. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I said. “I get that you’re willing to do whatever it takes to protect your people. That makes sense. The problem is that you’re not even going to get the results you need this way. If you torture someone, he’ll just-- ” 
 
    “We already did get the results we need,” Danazar hissed triumphantly. “This way. Our way. Shoragua’s way.” 
 
    “What?” I said. 
 
    “We know where Sharman’s caravan is, and where they’re headed,” Danazar said. “He told us exactly what we needed to know, and all it took was a little helpful encouragement. Imagine that.” 
 
    “Okay, but how do you know he wasn’t lying?” I asked. 
 
    “You wouldn’t lie to us, would you, my friend?” snarled the burly merchant who was gripping the mostly limp, red-eyed captive by the back of the neck. 
 
    “No!” the captive howled. “No, I swear, I swear, I told you everything. Everything I know. Please… please don’t… that was all I knew.” 
 
    The caravan members looked at me smugly as if that proved anything. 
 
    Then Danazar walked up while the captive was still being held up by the other merchant and asked, “You’re absolutely certain of that?” 
 
    “Yes,” the captive blubbered. “Please… I told you everything… ” 
 
    “Danazar--” I began. 
 
    Then the caravan leader moved faster and more efficiently than I had ever seen him move and sliced through the captive’s throat with a slender ornate dagger, more like a stiletto, that he had apparently produced from up his sleeve. The Pyralian’s bloodshot eyes bulged. He tried to thrash for a few seconds, but he couldn’t even clutch his throat with his hands, since they were still tied behind his back. Then the merchant holding him up dropped him on the ground. His foot scrabbled a little, and his back arched. Then his face went slack, and his body went still as the blood that poured from his throat pooled darkly in the sand. 
 
    “You were saying?” Danazar asked me as he wiped the stiletto on the captive’s red robe. 
 
    “Well, at least he isn’t suffering.” I shrugged. 
 
    “Vander, I like you, but you have to understand, we’re not… knights,” Khan said. “Knights? That is what your people call them? The men who ride around in the shiny armor challenging people on bridges? Showing off for women?” 
 
    “Um. Yeah, knights do other things too, but I think that’s what you’re thinking of,” I agreed. “My only opposition was to torturing them after you got them to tell you what you wanted. Either kill them then or let them go. Torture seems evil when done for fun.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s not us,” Khan said. “We’re just merchants. We’re just trying to stay alive. We’re not playing by tournament rules out here. Not trying to win eternal fame and glory.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” purred Danazar, who seemed to have instantly gained back some of his usual coquettish demeanor as soon as both captives were dead. 
 
    Khan rolled his eyes. “All right, well, not by the sword anyway. That’s not our game. It’s not a game we’d win, and it’s not a game we’re gonna risk playing.” 
 
    “Well, where did he say Sharman’s caravan was going?” I asked. 
 
    “He said they will be waiting to ambush us at the Silvermoon Inn tomorrow,” Danazar said. “That’s where we were heading. We’ll have to refill our water somewhere, and it’s one of the smaller oases in this desert, where there’s less traffic. But we’ll divert our course to the Dromedary Inn to the west instead. It will only take us a few more hours.” 
 
    “How do you know he’s not trying to force you to the Dromedary Inn?” I asked. 
 
    “You weren’t there,” said the merchant who had been dunking the prisoner when I walked in. “He didn’t have the presence of mind left to avoid our questions or lie to us. He was just screaming everything he could think of, everything that was in his mind. Shoragua reveals the truth.” 
 
    I sighed. “All right, well, it’s your caravan. I’m going back to bed.” 
 
    And that’s exactly what I did. Lizzy didn’t even wake up when I lay down next to her again. 
 
    I wasn’t convinced that the merchants’ interrogation tactics had produced reliable intelligence, but there didn’t seem to be much of a point arguing with them. Their ways were centuries old, and they weren’t inclined to change them just because of some random guy who showed up with two extra bodies and a handful of beautiful women. They thought they knew what they were doing, and they took it as an insult for me, as their guest and a stranger to the desert, to question them. 
 
    So if they were wrong, and hostile Pyralians showed up at this alternative oasis they had mentioned, then my friends and I would just have to be ready for them. 
 
    I guessed I wouldn’t mind overthrowing another god, anyway. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    In the morning, the caravan breakfasted, and then set off before dawn, which was earlier than usual, since contrary to Lizzy’s preference, and what would have been mine too, Danazar only had his people travel during the hottest hours of the day. Another Shoraguan rule. 
 
    No one seemed to question the absence of the Pyralian captives even though no announcement that I was aware of had been made. Probably their fate partly spread through word of mouth from the members who had been present in the tent. But I suspected that the other reason for the lack of discussion was that maybe no one except me and my companions had ever expected the two scouts to survive until morning. 
 
    When I got a chance to talk to Ilandere without too many merchants around to overhear, I told her, “Stay extra close to at least one of me at all times today, okay? It’s possible there could be… trouble. Don’t worry about it, I just want you to know so that you’ll stay where I can keep you safe.” 
 
    “I will,” she promised and then she smiled. “I would even if it weren’t a safety issue.” 
 
    When another of my selves told Florenia the same, she nodded. “Does that mean there’s likely to be a fight?” she asked hopefully. “I love watching you slay our enemies.” 
 
    Lizzy just winked and said, “You know I got your back, Vander. At least one of em’ anyway seeing as there’s only one of me.” 
 
    Willobee said, “I’m not worried. I have a good feeling about the desert. The desert doesn’t want to kill me the way that mountain did. But I’ve gotten used to you saving my life by now, Master, so please don’t disappoint me if anything does happen.” 
 
    I alerted Elodette about the threat too, but I didn’t say anything about protecting her from it, because that probably would have just offended the fierce archer. 
 
    Later I asked Kiki, “Does Sharman’s caravan usually target oases?” 
 
    “Kind of,” she answered. “Not the oases themselves, necessarily, since those are vital to everyone. Pyralians might use fire, but they can’t drink it any more than we can. But attacks often take place around oases since that’s one place you can be sure of eventually running into other caravans. Otherwise it’s hard to predict each other’s paths, since no one goes in a straight line, unless you want to be gobbled up by sandworms.” 
 
    “We are making good time,” Zembo said. “We are halfway to Bjurna now. Once we reach the town, Sharman’s caravan will not pursue us. Pyralis’ power is concentrated in the desert. It fades as they leave it.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Florenia said thoughtfully. “Are gods’ power often tied to physical locations like that, Qaar’endoth? You seem to be equally powerful wherever we roam. But do you need to stay within a certain range of your altars, do you think?” 
 
    I hesitated. “Well, I never really considered that, I guess because I never left my temple grounds until a few weeks ago. I don’t think so because I don’t feel any different as we move further away from the altars. But I guess it’s possible I just haven’t reached the edges of my range yet? When Luma walked the earth, he didn’t have any limitations like that. And Thorvinius doesn’t seem to be having any problems rampaging across Ambria. But some gods do. Like they’ll be the god of a certain volcano or something and have absolute power there, even over greater gods, but can’t leave it. So I guess I don’t know.” 
 
    “Don’t think there’s any need to get into fancy what-ifs like that,” Lizzy asserted. “Let’s just test shit out and see what you can and can’t do, that’s the only real way isn’t it?” 
 
    “Guess that’s pretty much what we’ve been doing,” I agreed. “I just don’t want to expose the rest of you to any unnecessary risks.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Vander,” Ilandere said. “We trust you to take care of us, no matter what.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what worries me,” I groaned. 
 
    “And we are glad to sacrifice our lives for your mission if it comes to that,” Florenia added. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” grumbled Willobee. “I’m not even three centuries old yet. I’ve barely seen any of the world.” 
 
    Soon after that, the rest of the caravan started getting visibly tense. 
 
    “Two miles out?” Kiki muttered to Zembo. 
 
    “About one and a half,” he replied. 
 
    “We should be approaching from the south side, we’d have better visibility there,” she said. 
 
    “Trust in Shoragua,” he answered unhelpfully. What that really meant in this instance was to trust in Danazar. And although I recognized that Danazar was extremely skilled at navigating the desert and its natural perils, I believed that his judgment was a little clouded by emotion when it came to these Pyralian raiders that had everyone so rattled. 
 
    “I’ll go scout ahead,” I said. 
 
    “No!” Zembo said immediately. 
 
    “You can’t do that,” Yuri said. He was grimacing, although I didn’t know whether that was in response to my suggestion, or to the knowledge that he could not serve as a scout himself anymore, now that he had only one good hand, and Danazar preferred to send the caravan’s best fighters. 
 
    “Sorry,” Kiki said. “There’s a very strict policy on that. No non-members traveling with us can leave the caravan.” 
 
    “Why not?” Lizzy demanded. “We ain’t your prisoners.” 
 
    “Because, first of all, people that we don’t really know could betray us to other caravans,” Kiki explained patiently, “but even if we trust their intentions absolutely, they could rouse the sandworms accidentally, if they weren’t as skilled at interrupting their walking rhythms as Danazar is or the more experienced members of the caravan are. Furthermore, they could just get their own damn selves lost, and then we’d either have to waste time looking for them, or they would just die out there.” 
 
    “Okay, I won’t ride ahead,” I said, “but should we really be heading this way?” 
 
    “Yes, The Dromedary is up ahead this way,” Zembo said as he pointed forward. 
 
    “What I meant was, should we really be riding between these sets of dunes here?” I asked. “They’re kind of steep, it’s almost like going into a valley, and that’s not really a good idea, if there’s a possibility of an ambush.” 
 
    “This is the route Danazar has chosen,” Kiki said, “and I don’t know if he’s right or not, but I do know he’ll be pissed if you say anything to him.” 
 
    Two of my selves were near the back with Kiki, Zembo, and my friends, but one of me was ahead with Danazar as usual, who was still cordial even though his manner had cooled a bit towards me since the interrogation incident with the Pyralian captives. I glanced over at him and tried to think of a way to raise the issue tactfully so that I wouldn’t seem to be questioning his authority in front of his people and cause him to become even more obstinate about it. 
 
    “Would Danazar rather be pissed or dea--” Lizzy started to ask. 
 
    A fire arrow sailed past her nose, hit the sand, and sputtered out. 
 
    “Or fucking dead, you idiots?” Lizzy shouted the rest of her question. 
 
    “Get down!” I yelled. “Turn around, get out of the valley!” 
 
    As more fire arrows rained down, other caravan members were also yelling instructions, some of them in the common tongue and others in their native language. People started jumping off their camels and taking shelter behind them or trying to drag them backward or forward. Merchants with spears started trying to form a ring around the rest of the caravan, but the rest of the caravan wouldn’t stay put long enough to be surrounded. One plump woman appeared to be trying to dig herself into a hole in the sand. Danazar screamed, “Protect my children!” Other merchants cursed or screamed wordlessly when some arrows hit their marks. 
 
    In short, there was general chaos. 
 
    Except for my friends and me. Of course I’d expected this would happen, and we all took the appropriate cover against one of the wagons and were safe from the attack.  
 
    The rain of fire arrows from above continued, but it had thinned out somewhat, which told me that our unseen enemies were on the move, no doubt to hem us in at both ends of the valley, since the caravan hadn’t moved fast enough to have a chance of getting out in time. I could catch the occasional golden glint of one of their headdresses above the crest of a dune, and the tops of bows, but that was pretty much it. 
 
    One of me stayed to guard my friends. It took me a moment to decide whether to leave one body or two, but the sight of both Lizzy with her daggers and Elodette with her bow springing into ready positions made up my mind. Elodette wasn’t going to let anything happen to Ilandere any more than I was, and Lizzy, as much as she might insult and belittle him, had a soft spot for Willobee that had grown too big to hide. So between the three of us, I knew we could protect the noncombatant members of our party, the centaur princess, the gnome, and the duke’s daughter. Generosity, Virility, Fury, Slayer, and Chivalry were also playing an inadvertent part in that by trotting nervously around us and neighing in response to the mayhem. 
 
    My other two selves each sprinted for opposite ends of the valley. If there was a weak spot where we could break through, I would find it and enlarge it, while my other self escorted my friends and as many of the other caravan members as possible that way. 
 
    The scenes on each end of the valley mirrored each other. As I approached, a mass of red-robed, gold-helmed warriors spilled down from the dunes. None of them seemed to be carrying any blades. Instead, they held either bows, or rods like the ones carried by the captured scouts. I estimated that there were about fifty men on each side. So they outnumbered our entire caravan nearly two to one, let alone the minority of the caravan that was of fighting age and inclination. 
 
    As I ran, the Pyralians raised their bows and shot arrows at me and the spear-wielding Shoraguans who charged behind me. The Pyralian arrows weren’t the usual kind of unwieldy and impractical fire arrows that had to be tied with pitch soaked rags and lit at exactly the right time, only to fly with laughable inaccuracy. They looked just like standard arrows and did not feature any apparent flammable material at all, but the instant they sprang from the bow, they simply burst into flame and stayed alight until they hit something, whether that something was sand or flesh. I realized that Kiki had probably been right about the rods. They weren’t some kind of mysterious artifice, they really were just divinely powered. 
 
    I had a divine power of my own though.  
 
    With that many people shooting at me at once, I couldn’t avoid all the arrows. One of my selves was instantly killed by an arrow through the throat, a placement reminiscent of the night I had first met Elodette, and she had shot me. So I sent out another body from my self that was in the middle of the valley with my companions and sprinted hard enough that I had regained my place at the fore of the Shoraguans by the time our line crashed into the Pyralian line. I took no weapons with me the second time, since I knew I could easily get burnt up at any time, and whatever weapons or objects I was carrying did not regenerate the way my bodies and the clothes that I was wearing did. 
 
    The Pyralians carrying rods were now shooting out streams of fire at us that extended about five feet and were as big as a platter in diameter, but I noticed that only those in the front did so, which indicated that they were not impervious to their own fire. Again, they weren’t pressing any buttons or twisting the rods or using any other apparent activation mechanism. They just extended them like magic wands, and the fire shot out. 
 
    I ran, dropped to the sand when I was six feet away, and tackled the nearest Pyralian at the knees in order to get under his stream of fire. I could feel its searing heat inches above me. Then as he fell, I seized his arm to control the direction of the flamethrower and aimed it at his own face, which sizzled and melted into a puffy blob seeping through the cracks of a red-black crust. The same blast hit several of the Pyralians behind him, who screamed and confirmed that fire burned them just like other humans. 
 
    But at the instant that I surmised the Pyralian whose head I had just blasted died, his flamethrower was extinguished and turned into just a metal rod. I, apparently, was not granted the power to ignite it at will. However, I could still do a hell of a lot of damage with just a metal rod. 
 
    I rammed it through one Pyralian’s eye socket as he started to turn his flamethrower on me. Then, I spun with his corpse and used it as a shield from an incoming torrent of flame that quickly engulfed him. I shoved his flaming body at the wielder of the flamethrower responsible, and lit that Pyralian on fire too. Then I ducked below the next stream to whoosh toward me and used the rod to shatter the kneecap of the Pyralian who had aimed it. I pushed off and rose in a spinning motion that culminated in cracking another Pyralian over the head with the rod. As he fell unconscious, a Shoraguan spear burst through his gut. 
 
    My self at the other end of the valley had obtained two flamethrowers by then and was felling even more Pyralians. On both ends, the surviving Shoraguans who had charged with me were backing down a little as they watched me, as they came to the apparent conclusion that I was more capable of fighting the Pyralians than they were or that it made more sense for me to risk death than for them to do the same, since the death of one body did me no lasting harm. 
 
    My self in the middle of the valley stayed close to my five companions, with Polliver out and at the ready. I used that self as a base from which to regenerate each time another of my bodies received a serious injury that either killed me instantly or reduced my effectiveness enough that I was obliged to reassimilate and replace it. 
 
    If I had been alone, I was confident that I could eventually have worked my way through the entire Pyralian force, flamethrowers or no. The problem was that I wasn’t alone, and every time I got roasted and had to regenerate, their line moved closer to the caravan members huddled in the middle in the time that it took me to race back from my central self to rejoin the fight. 
 
    One positive thing about this situation was that the Pyralians had stopped shooting fire arrows at the caravan, since they were now facing each other with Danazar’s caravan in between, and arrows that missed their mark would have continued into their own ranks. But the caravan couldn’t attempt to climb the sides of the sand valley to escape, because that would have made them easy arrow marks, so they were forced to stay where they were. 
 
    Based on the lackluster spear-wielding abilities and low aggression levels of the Shoraguans around me on both ends of the valley, who were the boldest of the lot since they had charged with me instead of staying with the rest of the caravan, I really didn’t like the merchants’ collective chances if the Pyralians reached them. Not one bit. 
 
    Then Danazar’s unmistakable shrill tones rose up from the center of the valley as he shrieked, “Everyone stop! Everyone stop right this instant!” Everyone on both sides flinched in confusion. Then he yelled at an even more earsplitting volume, “Sandworm truce! We have disturbed its slumber! Be still or we will all be devoured!” 
 
    I hesitated for an instant. From everything I’d heard, these sandworms were not creatures that I wanted to meet, nor wanted my friends to meet. But then I realized that maybe there was a way to turn that to my advantage. 
 
    My self with Polliver in the center of the valley planted my feet, seized the reins of a few of the horses to stop them from stamping around, and took up Danazar’s cry. “Sandworm! Be still! Stop moving!” 
 
    My selves on either end of the valley, however, yelled to the dozen or so surviving Shoraguans around each of me, “Pound your spears! Stamp your feet! Make the fucking earth shake!” 
 
    Meanwhile I continued to beat Pyralians to death with their own inert flamethrowers, so that they were forced to stay in action to combat me, and create the same level of ground vibrations that seemed to have summoned the worm in the first place, even though they had started frantically screaming a word to each other in their native tongue that sounded like “Khalanargha!” which I had to guess probably translated to “Sandworm!” 
 
    It was hard for me to distinguish between the vibrations caused by all the furiously contending human bodies and the other, deeper, more sinuous rumble that those more experienced in desert life were able to detect, so I was more shocked than anyone when out of the middle of one of the two knots of Pyralians, a gaping black hole opened up in the sand, and a massive, fleshy, grayish-pink, semi-translucent worm with no eyes and a ring of whirling teeth big enough to swallow a horse whole burst out. 
 
    As the hideous worm surged up to the height of a siege tower and sprayed heaps of blinding sand from its circular jaws, which it seemed to use to churn through the ground and clear enough space for its segmented, rubbery body to pass through, Lizzy remarked to my nearby self, “Hmm. Looks kinda like a lesbian’s idea of a cock.” 
 
    That perspective on the situation made it kind of amusing for me to watch as the sandworm proceeded to dive back down and swallow three and a half Pyralians in one mouthful, while the Shoraguans, and I scrambled to get out of the way. The screaming Pyralians tried turning their flamethrowers on the sandworm, but the fire didn’t seem to do much more than create the equivalent of a painful sunburn on the surface of its incredibly thick and resilient skin, and make it angry. 
 
    The infuriated sandworm, of course, did not distinguish between the Pyralians who were lightly searing it and the Shoraguans who were just trying to get out of the way. I don’t think it had that capability, on either a mental or a physical level. It didn’t seem to have any eyesight, it just seemed to sense the presence of moving animals through the vibrations that they created. However, at this point it was thrashing around and gnashing its ring of teeth so wildly that simply staying still and hoping to pass undetected wasn’t an option. 
 
    I picked up a spear that had been dropped by a slain Shoraguan and used it to try to defend the remaining Shoraguans and allow them to get clear, but sinking it halfway into the sandworm’s blubbery skin seemed to have no effect. I clung onto the spear as the sandworm whipped the upper portion of its body around, with the thought that maybe from atop the worm I could drive it in deeper or find a vulnerable spot or something, but instead, the worm clenched some kind of deeply buried muscle that caused the iron spear to snap in half and sent me tumbling twenty feet into the sand. 
 
    I brandished the broken spear half that I had kept hold of and positioned myself to be right in the path of the sandworm’s gaping hole of a mouth on its next sweep. I ran, leapt down its throat into pure, pulpy blackness and suffocating humidity, and stabbed the broken end of the half spear into the worm’s interior with all my strength. The worm’s interior had a different texture than its blubbery outside. It was harder, like muscle, and provided more resistance against the penetration of the broken wood shaft. This time when the spear sank in, the worm bellowed in agony, and I felt two more interior rings of teeth snap closed around me and sever that body into three parts. 
 
    Luckily, I had other selves from which to enjoy the show as the worm, in its dying throes, swallowed or crushed to death the few remaining Pyralians on that end as a black viscous substance leaked out of its circular mouth hole. Then it finally went limp and looked somehow even more grotesque than it had while still alive. 
 
    “That’s gonna be one stinky rotting corpse,” Lizzy remarked. She was probably right. It seemed like it would take months for desert critters to consume the amount of sandworm flesh that was exposed, and I didn’t even know what portion of its entirety we had seen, since part of it remained buried underground. 
 
    That left only the group of Pyralians on the other end of the valley to deal with, and I was confident that with two of my selves freed up for the job now, I could handle that without ever letting them get within flamethrower distance of Danazar’s caravan and all my friends. Besides, now that one end of the valley was open, the caravan was free to retreat. They’d just have to squeeze past the giant blubbery sandworm corpse.   
 
    So for a minute or two, I was feeling pretty confident and pleased with my sandworm-killing maneuver. 
 
    Then, as my regenerated third self ran toward the end of the valley that was still occupied by Pyralians, what I recognized instantly as Pyralis himself bloomed out of the sand from beneath me. 
 
    I don’t know how else to describe what he did next except as consuming me whole. Pyralis wasn’t shaped like a human or a worm. He was just a fiery explosion that mushroomed up out of nowhere. For an excruciating, incandescent, surreal second, I was suspended inside the fireball. Then that body just didn’t exist anymore except as particles of ash so fine that they weren’t even distinguishable among the sand. 
 
    I sent out a replacement from my self that was with the caravan. My replacement self grabbed a Shoraguan spear, as did my self on the other side of the fireball that was now hovering in midair like a small and very angry sun, that was still surrounded by Pyralians who, however, had stopped fighting in order to drop on the ground and prostrate themselves before their god. 
 
    The two of me sprinted at Pyralis with both my spears aimed at his core. Luckily, he didn’t seem to be able to expand his mass any farther, or he could have swallowed the entire caravan as easily as he had one of my bodies. 
 
    My self that was coming from the center of the valley flung my spear with all my might, since even if it sailed straight through Pyralis, there was no one on the other side to strike except for me and the fire god’s facedown followers. My self that was running from the end of the valley inward kept my grip on my spear and went for a thrust instead. 
 
    Both spears seemed to evaporate upon contact with Pyralis. My self that had thrown the spear wasn’t harmed, but such an intense heat spread from the spear that I had plunged into the fireball by hand that it spread up my arm and through my chest and roasted several of my organs. As that body collapsed half-dead I reassimilated it and sent out an unburned self to reinforce myself. 
 
    But this time, it wasn’t just the two of me. I knew what I needed to do. 
 
    “Guard them,” I said to Lizzy and Elodette. 
 
    Then I ran forward to join my other two selves, and unsheathed Polliver as I went. If there was any weapon that could withstand Pyralis’ heat, it was the sword that bore the fiery curse of a martyred saint. 
 
    Pyralis zoomed toward my self that bore Polliver. I ran harder to meet the fire god. Then at the last second before the heat overwhelmed me, I leapt and thrust with Polliver, which gave the sword enough momentum to sail through the center of the fireball at the end of what had been my outstretched arm even as I was incinerated. 
 
    The last sensation that I felt in that body was not of heat. It was of the hard, familiar shape of Polliver’s hilt in my hand, which seemed for an instant to turn as cold as ice. 
 
    My two surviving selves witnessed how the steel blade seemed to cleave the fireball in half, like the prow of a ship plowing through water. It left only air in its wake. The flames that composed the god Pyralis were sucked swirling into Polliver’s sharp point as if it were the wick of a candle from which he had originated, and then extinguished. Polliver fell gleaming into the suddenly empty sand. 
 
    One of my surviving selves picked the sword up by its hilt, which no longer felt cold, nor did it feel hot, and sheathed him. Then I both stood there shakily as I tried to process what a close call that had been. 
 
    My friends ran up to me, and I sent out my third self again in order to be able to embrace more of them at once, and then after that, the caravan members who also rushed me with happy exclamations and tears of relief. 
 
    Meanwhile Danazar howled, “After them!” and pointed at the terror stricken Pyralians who had just lost their god. 
 
    Some of the merchants obediently charged them with spears. The Pyralians raised their flamethrowers, but this time, the rods failed to generate the slightest spark. The Pyralians dropped them and fled. After a bit of a halfhearted pursuit, the spearmen returned huffing and puffing to the rest of the caravan. 
 
    “Because of you, we will not live in fear of Pyralis anymore,” the nursemaid with the eye makeup exclaimed, and kissed me on the cheek. 
 
    “Yeah, now we only have sandstorms and sandworms to worry about,” another merchant laughed. 
 
    “He took down a sandworm too! I never thought that was possible. I thought those fucking things were unkillable.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you think you can pull that off?” 
 
    “Like to see you try it next time one shows up.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kiki said with a radiant grin as she threw her wiry arms around me. 
 
    “It was my idea to invite the gnome and all them along, knew they’d come in useful,” a large bald merchant was announcing to the rest. 
 
    Then Danazar glided up to me and raised both arms with his palms extended to me. “First Amneli, now all of us,” he proclaimed. “What can I say, my friend, what can I say? What can I possibly offer you now? If you like, you may take one of my wives to keep as your own.” 
 
    “Er, that’s very kind of you, but I could never take a woman away from her family,” I said quickly as I imagined how dreadful it would be to be saddled with the kind of woman who demanded to be carried around in a litter everywhere and never raised a finger to be helpful, no matter how enticingly she could dance. 
 
    “Qaar’endoth’s rightful reward will be granted to him by the Fairlands,” Florenia said solemnly. “Where is the temple of Pyralis? Can you take us there?” 
 
    Danazar’s brow furrowed in confusion, but he nodded. “Yes, if you so desire, so it shall be. It will add another day to our journey, but the location is known to us, although in the past, we have always steered well clear of the accursed place. Do you wish to go there in order to dance upon the grave of our enemy as it were? An understandable impulse. Such a triumph as you have just achieved warrants spectacular revelry.” 
 
    “The reason is much more important than that,” Florenia replied. She turned to me, and her hazel eyes glowed brilliantly. “It is time for Qaar’endoth to claim what he has earned, a fourth self.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    First, we continued on to The Dromedary as planned and replenished our water stores and tended to the animals. Then we set our course for Pyralis’ temple in the middle of the desert. While Danazar led us to the site, Florenia obtained a chunk of soapstone and a chisel from some of the merchants and busied herself carving it into my likeness while she rode atop Chivalry. The little statuette turned out astonishingly exact, if not a bit idealized, just like the life-sized wooden version she had produced over the course of several days in Ferndale to install at Hakmut’s former altar. 
 
    Although the sun was no less blistering, and the sand no less heavy to drag our feet and hooves through, the mood throughout the caravan was jubilant. And our pace turned leisurely, now that we no longer had flamethrower-wielding enemies to outrun. My three-part victory against Pyralis’ followers, the sandworm, and the fire god, which saved the entire caravan from certain destruction, elevated my status significantly among its members. In fact, after that, my popularity very nearly approached that of the caravan’s drinking and gambling champion, Willobee. 
 
    When we reached the shrine in the late evening, it loomed up from the desert. The spot was marked by a golden column of about thirty feet tall. The column was surrounded by a half circle of palm trees, and there was a golden altar before it. 
 
    “It has gone out,” Kiki observed as she stared up at the column. “There used to be a flame there, perpetually burning at the top, but it is no more.” 
 
    As the entire caravan looked on, Florenia dismounted and carried the soapstone statuette up to the golden altar and placed it atop the altar. 
 
    For a long moment, the awed silence held. 
 
    Then Zembo said disappointedly, “Nothing happened.” 
 
    “Well, guess it was worth a try,” I sighed. 
 
    “Thanks anyway for bringing me over here,” I added through another of my mouths. “It feels satisfying to see the shrine and know for sure that Pyralis’ flame has been extinguished.” 
 
    “Three bodies is enough for any reasonable person to ask, right?” I continued from another place among the crowd. 
 
    “So this almost feels… excessive,” I concluded from where my fourth self had inconspicuously appeared. 
 
    There was a moment of clamor and confusion. Heads whipped back and forth. I saw several people counting on their fingers. 
 
    Then, the caravan burst out in cheers and whoops of disbelief. 
 
    Florenia seized my brand new self and engaged me in a ferocious kiss which made the surrounding merchants cheer louder. 
 
    They swiftly started setting up canopies, laying out food, and pouring massive quantities of the spiced honey mead that still, somehow, had not yet run dry over the course of our trek so far. The “spectacular revelry” that Danazar had prescribed commenced in full force. 
 
    One of my selves joined Willobee in the game of Sandmaster that he presided over, and the gnome sat next to me and happily instructed me in the intricate rules. After about an hour I finally started to understand most of them, and an hour after that, I had gained enough skill to start winning rounds against some of the merchants. 
 
    But Willobee, of course, continued to destroy me. 
 
    “Why, Willobee of Clan Benniwumporgan, are you cheating me, even though you claim to serve me?” I demanded playfully. 
 
    “Master, how could you insult me so?” Willobee retorted indignantly. He gestured at his pile of winnings. “Do you imagine this could be mere luck? It is pure skill!” 
 
    “Marvelous skill indeed,” agreed Danazar, who had just joined the game. “But surely, not superior to my own. I have been playing Sandmaster since before I could walk. I will stake one of my wives on the outcome of the next round, whichever one you like.” 
 
    I began to suspect that the poor man wasn’t merely grateful to us, he was also somewhat interested in coyly offloading one or more of his burdensome wives by the time we parted from his caravan. 
 
    “A generous wager indeed,” chortled Willobee, “but unfortunately, gnomes mate only with their own kind, so a human woman gifted to me could never be more than a domestic drudge which would be an unthinkable demotion for one who had previously enjoyed the lofty status of wife to a personage so distinguished as yourself.” 
 
    Another of my selves was sitting with Ilandere and gazing up at the stars with her. 
 
    “You know, Vander, every time I feel a glimmer of hope that I may someday become worthy of you, you achieve something else that no mortal could ever match,” the silvery little princess sighed. 
 
    I laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous. Ilandere, you are as rare and precious and dazzling as if you were made out of starlight yourself. No matter what I accomplish, I will never be able to believe how lucky I am to have you as one of my consorts.” 
 
    I cupped her little face with my hand and kissed her and savored the softness of her lips and the berry taste of her mouth. 
 
    Elodette unexpectedly stopped my third self as I walked by. She was holding a mug of honey mead in her hand even though the stern centaur disdained drunkenness. “Vander, I might not always agree with your decisions, especially when it comes to the Princess, but… I want you to know that I respect your abilities,” she said stiffly, as if it were a struggle to make the words come. “What you did today kind of reminded me of that time when you built that bridge out of a wooden carriage. It wasn’t all about just fighting physically. I can fight just as well as you can. I’m probably stronger than you, and I can definitely run faster. But with the sandworm, and with Pyralis, it was your… strange human ideas, I guess, that worked.” 
 
    “Thanks, Elodette,” I said with a grin. “That means a lot to me.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean I approve of… you know,” she said quickly. “And it doesn’t mean I won’t put an arrow through your eye-- eyes-- all eight of them-- if you harm the Princess in any way.” 
 
    “Trust me, I know,” I said. 
 
    My fourth self got dragged over to a canopy by Lizzy and Florenia, who had each seized one of my arms. Even though the partying was far from over and no one else except a couple of grandmothers had gone to bed yet, they rushed around letting down the canopy sides to form a tent. 
 
    Then Florenia unlaced her dress and let it fall to the carpet while Lizzy tore the clothes off my body. As soon as I was undressed, the duke’s daughter knelt between my legs, took my shaft in her mouth, and sucked it while I watched the she-wolf wriggle out of her dress too and exposed her improbably full-to-bursting curves. Lizzy winked a bright green eye at me and squeezed her huge breasts together with her clawed hands. Then she turned to display her round ass, with her shaggy tail swishing back and forth across it. The combination of those visuals, and the sensations of what Florenia’s tongue was doing, brought me to the brink of orgasm. But before I could come, the women seemed to exchange some kind of unspoken signal, and Florenia released my cock from her mouth. 
 
    Then Lizzy tackled me to the carpet on my back, straddled me, and thrust my erection into her slick entrance. She rocked back and forth ecstatically and started to yelp. As I felt her walls clench my shaft, I didn’t think the moment could get any better. Then, Florenia came around from above my head, leaned down, and kissed me upside down. I tipped my chin up to bite her full lips and dart my tongue inside her mouth. 
 
    My newest body’s first climax was a damn good one. 
 
    And there would be plenty more to come when I continued my conquest of this world.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Hey! Thanks for reading God Conqueror 2. Did you like the book? If so, please leave a nice review here!  
 
      
 
    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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