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 Chapter One 
 
    After another two days of traveling through the desert, which involved weathering more sandstorms and constantly adjusting our pace and direction to avoid disturbing more sandworms, our caravan finally reached the town of Bjurna. 
 
    Bjurna was a fortified town surrounded by crenellated walls built out of a stone that was pretty much the same color as desert sand. I could see people’s colorful laundry hanging out of windows, and the tops of palm trees waving in the wind. 
 
    Beyond Bjurna, there were green grass and trees spreading across the horizon. For now, there would be no more thirst, no more heat exhaustion, and no more eerily beautiful sand dunes that all looked the same and patiently waited to swallow the bones of those who got lost. 
 
    “How wonderful to see signs of civilization again,” Florenia said as we approached Bjurna. Despite her olive-toned complexion, she was rather sunburnt at the moment, but that didn’t hide the fact that she was just about as gorgeous as a woman could be, with the chiseled angles of her face, her sultry hazel eyes, and the lusciousness of her full mouth. 
 
    “I don’t know, civilization seems like a pretty hit-or-miss proposition to me,” Willobee remarked from his perch atop a camel. Riding a camel was somehow, strangely, just about the only activity I had ever seen the chubby, three-foot-tall, lavender-bearded gnome perform gracefully. “I mean, sometimes in towns or villages they have honey mead and friendly strangers to play card games with. But sometimes they try to kill us.” 
 
    “If you mean those thugs that came knocking on the door after we rescued Ilandere, don’t you remember that was after a certain gnome cheated them at cards?” Lizzy asked pointedly. Lizzy had a cute freckled human face, but the long, pointed ears, the shaggy tail, and the hind paws of a wolf. In between the edges though, her voluptuous body was all woman. 
 
    “Well, what about Ferndale?” Willobee asked indignantly. “I didn’t cheat anyone at cards there, and a bunch of them tried to kill us! And eat us too, just to add insult to injury!” 
 
    “But the ones that attacked us were undead,” Ilandere protested. Ilandere was a petite centaur, with the head and torso of a beautiful silvery-blonde woman and the hindquarters of a silver-dappled horse. “The plague had warped their minds. So I don’t think it’s fair to hold them accountable for their actions.” 
 
    “People can’t improve themselves without being held accountable for their actions,” Elodette stated. Elodette, the fifth of my companions, was a muscular black centaur who was also pretty and female, but almost twice Ilandere’s size. She had cold gray eyes and brown hair that she always kept braided back and carried a massive bow and quiver of arrows that never left her side.  
 
    Lizzy snorted. “How are you s’posed to improve someone that’s already dead that’s got nothing left inside their brain except an unstoppable urge to gnaw your face off and spread the plague to as many poor souls as they can?” 
 
    “By removing their heads and dissolving them back into neutral particles of matter, just like we did,” Elodette replied matter-of-factly. 
 
    The caravan members within earshot of us were starting to stare as if they weren’t sure whether we were joking or not, so I arranged the faces of all four of my bodies into what I hoped were friendly and reassuring grins. 
 
    When the merchants of this caravan we were traveling with had first met me, there had been some who continued to believe that I was just triplets, no matter what I or my close friends said about the matter. But after I defeated the caravan’s long-term greatest enemy, the fire god Pyralis, and gained a fourth self before their very eyes by claiming the altar of his temple for my own, they had recognized the truth. That my mind was unified, but my bodies were potentially infinite, and increased in number with each victory that I won against another god. 
 
    Whether I was myself in fact a god, the god Qaar’endoth the Unvanquished, whose temple I had been raised and trained in as a novice, was a more complicated matter. The more improbable feats I achieved, and the closer I came to accomplishing my ultimate goal of destroying the bloodthirsty god Thorvinius who had massacred my entire temple order, the more likely it seemed that I was truly a god… and the more irrelevant the question became in my mind. What I cared about was wielding godlike powers, and possessing consorts worthy of a god, and I definitely enjoyed both of those benefits. 
 
    As we approached Bjurna, I realized that its wall was taller than it had appeared from a distance, probably close to forty feet in height. That was certainly taller than the walls of any of the villages that my friends and I had stayed the night in during our travels so far. Usually, when we approached a new town or village, we would come up with some kind of benign cover story to win entrance without attracting too many questions. It wasn’t that it was illegal exactly to be a god on a quest for bloody revenge with multiple bodies, multiple beautiful lovers, and a faithful although sometimes unscrupulous gnome servant. It’s just that it tended to make some people feel uncomfortable around you. 
 
    Danazar, the leader of the caravan, took a completely different approach to getting past the gatekeeper. He walked right up to the peephole grinning broadly, bowed with a flourish, and said, “You don’t look a day older since the last time I saw you, Huznu. Please give my compliments to your lovely wife and daughters, I hope they too are well.” 
 
    Then, he passed a small jar through the peephole. Only one of my selves was close enough to observe the gesture. Some of the merchants saw it too and had no reaction, as if it were a typical gesture. 
 
    I asked Kiki, one of the caravan members who had grown closest to me and my friends over the course of our desert crossing, “Er, I assume that was a sample of the… what did Danazar call it… ‘courage, bliss, and delusions of grandeur of the powdered variety’?” 
 
    “You assume correctly,” Kiki replied. 
 
    The caravan derived its wealth from trading in some sort of local drug that, as I understood it, was both highly sought-after and highly illegal. 
 
    After he finished sniffing the powdered contents of the jar and using his finger to place a daub on his tongue, the gatekeeper nodded and replied, “My wife and daughters are well indeed. And yours? The talents of your wives are renowned in Bjurna.” He gestured to someone on the inside of the wall, and the gate started to move up. 
 
    Danazar’s otherwise useless wives, who spent most of their time being lugged around inside litters, were highly skilled in a form of erotic dancing that he had once had them demonstrate for me. 
 
    “It is kind of you to say so, my friend,” Danazar replied with a smug smile as he motioned for the rest of the caravan to follow him into Bjurna. “You must attend their next performance.” 
 
    “I will keep my ears open for tidings of it,” the gatekeeper said. The jar of powder had disappeared somewhere into his clothes, but unless I imagined it, there was already a faint sheen of sweat on his skin, and his pupils were somewhat dilated. The two men bowed deeply to one another, and then the caravan rolled past the gatekeeper into the streets of Bjurna. 
 
    Both sides of the first street that we moved down were crowded with venders with colorful wares and amiable smiles, who called out to us, 
 
    “Another successful crossing! Glad to see you back again. Come, look at the new patterns I have devised while you were away.” 
 
    “May the desert always smile on you so. Would you care for a refreshment after your journey?” 
 
    “Danazar and his dancing ten?” Danazar had twelve wives that I knew of, so I supposed that vender’s information must have been out of date. “It cannot be! A miracle! Just the special friends I have been waiting for! Look at the necklace I have saved for you, no other woman could wear it, but one of your dancers.” 
 
    We hustled past them all and waved them away when they tried to shove carpets in our faces, cups of tea in our hands, and drape jewelry over the women. Many of the caravan members, however, did recognize some of the venders, and they greeted each other by name and traded a gibe or two in passing. 
 
    “I’m afraid you and your friends will have to part ways with us soon,” Zembo, Kiki’s partner, said to me as we turned onto the next street which was slightly quieter. 
 
    “He means that we are heading toward the warehouse where we’ll be transferring over our wares,” Kiki explained, “and the people we deal with… don’t like to see unfamiliar faces around.” 
 
    “Well, Vander makes friends with everyone,” Ilandere said proudly. “Even the people that are prejudiced against us at first, when they realize how kind and helpful he can be--” 
 
    “You mean when they realize that he can kill their problems for them,” Lizzy snorted. 
 
    “Guys, I don’t think likability is the issue here,” I said quickly. “It’s a security issue. We understand, Kiki. We’re not trying to poke our noses in your business.” 
 
    Nothing good could come out of our getting involved in any side of Bjurna’s black market, since I had no desire to interfere with the caravan’s livelihood, and I also had no desire to harm any law enforcement officials who were just trying to do their jobs. Or, in the case of the gatekeeper, just trying to collect his illegal bribes while also getting paid for the government job that he was intentionally failing to perform. For me and my friends, Bjurna was just a stopping point on our way to Thorvinius, a place for a nice hot meal, a mug of honey mead, and soft beds to sleep in for the night. 
 
    “I just don’t want you to run into any trouble,” Kiki said. 
 
    I had to laugh at that. Hardly a day went by that my friends and I didn’t run into some kind of trouble, whether one of us stirred it up ourselves or it just fell into our laps, and Bjurna’s drug dealers were the least of my concerns. “Don’t worry about us, Kiki,” I said. “We can take care of ourselves. We’ll miss you all, though.” 
 
    “You’ll have to come back and visit us then, sometime before we’re all under sand,” she said. “We’ll be right here, on one side of the desert or the other, or out in the middle of it.” 
 
    Another of my selves was riding up in the front of the procession near Danazar. That self said to the caravan leader, “I understand that you have business to attend to now that will be easier without being accompanied by strangers.” 
 
    “You are no longer strangers to us,” he replied. He fixed me with a soulful gaze through his long-lashed, charcoal-lined eyes. With his perfectly groomed eyebrows, prissy mannerisms, and a penchant for jewelry, Danazar looked more effeminate than most of his wives. “You will never be a stranger to me, not after you saved the most precious of all my children and destroyed Pyralis, the bane of the desert. You are family now, and you will always have places of honor with us any time you choose to claim them. But I know that you, too, have business to attend to that will carry you into the east for now. Another god to slay, if I recall correctly?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “Thorvinius the Devourer. We have to stop him.” And I needed to avenge my people. Nothing mattered more than that. 
 
    “My, my,” Danazar purred. “Such anger. Such focus and drive. Well, it certainly would not be my cup of tea, but I wish you all the best on your mission to save the world. And if you ever decide to retire from all that, well, perhaps you could come and run security for my caravan. We could compensate you handsomely.” 
 
    I smiled. “I hope we’ll be able to come back and visit someday, Danazar. For a rematch at Sandmaster.” 
 
    “All right, well, just consider the offer,” he sighed. “I could find you many more beautiful wives, too. Yours, of course, are exquisite, but surely four is not enough to satisfy the appetites of a god.” 
 
    I laughed. “That depends on the four.” Elodette was not my lover, but the other three were, with the recent inclusion of Ilandere, and between them, they definitely kept all of my bodies busy. 
 
    “Well, someday when you are craving another exotic flower to add to your collection, come to me, and I will remember the services you have rendered my caravan,” Danazar said. 
 
    I just smiled and nodded, but Danazar’s methods of acquiring women weren’t really like mine. I had heard that he purchased his wives from their fathers like merchandise. All the women traveling in my group had joined up with us voluntarily. Elodette was often grumpy about being there, sure, but it wasn’t me who was forcing her to stay, it was her sense of duty to Ilandere, whom she had served as handmaiden when they were back with their centaur herd. 
 
    “Oh, look how beautiful that necklace is, Qaar’endoth!” Florenia whispered to another of my selves as she pointed to one of the jewelry stands that we were passing. The necklace in question was made of emeralds, and I could see how it would complement Florenia’s hazel eyes, a fact which I am sure was not lost on the duke’s daughter herself. 
 
    “I am a penniless pauper,” I reminded her with a subtle tilt of my head toward Willobee. The gnome had been eager to act as the party treasurer and eventually I had traded him a bag of gems I had brought from my old temple in exchange for letting me break down his wooden carriage into materials for building a bridge. Since then, he had multiplied that wealth many times over through his gambling prowess. 
 
    Willobee was nearby Florenia and that one of my selves, and he took the hint immediately. The gnome was extremely stingy, but he was also extremely eager to impress beautiful women of every species, despite declining to mate with any that were not gnomes, and in this case, the latter impulse won out. “Well, I am a phenomenally wealthy gentleman,” he announced to Florenia as she turned toward him, “and it would be my honor to obtain your heart’s desire for you, since in this case that would require no more than a meager crumb of my tremendous self-made fortune.” 
 
    “If you will excuse us,” I said to Danazar from my place beside him, “one of my companions has taken a liking to a certain necklace that I think we will go inspect now. There will never be an easy time to part, so I guess this is as good a time as any.” 
 
    He groaned theatrically. “Ah, you shatter my heart into a thousand pieces. But we will sing songs of you and your friends, especially the gnome, for as long as we live, and we will eagerly await your return.” 
 
    I started quietly signaling to my friends to withdraw themselves from the caravan with as little fuss as possible. We had caroused through the night with these people many times over the past week, before and after my defeat of their greatest enemy, Pyralis, and his fire-wielding followers. We wouldn’t have survived the desert crossing without their guidance. We both knew what we owed each other and what we meant to each other, and I didn’t see a point to initiating a maudlin, drawn-out goodbye now and causing a public scene. 
 
    The caravan members that noticed us extracting ourselves from the procession and separating our horses from their camels seemed to feel much the same way. They smiled and nodded and sometimes raised a hand in farewell, but that was it. Everything that needed to be said had already been said during frigid desert nights beneath portable canopies with mugs of spiced honey mead in hand. 
 
    Then I groaned. “Willobee,” I said warningly. 
 
    “Yes?” the gnome asked innocently from his humpbacked, copiously drooling mount. 
 
    “Give back the camel,” I said. The poor beast was only a loan, and although I was sure the caravan wouldn’t begrudge it to us as a gift, we were going to be wandering through a lot of climes that camels weren’t really suited for. Besides, camels were rather unpleasant, smelly creatures. I much preferred our five horses. 
 
    “But Mount Ugga is very fond of me,” Willobee protested. He had, apparently, named the camel after a mountain we had recently climbed, a mountain on which Willobee had been buried in a rockslide. So the original Mount Ugga certainly hadn’t been fond of Willobee, and I wasn’t convinced that the second one was anything more than tolerant, although its awkward anatomy did somehow seem to complement the gnome’s awkward anatomy perfectly. 
 
    “You can ride on my back again,” Ilandere offered. “Now that we’re not in the desert and wading through sand in the heat anymore, it won’t be too much strain for me to handle.” 
 
    The gnome’s lantern-like jade colored eyes glowed with delight. There was nothing he loved better than being carried by the princess, although her graceful and delicate form made him look even more like a sack of potatoes by contrast. He patted Mount Ugga on the neck, and the camel promptly sank to its knees in the middle of the street, a trick which no one else in my party had managed to replicate even though we had spent our own share of time riding camels to give the horses a rest. Willobee hopped off and patted Mount Ugga again to give him permission to rise. 
 
    Then the gnome trotted over to Ilandere to be lifted up to his favorite seat, while Kiki took charge of Mount Ugga. 
 
    “Kiki, thanks for vouching for us, all the way at the beginning,” I said. She was the one who had first called Willobee out for cheating at Sandmaster, and then promptly proceeded to invite us all along with the caravan for their next desert crossing. “None of this would’ve happened if you hadn’t asked us along.” 
 
    She winked a bright brown eye at me. The rest of her was wiry, perpetually dust-covered, and weathered by the blistering desert sun, but I was pretty sure her eyes and her energy would remain youthful forever. “Hey, no problem,” she said, and jerked her chin toward the gnome. “I know real talent when I see it.” 
 
    As Florenia, Lizzy, Willobee, and the two centaurs gathered around the jewelry stand with my four selves, the caravan clattered ahead without us, and soon the last members disappeared among the buildings of Bjurna, although we could still hear the faint strains of their familiar voices. 
 
    “That one,” Florenia pointed to the same emerald necklace that had originally caught her eye, after she had scrutinized all the vender’s wares by holding them up to the light and then holding them against her ears or bosom and preening in the long-handled mirror that he eagerly held up for her. 
 
    “Your taste is as impeccable as your beauty is peerless, my lady,” the vender exclaimed. 
 
    “I want that one,” Lizzy pointed at a similar necklace of rubies. That was a predictable choice for her. The she-wolf tended to gravitate toward attention-grabbing fashions and favored perilously low necklines and the color red. 
 
    “Ah, no man will be able to take his eyes off you wearing that,” the vender assured her. The bespectacled, bearded man looked like he was about to burst from excitement. I had no idea how much he sold in a typical day, but I was willing to bet that Florenia had probably chosen one of his most valuable pieces on display, and that the purchase of her necklace and Lizzy’s combined would amount to a substantial windfall for the vender. 
 
    I looked over at Ilandere, since I knew the little centaur would be far too shy to request a gift for herself, although she loved pretty trinkets just as much as the other women did. 
 
    “Which one do you like best?” I asked her. 
 
    “Me?” the little princess asked as she blinked her huge dark doe eyes through her silvery blonde hair. 
 
    “Yes, of course you,” I said. “I would like all of my consorts to be adorned like royalty, as they deserve to be.” 
 
    Ilandere smiled and blushed at my use of the term. She looked over the shimmering rainbow of earrings, necklaces, bracelets, anklets, and more draped across the vender’s tables and said, “I don’t know how to choose, they’re all so pretty. Which do you think would look best on me, Vander?” 
 
    I considered for a moment and then pointed to a necklace of sapphires with a more delicate design than the ones Florenia and Lizzy had chosen for themselves. “That one would suit you perfectly,” I said. 
 
    I turned to Elodette since I didn’t want her to feel left out. The black centaur scowled as soon as I opened my mouth. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” she said. “I’m not a doll for you to play dress-up with. And I have no use for shiny objects that will reflect more light when I’m trying to pass unseen.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s up to you.” 
 
    “Ha!” sputtered Willobee. “You are a veritable thief! Four thousand? No one has attempted to perpetrate such a blatant outrage upon gnomish kind since the Massacre of Lilisgad. One thousand, and you may count yourself lucky that my master here does not skin you alive for your sheer nerve!” 
 
    “Do not insult the value of my wares, gnome,” the vender exclaimed. He gestured at the three waiting women. “For the curve of her luscious lips, for the mischievous sparkle of her eyes, for the silken waterfall of her tresses, I will grant you another thousand… but I cannot allow myself to be seduced into beggaring myself, I have a family to feed! Twelve children! Do you have any idea how much twelve children eat on a daily basis?” 
 
    “At the price you are demanding of me, you could feed twelve hundred brats for a year!” Willobee retorted. 
 
    As their heated bickering continued, Florenia sighed with impatience, and Lizzy wandered off to examine some colorful posters that were tacked up on the side of a building halfway down the street. 
 
    Finally, after the gnome and the Bjurnian vender had circled back around from vehemently insulting each other’s mothers and became cordial friends again, they shook hands on a price, and Willobee handed over an assortment of gold pieces and gems from his purse that the vender proceeded to inspect and weigh. 
 
    Once he was satisfied that the gnome was not trying to cheat him, the vender very ceremoniously clasped the emerald necklace around Florenia’s neck, the sapphire necklace around Ilandere’s, handed each woman a mirror with which to admire herself, and then looked around for Lizzy. 
 
    The she-wolf loved shiny valuables, but she seemed to have forgotten all about the necklace. She barged straight through the middle of the group without noticing that she was stepping on one of my selves’ right foot and another of my selves’ left foot and excitedly shoved a crumpled piece of paper under Willobee’s knobby red nose. 
 
    “Look, it’s the god version of you!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Er, actually, that is a piece of paper,” Willobee informed her. “A meager scrap of kindling. I hope you do not consider me equally disposable?” 
 
    Lizzy huffed impatiently and uncrumpled the paper as best as she could, although this involved tearing it in several places accidentally with her claws, which didn’t improve its legibility much. Nonetheless, it became possible for us all to see that the mangled piece of paper had once been a colorful poster before it fell victim to Lizzy’s overexcitement, and that the poster had featured an illustration of a gnome who did, indeed, look practically identical to Willobee except that his saucer-shaped eyes were more turquoise-tinted than jade and his curling, silken beard was magenta colored instead of lavender. The caption read, 
 
    MARVINCUS THE MAGNIFICENT: THE GNOMISH GOD OF TRANSFIGURATIONS, ALCHEMY, and ALL THE MOST PROFOUND SECRETS OF THE UNIVERSE 
 
    “He looks just like you!” Lizzy chortled. “Like a little baby grandpa.” 
 
    Willobee’s complexion had turned pale as flour, and his eyes had turned a sickly hue. 
 
    “Er, Willobee?” I asked cautiously. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Yes,” snapped the gnome. “I am an extremely handsome example of my kind, whereas that unfortunate creature verges on the downright grotesque.” 
 
    Lizzy, Florenia, the two centaurs, and I all squinted back and forth between the poster illustration and our diminutive friend. None of us said anything, but I don’t think any of us could find a single physical distinction besides the color variations.   
 
    “Er, yeah, silly thing to say, Lizzy,” I said finally. “Hard to tell they’re even the same species, eh?” 
 
    “… Yeah, real hard,” Lizzy said uncertainly. It was very unlike the she-wolf to tell a lie out of kindness, she was more the type to rub an unfortunate truth in your face and laugh about it, but I think we were all taken aback by Willobee’s unusual level of agitation, although we were familiar with the gnome’s vanity by that point. 
 
    “It looks like an advertisement for some kind of magic performance,” Ilandere piped up, maybe with the intention of changing the subject. “Can we attend, Vander? It sounds like it would be something really spectacular to see. Maybe like the entertainments that the caravan put on at night when we were out in the desert.” 
 
    “My master is far too intelligent to be amused by the cheap transparent tricks of a shameless charlatan with the audacity to masquerade as a god,” Willobee snarled, and Ilandere’s huge dark eyes widened in alarm.  
 
    “Hey, I’m sure we could find something else fun to do tonight,” I began. 
 
    At that point the vender who had been nervously seeking an opportunity to hand off the ruby necklace to Lizzy, decided to speak up. “Ah, Marvincus,” he exclaimed. “Bjurna is a town of many wonders, I tell you, but you will find none so extraordinary as Marvincus. If you attend one of his shows, you will witness a god in the very flesh. Do not allow his short, stout personage to deceive you. Marvincus wields powers that make him a giant among us mere mortals!” 
 
    “Yeah, we could find something else just as fun as a Marvincus show, like hammering nails into our eyeballs or releasing burrowing beetles into our eardrums,” Willobee agreed. 
 
     “Why you got such a grudge against this gnome for, anyhow?” Lizzy demanded suspiciously. “Just for bein’ ugly? Cause that ain’t a reason to hate someone. Maybe a reason not to fuck them, but not to hate them.” 
 
    “Why, I have no grudge whatsoever,” Willobee replied haughtily. “Never in my life have I had the misfortune of meeting the fellow. It simply offends me that some common fraudster would have the hubris to posture as a god, when even my master after all the many times he has proven his genuinely divine abilities continues to humbly equivocate regarding that classification.” 
 
    That wasn’t a very convincing explanation, considering that Willobee had never really expressed a firm opinion on whether I was a god. Florenia was wholeheartedly convinced of it, Ilandere also seemed inclined to believe it, and Elodette rejected the idea with the utmost contempt. But Willobee and Lizzy’s attitudes were both more like mine on the subject, which was that they knew I at least had godlike powers, and beyond that they didn’t really give a fuck about semantics. Given that agnosticism, my divinity or this other gnome’s divinity really didn’t seem like something that Willobee would feel morally righteous about. Actually, as far as I could tell, there wasn’t really anything that Willobee felt particularly morally righteous about. 
 
    But I had known Willobee long enough to understand that if he didn’t want to tell you something, then you weren’t going to pry it out of him through conversation. Any attempt to do so would just lead to a lot of meandering digressions and bewildering divertive tactics.  
 
    So I shrugged and said, “Okay. Forget about it. We’ll just head to the nicest inn in town and have a relaxing evening, all right? I bet everyone plays Sandmaster here.” 
 
    Willobee’s expression turned more cheerful. He turned to the vender who was busy clasping the ruby necklace around Lizzy’s neck. “Hey Fanil, what is the best inn in Bjurna?”  
 
    “The Cartwheeling Djinn,” Fanil answered immediately. “The most delicious food. The most potent mead. The most beautiful barmaids. The cleanest accommodations and the most respectable clientele.” 
 
    Lizzy patted her brand new ruby necklace, which nestled deep in her generous cleavage, and purred, “Ah, good, cause it’ll take respectable sorts to properly admire our new jewels. The riffraff wouldn’t know ‘em from cheap trash.” 
 
    Fanil gave Willobee directions to the inn which was only a few minutes’ ride away. We thanked the vender for his recommendation and for the three necklaces, which really did suit my companions perfectly and seemed to please them greatly. Then Ilandere lifted the gnome onto her back again, the rest of us mounted up on our horses, and we headed straight over to The Cartwheeling Djinn.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    When we stepped inside The Cartwheeling Djinn, we found that its dining room was far more elaborately decorated than that of the other inns we had patronized so far. The walls were hung with tapestries, hand painted pottery, and scimitars. There were beaded curtains, and the air swirled with spicy incense. 
 
    But the most distinctive feature of the room was the large raised stage draped in heavy dark purple curtains that took up the wall opposite the door. 
 
    A girl in a long white gown with a ten foot train was seated in a chair in the center of the stage strumming some kind of string instrument I had never seen before that was almost as large as she was while she sang a song in the native language of the desert traders. Her voice was melancholy and angelic, and the rest of the inn maintained a hushed volume in order to allow it free reign to pierce every corner of the room. 
 
    When the song was finished, the girl stood up and curtsied and the whole room erupted in clapping and cheering. I could see many people wiping tears away. Then the girl carried her instrument off the stage. 
 
    At that point, my companions and I found ourselves a table and caught the attention of a barmaid to request food and drink. 
 
    “That song made me feel so sad, but in a good way,” Ilandere said. “I don’t even know how to explain it.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” I said. “It sounded like loss. It reminded me of… my old temple. All my friends there. But the music was bigger than me and bigger than them, bigger than all of us.” 
 
    “Yes,” the little centaur princess whispered. 
 
    The next performers to get up on stage were a trio of musicians wearing peculiar hats who banged out a rollicking dance tune that involved foot stomping and ululating. Then one of them accidentally-on-purpose elbowed another as he expanded his accordion. The one who had been elbowed retaliated by attempting to strangle the elbower with his bagpipes until the third musician intervened by ramming him in the ass with his trumpet. All of their movements were slow and exaggerated, without any real force behind the blows, and they paused frequently for audience laughs. They continued to pantomime a mock fight until all three musicians lay “dead” on the stage amid their mangled instruments. The audience cheered wildly, and they leapt up to take their bows. There were even more tears than there had been for the haunting previous song, but this time they were tears of mirth. 
 
    “Aw, well, we already saw that show for real,” Lizzy remarked. She was referring to our experience with a primitive tribe of humanoids that we had started referring to as drummers after witnessing one of them accidentally hit another with a drumstick and how that led to the violent deaths of two individuals within a few minutes. 
 
    “I wish it had only been for fun, like this,” Ilandere said. 
 
    “I don’t think the drummers were sophisticated enough to have a sense of humor,” Elodette replied. That was a bit of an eyebrow-raising remark coming from her, because although the warrior centaur was quite intelligent, she didn’t seem to have much of a sense of humor herself either. 
 
    “Their demises were just a part of the natural process of the gradual extinction of their species due to evolutionary failure,” Florenia stated. The duke’s daughter didn’t really have the same kind of bloodlust that Lizzy showed sometimes, but she did have a certain aristocratic callousness toward the fates of those whom she deemed unimportant. Which was almost everyone outside of our little group. 
 
    “Dunno what that means,” Lizzy snorted, “but who cares what happens to ‘em now, as long as they keep hunting acorns instead of wolves.” 
 
    “They will,” Willobee said confidently. “We are their primary religion now. The Wolf Goddess, the Moon Goddess, the Goddess of the Hunt, the Goddess of Sex, and the God of Peace, Merriment, and Honey Mead. And the Triple God.” 
 
    From the drummers’ perspective, we had all been like gods, not just me. And we had used that influence, along with a helpful dose of our combat skills, to convince them to stop killing flocks of sheep that the local human villagers depended on for their livelihood and poisoning packs of wolves just so that they could wear their pelts, without eating any of their meat, a practice that had deeply upset Lizzy. 
 
    “Hey, that’s the Quadruple God to you,” I reminded Willobee out of all four of my mouths in unison. I loved having a fourth self now. That was enough bodies for me to watch a performance on stage while also paying attention to each of my lovely consorts. I just needed one more to be able to keep an eye on the gnome full-time too. As for Elodette, I was pretty sure that she didn’t need or want my supervision. 
 
    As for how many bodies it would require to defeat Thorvinius the Devourer, I didn’t know exactly yet. All I knew was that it would take more of me than four. A lot more. Not only did Thorvinius have thousands of followers devoted to him to the point of mindless slavishness, they were all built powerfully, many of them with animal or alien features such as the hindquarters or horns of bulls or red or gray skin of strange textures, and all of them could fight like they had been trained to do so from the crib.  
 
    “Qaar’endoth is the Infinite God,” Florenia said. 
 
    Then, up on stage, the purple curtains parted again. 
 
    And Marvincus the Magnificent stepped out. 
 
    The poster hadn’t lied. I felt like I was looking at Willobee with his beard dyed magenta, except that instead of my friend’s customary velvet suit of either red or blue, topped with a foot long ostrich feather cap and sometimes layered with a mail shirt that was really more of a gown on him, this gnome was dressed in robes the color of twilight that glittered with shards of opal or some other similar gemstone. 
 
    Out of another pair of eyes, I looked over at the actual Willobee to observe his reaction and realized that his lantern eyes were alight with terror. That unnerved me, because how could a chubby little three-foot-tall gnome possibly pose a threat to Willobee, especially when he was under the protection of four of me, Lizzy, and Elodette? I tried to catch Willobee’s attention so that I could discreetly ask whether he wanted to sneak outside, at least for long enough to explain the situation to me, but Willobee seemed to be deaf and blind for the moment to absolutely everything except his lookalike up on stage. 
 
    “Good citizens and itinerant guests of Bjurna, dear discerning patrons of The Cartwheeling Djinn, welcome, welcome,” Marvincus was exclaiming as he spread his arms wide. The sleeves of his robe trailed down to the floor and sparkled all the way. I supposed that a taste for flamboyant fashions might be a common gnomish trait. “From the far corners of the earth, fate has brought you here tonight for a glimpse into the mysteries of the universe. Together, we shall peer into the unknown, we shall reach our hands out to--” 
 
    Then, as Marvincus’ glowing lantern eyes, which as according to the poster illustration were indeed of a slightly darker and bluer tint than Willobee’s so as to be more like turquoise than jade, roamed across the room and all its rapt inhabitants, they lit upon our group, and then more specifically upon my faithful servant as he cowered in his chair. 
 
    Marvincus the Magnificent abandoned his script altogether and fell completely silent. His eyes narrowed. Finally he hissed, “Well, well, well. If my eyes do not deceive me, tonight, fate has handed me Willobee of Clan Benniwumporgan.” 
 
    Willobee, who usually had some kind of eloquent and poetic or at least pompous and long-winded response for everything, squeaked, “It wasn’t me!” 
 
    “Lavender beards, lavender!” Marvincus roared. “Lavender! Lavender! Lavender! No other gnome within thousands of leagues--” 
 
    Willobee promptly changed tack. “It isn’t me, that’s what I meant to say. I am not this… Willamee? personage of whom you speak, and against whom you so clearly bear an inordinate grudge. I’ve never met him. Never heard of him. Until this minute, I had no notion of his existence. You must have me confused with another gnome, sir.” 
 
    “Oh, not so fast, my friend,” Marvincus said. “It has been one hundred and twenty-six years since last I laid eyes on you, but I would know you anywhere, just as you recognized me at once and started quaking like a leaf.” 
 
    “Quaking, me?” Willobee asked indignantly. “Not at all, not at all. I was just trembling with anticipation to peer into the mysteries of the universe, just like everyone else here, just trying to enjoy a pleasant night of entertainment.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, how rude of me, how rude of me indeed to forget about my guests!” Marvincus exclaimed. He turned away from Willobee to smile broadly at the rest of the inn. Willobee seized the opportunity to dive under the table. 
 
    “Willobee!” I said. “I’ll protect you. What do you need from me? Do you want to leave? What’s this guy’s problem anyway?” 
 
    “Not even you can save me, Master, no one can,” Willobee wailed unhelpfully. 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Lizzy snorted. “This is a fucking gnome we’re talking about. No offense or nothing. Want me to take his head off for ya?” 
 
    Marvincus announced, “My dear, honored guests, I bequeath to you the exquisite pleasure of selecting the particular form of justice that I shall visit upon this wretched villain of a gnome, from among the following options. Firstly--” 
 
    Enough was enough. All four of me stood up. “Hey,” I yelled out of all four mouths. “I don’t know who you think you are, but you’re not about to lay a finger on my friend. Keep talking that way and your own list of options is going to start getting a lot shorter.” 
 
    Normally, the talking in unison with my selves trick was pretty effective. When people who didn’t know me first saw me, it was easy enough for them to assume that I was just identical siblings. Well, I guess that had been easier back when I looked like triplets, and even easier back when I looked like twins. Quadruplets were pretty rare regardless. But still, when they realized that each of me knew exactly what the others were about to say, that got them to thinking that there was something a lot stranger than that going on. 
 
    Marvincus, however, merely raised a tufted magenta eyebrow. “Ah, just one mind between the four of you then, is it? A pity it’s not even a particularly clever one. I never had any intention of ‘laying a finger on your friend.’” 
 
    “What are your intentions then?” I asked. 
 
    “This,” Marvincus said, and he pointed one knobby finger at our table, under which Willobee was still crouched out of sight. Then he lowered the finger. 
 
    “Pointing at us?” Lizzy scoffed. “Real neat trick, you froufrou bully. If you got a beef with Willobee, then how bout you bring your sparkly pink haired ass over here and--” 
 
    She was interrupted by the sharp gasps of Florenia, Ilandere, and Elodette as the duke’s daughter lifted up the tablecloth to reveal Willobee in his hiding place. 
 
    Willobee was no longer there. 
 
    In his place there was a small, lavender toad. 
 
    It let out a dismal croak. 
 
    “Willobee?” Ilandere exclaimed. “Oh, no! This is terrible!” 
 
    The little centaur princess scooped up the toad in her hands and held him up while all four women leaned in to stare. 
 
    The rest of the customers in the inn, meanwhile, erupted in wild cheering. Some of them were crying with laughter. After the previous act with the musicians’ brawl, they clearly thought that this was also all a prearranged performance for their benefit. 
 
    “He’s kinda cute that way,” Lizzy said, which produced an angry croak from the toad. 
 
    All four of my selves, meanwhile, charged the stage. As soon as the she-wolf realized what I was doing, she followed close on my heels. 
 
    “Guards!” screamed Marvincus. 
 
    From behind the curtains, six gnomes in chainmail wearing round steel helmets and carrying spears of about their own height popped out. 
 
    I had to laugh. I thought it was about to be a brief fight indeed and that I’d just have to try not to hurt the poor little guys as I chucked them out of the way. 
 
    Then, as the gnomish bodyguards ran toward myself and Lizzy, Marvincus started pointing at each of them in turn. 
 
    The first one that he pointed at grew eight feet tall and sprouted whirling horns like a mountain ram’s. 
 
    The second one dropped down onto all fours and swelled up into a wolf-like creature with glowing green eyes. 
 
    The third one didn’t change size or proportions at all, but every inch of him turned gray with the texture of rock. 
 
    I didn’t have time to watch the transformations of the fourth, fifth, and sixth bodyguards, because by then all of my selves were busy. The tall horned one reached one of my selves first. 
 
    At first he tried to stab me with the now ridiculously stubby looking three foot long gnomish spear that he still carried. I dodged to the outside of the spear and used the same trick that I had used during a friendly sparring match in the desert recently to disarm him, which involved grabbing the spear and pulling it in with the haft against my body before twisting my hips to jerk it against the holder’s thumb and wrench it out of his grasp. 
 
    After he lost the spear, the bodyguard backed up, lowered his head, and attempted to skewer me with his horns. As he charged I calculated that they were about three feet long, which was a problem, because the stupid spear was so short that I didn’t have enough range to stab him before the horns reached me. I solved the problem by running a few steps to meet him with the spear raised at the ready and then dropping to the ground at the same moment as I plunged the spear into the top of his skull right between his horns so that I slid between his legs as his momentum continued to carry him forward. 
 
    He bellowed in agony and thrashed on the ground. For the last few minutes of his life, he looked a little like he had three horns sprouting out of his skull. 
 
    Meanwhile, another of my selves was occupied with the bodyguard that looked like he was made out of stone. I had also managed to disarm him pretty quickly, but when I tried stabbing him with his own spear, the point snapped off against his rock hard belly. 
 
    His neck had the same destructive effect against the dagger that I tried using next. Then he flung his arms around one of my thighs, which was as high up as he could reach, and squeezed. It felt like my leg was being crushed in a vice. I knew better than to punch the gnome, because that would have just broken my hand, but I placed my thumbs on his eyeballs just in case there was any sensitivity there and dug them in with all my might. It just felt like pressing my thumbs against stone, and the gnome didn’t even flinch. My entire leg had gone numb by that point, and the gnome’s arms continued to contract as if he intended to amputate the whole limb slowly. 
 
    So I reassimilated the trapped self into my nearest other body, which left the stone gnome clutching empty air, and quickly sent a fourth body out before he could figure out what had happened to grab him from behind and pick him up. My intention had been to throw him, but he was really fucking heavy, probably close to three hundred pounds despite being toddler-sized, so instead I staggered over to the nearest wall of the inn while he thrashed in my arms, heaved him above my head, and smashed him through the timbers and plaster like a battering ram. I left him there embedded in the wall with his head poking through to the outdoors and his feet kicking angrily inside the room and went to rejoin the fight. 
 
    One of my selves wasn’t fighting at all, instead I was trying to usher all the inn guests out of the way so they wouldn’t become collateral damage. They quickly abandoned their tables and crowded along the walls to give the combatants more space, but instead of evacuating the inn like I wanted them to do, they stood there and clutched their mugs of honey mead and jumped up and down with excitement.  
 
    Instead of screaming with terror, they were yelling things like, “Get him, Marvincus! Show them who’s the fucking boss!” and, “Yeah! Right between the eyes!” and, “Stab him harder! That was barely any blood at all! I wanna see a geyser!” One girl was asking, “Who is that guy?” Her friend replied, “I don’t know, but I think he’s hot, I want him to win.” “His brother’s even hotter,” the first girl said as she pointed to another of my selves, which apparently must have been turned toward her at a slightly more flattering angle. 
 
    “Shut up everyone!” I yelled. “This isn’t a game, it’s real! Get out of the inn, for your own safety!” 
 
    A lot of audience members shrieked in response, but they were happy shrieks. “Ooh, we’re scared now,” someone called back at me with a wink. “You’re amazing!” another girl yelled. “It does look fucking real!” 
 
    At this point, if one of them got hurt by accident, I was only going to feel slightly guilty. 
 
    Lizzy had, predictably, made a beeline for the gnome that had been transformed into some kind of demonic wolf, since she knew a lot about the way a wolf’s body dynamics worked, and managed to get his belly sliced open and his guts spilling out. They reeked, just like spilled guts tend to. 
 
    I hoped that that might finally convince some of the inn’s customers to head for the door, but even though there were a lot of complaints and pinched noses, no one did. “Aw, was that smell effect really necessary?” someone groaned.  
 
    A friend informed him, “They probably stopped at the butcher’s to pick up some scraps right before this. You have to give them credit for the level of planning that goes into something like this.” 
 
    Meanwhile, Elodette had dispatched one of Marvincus’ bodyguards that got too close to Ilandere with a well-placed kick, to audience screams of, “Yeah! Give it to him baby!” and comments like, “Hey man, do you think centaurs are sexy? Cause I think that one is.” And “Those two both are, which I never thought I’d say, but that one would crush your skull, friend. Bad idea. Don’t go for it. Maybe the little one.” 
 
    Another of my selves had already taken care of a bodyguard in the form of some kind massive tusky warthog with a skin disease, so that just left the sixth, who looked like a human man except that he had an extra set of arms sprouting out one from his chest and one from his back, and both sets of hands seemed to be ambidextrous, which enabled him to wield blades in all four directions at once. 
 
    Lizzy and one of me converged on him together. She ducked as he tried to stab her with a spear, got ahold of the spear haft, and started wrestling him for control of it. In the meantime I dueled one of his other arms sword to sword. A good yank from Lizzy caused him to tilt off balance a little in her direction, which gave me the opportunity to slice that arm off. While still facing Lizzy, he battered me uselessly with the bloody stump while I sawed off another of his arms. It would have been a clean slice, since I wasn’t a sadist, except that he wouldn’t hold still. Then I had to leap aside with a yelp as a spear burst straight through him and barely missed stabbing me. 
 
    “Watch it,” I yelled. 
 
    “Sorry,” Lizzy called out apologetically as the four-armed man toppled over gurgling, which left the two of us facing each other over his soon-to-be corpse.  
 
    We high-fived, and the audience went absolutely wild. I stared around the wreckage of what had been a lovely and expensively decorated dining room, which was now strewn with five mutant corpses and had one live stone gnome still thrashing around inside a hole in the wall and causing more cracks to spread through the plaster. The other inn customers’ meals had mostly been dumped on the ground in the commotion. The customers themselves were splattered with blood and gore. 
 
    And they all looked like they’d never had more fun in their lives. 
 
    I had no idea what else to do, so all four of me faced one of the walls, and then in unison with my selves, I each took a deep bow. 
 
    Meanwhile Lizzy sprinted over and nabbed Marvincus as he attempted to sneak out the back door and hauled him back over by the beard as he yelped, “Ouchouchouchouch!” 
 
    “Help me!” Marvincus yelled to the surrounding inn customers. “Help me, you ingrates! I have shown you such wonders! And you profess to be admirers of mine! So help me!” 
 
    “This was your best show yet!” yelled a man who looked human, but whose beard was dyed the same shade of magenta as Marvincus’, perhaps in imitation of the gnomish magician. 
 
    The rest of the audience loudly seconded this opinion. Marvincus seemed to wilt. 
 
    “Change him back,” I said to Marvincus. “Now.” 
 
    Ilandere, Elodette, and Florenia cautiously came up to us. 
 
    The little centaur princess held out the lavender toad in her hands with tears in her eyes and said, “Please.” 
 
    Marvincus mustered up as much ferocity as he could, given that he remained in the undignified position of being held captive by the beard by a woman who towered over him by two-and-a-half feet and spat, “Never!” 
 
    “I know they think this is all happy make believe,” Lizzy hissed to the gnome as she nodded toward our audience, “but I didn’t think you was enough of a moron to think we’re just playing pretend here. That what you think, Sparkles?” 
 
    She yanked on his beard to jerk his head back and expose his neck and placed her dagger against his throat. “Hmm, that what you think, Sparkles?” 
 
    The toad croaked in alarm and started hopping up and down so frantically that he almost fell out of Ilandere’s little hands. 
 
    “Lizzy,” I said warningly. “Look at Willobee. I think he’s trying to tell us something.” 
 
    “Oh, you think he wants me to kill Sparkles in a nastier way than this?” Lizzy asked. “I know they got some kind of gnome squabble that sounds like it goes way back. Well how do you think he wants him done then?” 
 
    “No, I meant--” I began. 
 
    “If you kill me in any manner whatsoever,” Marvincus said gloatingly, “then your little friend there will forever retain an exterior that perfectly reflects his interior.” 
 
    “If we kill him, Willobee stays a toad,” I translated for Lizzy. “I’m not saying I agree with the insult, I’m just saying, that’s what I think he means.”   
 
    “The style of transfiguration that I perform cannot be undone except by the caster,” Marvincus informed us. “Even if, hypothetically, you were to find a magician-- I mean a god-- more powerful than myself, not that such a one is likely to exist, he still couldn’t do it, because the spell bears my unique imprint and could potentially be overwritten, but not reversed. And overwriting a spell is a very imprecise solution. If you wanted to turn that worthless little canker into a horse instead, you could do it easily enough, well I don’t mean you, perhaps, but a magician of sufficient skill could. If you wanted to turn him into a mushroom or a teacup, likewise. Why, you could even turn him back into a gnome if you liked, but the same gnome he was before? Not all the power of the Fairlands could do that. Only I, Marvincus the Magnificent, can do that! And I flatly refuse.” 
 
    “I dunno, that sounds like a load of bull shit to me,” Lizzy said suspiciously. 
 
    Willobee emitted another urgent croak. 
 
    “Er,” I said. “Willobee doesn’t seem to think it’s bull shit, and seeing as he’s the one with the most at stake in this situation, I think maybe we shouldn’t chance it.” 
 
    Willobee let out a more mollified sounding croak in response. 
 
    “Okaaay,” Lizzy agreed reluctantly, “but, we could still chop off little bits of him, yeah? All I have to do is leave him his brain and that one finger he uses for pointing at stuff and changing it. So that leaves me a lot of material in between to work with.” 
 
    I sighed and said, “Marvincus, what do you want? What would make it worth your while to change Willobee back to exactly how he was before-- and never mess with him, or any of the rest of us, again? Just to, you know, let bygones be bygones for whatever it is that he did a hundred something years ago?” 
 
    A crafty look came over Marvincus’ face, which resembled Willobee’s so closely that it seemed familiar, even down to the expressions. “Well,” he said slowly, “I suppose there is a certain favor you could do for me, that might persuade me to consider your request.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I said. “Well, out with it. We don’t have all day. We’ve already wasted too much time dealing with you and your minions. And you better make it something reasonable, cause otherwise I’ll just let Lizzy try her way.” 
 
    “Very, very reasonable indeed, a piddling crumb of a favor really, a symptom of my overly lenient and compassionate nature, all things considered,” Marvincus replied, which made me think that he was about to ask for something extremely fucking unreasonable. 
 
    Lizzy growled. Her green eyes narrowed, and her long, pointed ears twitched. She looked about as wolfish as I had ever seen her look while still in her human form. 
 
    Marvincus took the hint and hastily continued, “I just need you to collect a certain herb for me from a nearby forest. Only five miles from here. I can draw you a map. It’s not hard to find. Really just a token gesture of reconciliation, eh?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” someone groaned. The rest of the inn’s customers were still spectating intently. “He’s going to say the Kanminar Forest, isn’t he? He’s going to say fucking Kanminar.” 
 
    Marvincus glanced over at the commentator and then back to me and Lizzy and said brightly, “See? It’s a very well-known spot. Easy to find. Just five miles from here, like I said.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said wearily, “what’s wrong with Kanminar?” 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong with Kanminar,” Marvincus said. “It’s a lovely spot for a stroll. Highly underappreciated.” 
 
    Someone yelled, “Don’t fall for it, it’s a trap!” 
 
    “Well, most of it’s fine, but there’s a certain area where no one goes, cause everyone who goes there vanishes,” explained another helpful inn customer. 
 
    I looked at Marvincus. 
 
    “Well, you did ask if there was any price at which I could be persuaded to change your friend back,” he said defensively. “And that’s my price. I need that herb. One bushel of it should do nicely.” 
 
    “How do you even know it grows in that area, if no one who’s been there has ever come back?” I asked. 
 
    “Because people used to go there all the time and come back no problem, but a few months ago, things changed,” the inn customer with the dyed magenta beard explained. “It got dangerous somehow, must’ve anyway. We don’t know what. It’s almost like the forest itself just got unfriendly and started eating intruders. What a dastardly ploy, Marvincus. Either you get that herb you want, it must be useful for magic, right? Or your enemies perish in the attempt. Brilliant really. Will you do another performance about what happens to them in Kanminar?” 
 
    We all ignored him. 
 
    “What herb?” I asked. 
 
    “Nerisbane,” Marvincus answered. “It looks a lot like a daisy, except that the middle is red instead of yellow. I can show you an illustration later when I show you a map of the area of Kanminar where it grows. I have all the necessary information in my books.” 
 
    “Hey, how many minions you sent after this weird daisy thing so far?” Lizzy asked suspiciously. 
 
    Marvincus waved his hand in airy dismissal. “Ah, more than the lot of you have cost me this afternoon, let it suffice to say.” 
 
    Well, we’d killed five, and possibly disabled six, depending on the medical outcome of the stone one that was still stuck in the wall. Not a huge number, but as a percentage of the magician’s staff, it was probably pretty significant. So if he was willing to risk that much, then he must want this nerisbane herb pretty badly. I wondered what for. 
 
    “So, do you accept?” Marvincus inquired with a wicked gleam in his enormous turquoise eyes. 
 
    “This sounds like a shitty deal,” Lizzy said. 
 
    Ilandere spoke up unexpectedly. “But we have to do whatever it takes for Willobee’s sake.” 
 
    The lavender toad croaked its agreement. 
 
    “… Do we really though?” Elodette inquired. “I mean, we could just keep him this way, I kind of like him portable and nonverbal.” 
 
    “Ah for fuck’s sake, why the hell not,” I sighed. “We’ll do it.” 
 
    The audience erupted in cheers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    When they realized that the excitement was over for the time being, the inn customers started dragging tables and chairs back into place and standing them upright again. They ordered more food and drinks to replace what had been spilled and settled down to chatter about the events they had just witnessed. One of the main topics of conversation was an ongoing debate over whether the fight had been staged, or genuine, as some people were beginning to suspect. 
 
    Then, the proprietor of The Cartwheeling Djinn, a small man with a mustache wearing red silk robes and matching slippers, hurried over to my group. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Lizzy muttered to me. “Should we skedaddle? We ain’t got no gems to pay him off with, now that Willobee went and lost ‘em all.” 
 
    This seemed like a slightly overly accusatory way for her to frame it, given the circumstances, but it was true that we no longer possessed any gold or gems, besides the three necklaces that the women were wearing. Surely we could sell those off if necessary, but I hoped it wouldn’t come to that. 
 
    I looked around the room. A lot of the tables and chairs were missing legs. There were five corpses distributed throughout the room and the gore radius for most of them was pretty wide. There was still a stone gnome stuck in the wall which made it pretty obvious how the hole had gotten there. 
 
    I still didn’t really understand finances that well, but I didn’t think I could afford to pay for the damages. 
 
    The red-robed innkeeper waddled very purposefully right up to my nearest self. 
 
    Then, he grinned broadly and stuck out his hand to shake. 
 
    A little astonished, I quickly recovered and took his outstretched hand. “Er,” I said. “I’m really sorry about the, ah, mess we made in here--” 
 
    After pumping my hand enthusiastically up and down, the innkeeper used his hand aggressively to wave away my apology. “No, no, no, not to worry. We might clean up some more, ah, organic bits-- you know, don’t want to get it in people’s food and drink and all that. But other than that, I like what you’ve done with the place. I really do. I like to think that The Cartwheeling Djinn has always had more of a distinctive aesthetic than the competition, but now, we’ll really leave them in the dust! Tonight has been such a hit, we’ll be the talk of the town, and I think with a few further renovations, we can rebrand this place as a themed establishment and really maintain the sales momentum. What do you think?” 
 
    “Uhhh,” I said. 
 
    “What a dandy idea,” Lizzy crooned. “And we’re your star attraction, hmmm?” 
 
    The innkeeper’s eyes roved from Lizzy’s pretty green-eyed face to her wolf ears and wolf tail to her ballooning cleavage, and he coughed and flushed bright red. “My goodness, yes, of course,” he exclaimed. He ogled Florenia and the centaurs too. “Every one of you is extraordinarily marketable. Extraordinarily! How many, ah, acts like this do you have in your repertoire?” 
 
    “They don’t have a repertoire!” Marvincus wailed. Lizzy had finally released him but he continued to hang around dejectedly, I guess he was waiting to show us the maps and diagrams that would lead us to the nerisbane of Kanminar Forest. “They’re not--” 
 
    “An infinite quantity,” Florenia replied. “Our acts are not scripted. They’re all improvised.” 
 
    “Oho! Marvelous,” the innkeeper said. “Well, uh, let’s talk numbers over a mug, then? I was thinking about one performance a week, with a starting commission of ten percent--” 
 
    “Oh, we’re not--” I began. 
 
    “We’re not sure yet whether this place suits our tastes, we can be a bit fussy you understand, just imagine the kinda offers we’re fielding all the time,” Lizzy interrupted slyly. “From your competitors and all. So no one’s gonna be discussing any numbers yet, that’s not our policy. First, we stay a few nights. See how we feel about the treatment we get. Then, if everything’s satisfactory, then we might get around to talking numbers, ya know?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course, I understand completely,” the innkeeper assured her as he bobbed his head. “I shall have our finest suites prepared for you at once. What exactly are your, er, preferences for sleeping arrangements? Simply so that I shall know the number of rooms required, and which rooms to equip with masculine and feminine amenities?” 
 
    “Four rooms should do fine,” I said. “One men’s room, one ladies’ room, and three of them, ah, equipped for both genders, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Lizzy and Florenia had both become my lovers almost immediately after I met each of them. With Ilandere, that was a more recent development. I didn’t know whether she’d choose to share a room with one of me tonight or continue to stay in a room with her handmaiden as she usually did, but I wanted to give her the option, just in case. 
 
    As for Willobee, I usually gave him his own room, but under the circumstances, I thought it was a better idea for him to stay with one of me. What if a cat got in or something? I didn’t know whether cats ate toads or not, but all kinds of things that weren’t usually safety hazards suddenly became potentially life threatening when one of your friends got turned into a lavender amphibian that could fit in the palm of one hand. I wasn’t sure whether Toad Willobee even retained the use of his natural defense mechanism, his acidic projectile vomit that could eat through flesh and bone. And even if he did, how much vomit could he possibly produce, given his new size? Probably not more than a spoonful.   
 
    “Of course, whatever you wish, sir,” the innkeeper agreed with an exaggerated wink as he eyed the four women, probably in an attempt to deduce who was sleeping with whom. “Ah, if you don’t mind my asking, what are your names?” 
 
    “I’m Vander,” I said and then pointed to each of my companions in turn. “This is Lizzy, this is Florenia, this is Ilandere, this is Elodette, and… this is… was…. is Willobee. Sort of.” 
 
    “That is Willobee!” screeched Marvincus. “In his truest form!” 
 
    “And your, ah, brothers?” the innkeeper frowned in confusion as he stared around at the other three of me. 
 
    I grinned and said in unison, “All Vander.” 
 
    “Oh, I understand now!” the innkeeper said. “It’s your surname. The Vander Brothers. That’s catchy. I like it. Well, I’ll have your deluxe suites ready for you all in a jiffy!” And with that, he bustled off. 
 
    “Free rooms and the royal treatment, thanks to me,” Lizzy summed it up. 
 
    “We just lied to that man, though,” Ilandere said worriedly. “He thinks we’re going to stay and partner with his business. Won’t he be terribly disappointed when we leave?” 
 
    “It’s exactly the kind of selfish deception Willobee would practice,” Marvincus snarled. 
 
    “Eh, we already handed him some great publicity,” Lizzy said without concern. 
 
    “Our next act will be a disappearing act,” Florenia said. 
 
    “Okay, Sparkles, show us where your weird fucking daisies are so we can get on with this,” Lizzy commanded Marvincus. “We got bigger fish than you to fry. Much bigger.” 
 
    The magenta-bearded Willobee lookalike sullenly led us back behind the curtains of the stage and then out the back exit. In the courtyard of the inn by the stables, he had a wagon parked. It was not a subtle wagon to say the least, and it was immediately obvious whom it belonged to. The canvas covering was dyed magenta with silver stars embroidered on it, and the wooden part was painted gold. I thought it was the most horrifically tacky vehicle I had ever had the misfortune to lay my eyes on. 
 
    The inside was crowded with an eclectic assortment of objects including wands, crystal balls, guillotines, and shimmering costumes in every imaginable hue and texture. Marvincus unlocked a trunk full of scrolls, sifted through it until he found the scroll he wanted, and handed it to my nearest self while he closed the trunk back up. 
 
    Then he lifted up a hollow mask shaped like the head of a unicorn to reveal a stack of books, pulled out the book in the middle, and placed the hollow unicorn head back down over the rest. He flipped through the book until he found the page he wanted, and then he handed it to Lizzy, or to be more accurate she snatched it out of his hands as soon as she saw him pause. 
 
    I unfurled the scroll to reveal a map, on a much smaller scale than the one that Lord Kiernan had shown us of the entire kingdom of Ambria. First, I found the pale blotch that represented the desert my companions and I had just crossed with Danazar’s caravan, then I found the dot marked “Bjurna,” and a few miles south of that a large green blotch was labeled “Kanminar Forest.” 
 
    Marvincus reached out with a peacock quill that he had produced from somewhere and dashed off a tiny red X just a little ways within the border of the Kanminar Forest blotch. “About a mile in,” he said. “East of that creek that runs from here. Nerisbane probably grows in some other parts of the forest too, but this is the only place I know of that has such a high concentration of patches.” 
 
    Another of my selves looked over Lizzy’s shoulder as she examined a detailed diagram of a plant that did indeed look much like a daisy, with some minor differences, such as the red stigma and anthers and the slightly more pointed shape of the petals. 
 
    The accompanying description read, 
 
    “Nerisbane. Scientific name: bellis atropa. Location: Commonly found in the midwestern and northeastern regions of Ambria. Habitat: Temperate forests with highly acidic soil, prefers shade over direct sunlight. Uses: Contains the compound kirinyet, which, when distilled, can be used to create performance-enhancing drugs that increase speed, strength, stamina, and aggression and enable short-term transfiguration of both the cross-species and mass alteration categories.”  
 
    “Any questions?” Marvincus asked stiffly. 
 
    “Yeah,” Lizzy said immediately. “What the fuck you want this stuff so bad for, anyway?” 
 
    “I use it to equip my bodyguards, obviously,” Marvincus replied. “Once you attain a certain level of greatness, attracting a few enemies here and there becomes inevitable. And gnomish anatomy is not naturally… combat conducive.” 
 
    “But you claim to be a god of transgig-- transmic-- transigurnations, don’t you, on your poster?” Lizzy demanded. “So how come you need some kind of drug for that anyway? Why can’t you just snap your fingers at ‘em?” 
 
    The lavender toad, cradled in Ilandere’s hands, croaked loudly and contemptuously.  
 
    “Well, I mean god in the, ah, colloquial sense,” Marvincus said as he glared at Willobee, “but anyway, why would you think that a god’s powers and the powers of nature could not combine to create something more powerful than either alone? You don’t have to create something out of thin air to be a god. You can manipulate what already exists in ways that are unimaginable to mere mortals.” 
 
    “What part of the plant does the compound come from?” I asked. “Do you need the roots or just the petals or what?” 
 
    “I need the stems and leaves,” Marvincus said. “The roots are no use to me because nerisbane cannot be planted in a pot or a garden, it does not grow anywhere except for in its chosen natural habitat. If it were less rare or could be farmed, the world might be a very different place.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. “So, we bring you back a bushel of this stuff, and then you’ll turn Willobee back to exactly the way he was before, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” Marvincus said. “I am a gnome of my word, unlike that toad.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Lizzy scoffed. “Hard to take you seriously when you run around calling yourself a god even though you ain’t one.” 
 
    Marvincus ignored her. “I shall await you here for three days and three nights. If, by the end of that time frame, you do not return, I shall assume that the forest has claimed you, and Willobee will just have to make the best of his new form, which in some ways is a significant improvement upon his old one, and certainly a kinder fate than he deserves.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll go grab some nerisbane and be back in a few hours.” I pointed to a large woven basket in a corner of Marvincus’ crowded wagon. “That a bushel? Can I borrow it?” 
 
    Marvincus glanced over and shrugged. “Very well. It is not very expensive, I can afford the loss of it if your arrogance proves… misplaced.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Lizzy said. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” I said. “There are four of me. Two of me will go, and if I lose those bodies, I can easily just replace them. But you only have one body. So I’m not taking you somewhere that supposedly no one comes back out of.” 
 
    “It’s just another forest,” Lizzy said. “Humans only fear forests because they don’t understand the wild things there, but I do. I’m one of them. People are probably just getting munched by bears or something. And past a certain time of night, bears run the other way when they see me coming. So let’s just wait a few hours and then head out, and you can just try to keep up with me.” 
 
    “I’d really rather go by myself,” I said. “Just in case it’s something worse than bears.” 
 
    “Don’t care how much of a badass you are or whether you’re a fucking god, you still don’t know the forest like I do,” Lizzy said stubbornly. “I seen the map too. So I’m going whether you like it or not, all you can choose is whether we go together or not.” 
 
    I knew the she-wolf wasn’t bluffing. She was loyal to me, but not necessarily obedient, as Florenia and Ilandere were. And once she set her mind on something she could be stubborn as hell. At the drummer encampment, she had run off to provoke the drummers into a fight against my wishes, and managed to kill half of them and get herself tangled up in a net trap before I caught up with her. 
 
    I sighed and gave in. “All right. We’ll go together in a few hours, once it’s dark enough for you to morph.” 
 
    “If Lizzy is going to accompany you, then so shall I,” Florenia said. 
 
    “Me too,” Ilandere said. 
 
    “You two would be useless,” Elodette said rather rudely but not inaccurately, “but I could be of help, so it would make more sense for me to go.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” I said. “I want you three to help me by staying here and looking after Willobee. Also, two of me will be staying right here with you. So you won’t even miss me. But Lizzy is going to be in her wolf form, so we’re going to be moving fast. It would just slow down the mission if everyone tagged along.” 
 
    Florenia narrowed her hazel eyes and calculated for a moment. I knew she didn’t want to be outdone by Lizzy or for her devotion to me and my quest to be in any doubt, but I knew she also wasn’t displeased by the prospect of just spending the night in one of The Cartwheeling Djinn’s deluxe suites with one of my selves, rather than tramping around the forest in a big group. Eventually she said, “As you wish, Qaar’endoth.” 
 
    “I know the forest even better than the wolf does,” Elodette said. “She roams there, but I lived there.” 
 
    “You lived in one small forest, I’ve visited a bunch of them,” Lizzy retorted. “And I go alone. You always hung around in a big herd. And--” 
 
    “Hey hey hey, it’s not a contest,” I said. “It’s just a matter of where everyone can be the most useful. And Elodette, I’d like it if you could stay here and be available to guard Willobee.” 
 
    That wasn’t just a pretext. With only two of me at the inn, if one were to happen to get distracted with Florenia, and the other were to happen to get distracted with Ilandere, well… I didn’t want to leave my little lavender toad buddy unattended in his vulnerable state. 
 
    “I’m not a babysitter,” Elodette grumbled, but she shrugged her well-muscled shoulders. “Well, I guess I don’t care who picks your stupid flowers. So if you want me to stay here I will.” 
 
    So it was settled. We left a sulking Marvincus in his wagon alone and headed out to wander the colorful streets of Bjurna for a few hours. 
 
    We sampled spices, watched fire-swallowers and snake charmers with dazzling talents that nonetheless could not compare to those demonstrated by Danazar’s caravan members during the magical nights of our desert crossing, and admired the towering graceful palm trees and the ancient fortified walls and watchtowers of the city. Ever since Willobee had turned into a toad and the pouch of gems and other gambling winnings that he carried had been lost into thin air, we had no currency with which to buy anything that the venders attempted to push on us, but the women seemed content with just looking and touching, especially since they already had their necklaces, which shimmered even more bewitchingly by moonlight as darkness fell than they had by sunlight during the afternoon.  
 
    Eventually we found our way back to The Cartwheeling Djinn, where we were hailed as returning heroes by the other customers, since many of them had been present for our earlier “performance” with Marvincus’ bodyguards. The stone gnome I had stuck in the wall that seemed to have been forgotten by all was by now loudly snoring in a manner reminiscent of Willobee. 
 
    The innkeeper’s eyes lit up with eagerness when he saw us, and he actually chortled and rubbed his hands together when he saw what an enthusiastic response we had elicited from his other customers. He promptly gave orders for the kitchen’s finest dishes to be prepared and had vast quantities of honey mead poured for us, which I knew must be infuriating for Willobee in his present form with his greatly reduced drinking capacity. I poured him a little saucer of mead, expecting him to lap it with his tongue, but instead he climbed in and submerged his whole fat warty little lavender body into it as if it were a bath. Florenia informed us that she had read in a scientific treatise that toads did not drink with their mouths, but absorbed liquid through their skin to stay hydrated. 
 
    By the time we had drunk and eaten our fill, I looked over at Lizzy questioningly, and she nodded and winked. 
 
    “Well then,” I said the rest of the group. “We’ll be back shortly. Stay out of trouble, make sure Marvincus doesn’t try to pull any funny shit while we’re gone, and, ah, don’t lose Willobee please.” 
 
    Florenia gingerly plucked the sopping wet and barely conscious looking toad out of the saucer of mead. “Hmm. I think he’s had enough now. I suspect he may have underestimated the rate of absorption.” 
 
    “Oh no!” Ilandere exclaimed. “Will he be all right?” 
 
    “Course he will,” Lizzy scoffed. “If Willobee could die of alcohol poisoning, then he woulda died hundreds of years ago. Just put him in your pocket or something. But don’t let him barf or it’ll eat a hole in the fabric, and he’ll fall out.” 
 
    “…On that note,” I said. 
 
    Lizzy linked arms with two of me, one on each side, and we slipped out of the dim and raucous inn. We brought Marvincus’ basket, which I had been keeping under the table, along with us. 
 
    Lizzy didn’t morph right away, since first of all a four-hundred-pound wolf was likely to attract some unwanted attention trotting through the middle of town, and second of all I thought it was best for us to both have a little time to digest dinner before we started what was bound to be a pretty fast-paced run. Even when I asked Lizzy to keep it to a slow jog, she loved the fact that she could outpace me in her wolf form and could never resist showing off a little, which resulted in us moving at a sprinting speed that very few humans would be able to attain, let alone maintain. 
 
    Instead we just strolled toward the edge of town arm-in-arm. Lizzy attracted some strange looks and lewd remarks for apparently being the shared paramour of two identical twins, although people probably would have stared even more if they understood the actual situation. If I had been with Ilandere or Florenia, I probably would have gotten more defensive about it, but Lizzy wasn’t fazed at all by the attention from strangers. She just shouted out even more vulgar retorts or blew the hecklers ironic kisses and seemed, all in all, to be kind of getting a kick out of it, so I just made sure they kept their physical distance and didn’t worry about it otherwise.  
 
    Then, when we reached the gates of the town, the gatekeeper also looked at us funny when we requested to leave, but he didn’t say anything more than, “Safer inside than out, this time of night.” before gesturing to his companion to raise the gates for us. I guessed that it didn’t really matter to Bjurna who left, it just mattered who entered. 
 
    Once we were out of sight of the guards posted at Bjurna’s towers, Lizzy stripped off her red dress, neatly folded it up, and put it behind a distinctively shaped rock, along with the daggers she always wore strapped to her thighs. The ruby necklace, she buried under the dirt. 
 
    Lizzy’s mostly human body had the most magnificently improbable proportions I’d ever seen. Breasts like ripe melons and as big, round, and firm an ass as you could ask for, but everything else was corded with lean muscle, especially her long, athletic legs. When Lizzy was fully clothed, you kind of expected her to be soft and plump, based on the way her curves bulged through. But when she wasn’t, you realized that you got the best of both worlds.   
 
    I couldn’t resist reaching out and pulling her into my nearest self for a squeeze. Her breasts pushed up against my chest, and she ground her hips against mine. “Morph, now,” I growled in her long, pointed ear. “I want to get this nerisbane thing done with, and this is too… distracting.” 
 
    Lizzy laughed and kissed my jaw as she demanded, “Sure that’s really what you want?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I groaned even though my body clearly begged to differ. 
 
    Then my erection along with the rest of me got squashed beneath a mountain of musty smelling fur. Lizzy licked my whole face with a slobbery and decidedly unsexy tongue. Then she hopped off and stood there wagging her tail as I said, “Ow,” and picked myself up. 
 
    As soon as I was on my feet again Lizzy sprinted off in the direction of Kanminar. I both huffed and puffed after her and started to get a side ache in one of my stomachs, and a shin splint in one of my other self’s legs. Then as the giant she-wolf started to leave me behind, I started alternating between reassimilating each of my bodies and then sending it out again as far ahead as I could, which was only about the same distance as my six feet of height, but moving by jumps like that enabled me to keep up. The only issue with that was that whenever I reassimilated I lost all objects that I was carrying into the void, and the only ones that reappeared along with my replacement selves were my clothes, so I wasn’t going to have any weapons when we arrived at Kanminar. But I was sure I could improvise something. 
 
    Lizzy noticed what I was doing and barked with laughter. 
 
    “Shut up,” I yelled. “You have four legs, I only have two! Well, I mean I kind of have four right now too, but in a different way. You know what I mean.” 
 
    It grew darker and darker as we traveled, but we both knew the way from the map that Marvincus had shown us, and Lizzy’s navigational capabilities, especially when she was in her wolf form, were so keen that I eventually I stopped thinking about it at all and just followed the pale tawny blur of fur through the night. 
 
    When we reached Kanminar, it didn’t look quite like any forest that I had ever seen before. The trees were large with spreading branches, but their trunks were a ghostly white, and their large, raggedy-shaped leaves were a dark berry juice color, which created a somewhat unearthly effect. There wasn’t much birdsong, but I could hear a few harsh caws here and there.  
 
    As we entered into the shadow of the forest’s canopy and slowed to a walk, I asked Lizzy, “Think Marvincus really expects us to bring back nerisbane? Or was he just sending us here expecting us to get killed?” 
 
    Lizzy made a noncommittal grunt. 
 
    “Well, if there doesn’t turn out to be any nerisbane here,” I said, “or if we get ambushed by a bunch of fucking gnomes or something, then when we get back, we’ll just try out some nonlethal torture methods to make him turn Willobee back.” 
 
    Lizzy made an enthusiastic growl. 
 
    “What do you think Willobee did to that guy anyway to piss him off so badly?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    Lizzy grunted to indicate that she had no idea, but it could be anything. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s true,” I agreed. Despite spending nearly every hour of the day with him, both waking and sleeping, the gnome remained a mystery to us all. “Think they’re related somehow? Or that all gnomes just look that much alike? I didn’t get that good of a look at those bodyguards before Marvincus changed them, but they looked pretty similar too.” 
 
    Lizzy made a contemptuous noise that I couldn’t really decipher in any specific sense. 
 
    “And what do you think could possibly be so dangerous in these woods that all the Bjurnians who go here keep vanishing?” I asked. 
 
    Lizzy gave an unconcerned hum. 
 
    After a few more minutes of walking in silence, the she-wolf suddenly raised her snout as her ears pricked up, and she growled in warning. 
 
    Both of my selves prepared for an encounter. I picked up a heavy stick, and I picked up a rock about the size of my fist. 
 
    Then a large gray wolf came charging out of the trees. 
 
    It came straight up to us. It looked smaller and smaller in comparison as it approached Lizzy until it looked miniature by the time it craned its head to touch snouts with her so that they could sniff each other. They circled each other a few times. Then the gray wolf flopped down in front of my friend and rolled over with its belly up as it whined with excitement. 
 
    Lizzy made a deep chortling sound and nudged the other wolf gently until it stood back up and stared up at her adoringly with its tail wagging. 
 
    “Hmm, I wonder if it lost its pack?” I asked. The wolf glanced over at both of me for a second without any sign of interest and then immediately turned back to Lizzy. 
 
    Then a black wolf emerged from the trees to our left, and another gray one close behind it. About ten wolves slunk cautiously or trotted happily into view to introduce themselves to Lizzy, whom they all immediately acknowledged as the dominant individual, given that she was roughly three times the size of their largest pack member. Lizzy rumbled with contentment. I knew she loved being the alpha. As for the other, normal wolves, they just seemed pretty impressed with the fact of her existence. And they seemed to accept that she had only friendly intentions toward them and looked as relaxed as pet dogs in her presence. Some of them growled at the sight and smell of my human selves, but Lizzy communicated to them somehow not to worry about me, and they backed down. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned,” I said. “Have these guys recently claimed this territory? Are they the ones who’ve been eating all the humans that show up here? Can you ask them that?” 
 
    Lizzy did. After an exchange of various wolf noises and some pacing and whining on the part of the local pack, she turned back to me and shook her enormous shaggy head. 
 
    “Well, what’s happening to the Bjurnians then?” I asked. “Do they know what’s going on?” 
 
    Lizzy nodded. 
 
    I was tempted to ask her to change back so that she would be able to explain to me what exactly the wolves had said, but I thought better of it. They might not like her so much or recognize her as the same person in her human form, and then we’d be in trouble. 
 
    “Er, is there a way they can show us?” I asked. 
 
    A large gray wolf, I think the one that had been the first to run up to Lizzy, came up to me and nudged my hand. Not in a friendly way nor an unfriendly way either, just in a matter-of-fact way. Then he trotted off. Lizzy slunk after him and took only one step for each of his three. 
 
    “Oh, okay,” I said and both of my selves followed after them. 
 
    I glanced back at the other wolves, who stayed put exactly where they were instead of coming with us. I didn’t know all that much about wolf body language, especially since Lizzy’s was human-inflected and therefore probably not an accurate reflection of the species as a whole, but they seemed a bit sorry to see her go, and also, unless I imagined it, somewhat concerned. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, back at the inn, my other two selves were still at the same table with Florenia, Ilandere, Elodette, and Willobee, who was asleep by then and somehow managing to snore, even though as far as I knew, toads weren’t supposed to snore. 
 
    We were sipping on coffee and nibbling pastries, all of it graciously provided for free by the staff at the instructions of the innkeeper. I had been keeping my companions updated on everything that Lizzy and I were up to. 
 
    “I can’t imagine how terrible it would be to love a normal hero,” Ilandere remarked. “One that went off and left you to go on all kinds of dangerous adventures, and you’d never know if he were coming back or not. I’m so glad that you can stay right here with us at the same time like this.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’m glad I can be here too.” 
 
    “But you don’t always need to protect us,” Florenia said. “I know there will come times when you need all of your selves at once. Like to battle Thorvinius. And that quest is far more important than us, so you shouldn’t feel bad about leaving us then. Or bringing us with you to be useful in whatever way we can.” 
 
    “I hope I never have to choose between protecting all of you and following my quest,” I replied. “And as long as I continue gaining more bodies, I never will.” 
 
    “I protected Ilandere all her life before you ever came along,” Elodette scoffed. I wondered if she was exaggerating a bit, since Elodette didn’t look much more than a few years older than Ilandere. Then again, I could very much picture the fierce centaur proudly standing guard over an infant with some kind of weapon in hand while she herself was still just a toddler. “Don’t think we’ve suddenly become dependent on a human man for protection now, just because the Princess is… foolishly besotted with you.” 
 
    “I don’t think that,” I said. “But, I’ve also brought you all into the path of new dangers that you never would have been exposed to in your previous lives before I showed up. So I do have certain responsibilities to look out for you.” 
 
    “Like you looked out for Willobee, you mean?” Elodette asked with a smirk on her face as the lavender toad continued to emit shrill snores on the tabletop. Florenia and Ilandere both had to giggle a bit at the sight of him. Thankfully, he was unconscious and would never have to know about the latest insult to his dignity. 
 
    “Hey, I’m fixing that right now, as we speak,” I reminded her through gritted teeth. 
 
    Lizzy and I continued to follow the gray wolf through the woods of Kanminar. Luckily enough, he seemed to be heading in the same direction as the red X that Marvincus had drawn for us on the map to mark the spot where the nerisbane grew thickest. 
 
    Then, after another half a mile or so, I spotted the first patch of nerisbane. The flowers looked like daisies at first, pale against the dark forest floor in the moonlight, but then as we got closer I realized that their centers were red, and their petals were sharply pointed, just like the illustration in the gnome magician’s book. 
 
    “Lizzy, look,” I said and patted her flank to get her attention as I pointed at the flowers underfoot. 
 
    Lizzy twitched her pointed ears and nodded her large head, but she didn’t pause in following our guide. She was right. We needed to see whatever it was the wolf had to show us first, then we could return to fill Marvincus’ basket for him. 
 
    We continued to tread through more patches of nerisbane. I was relieved that at least Marvincus hadn’t been lying about the herb growing here. Soon we’d be able to give him what he wanted and force him to change poor Willobee back into his rightful form. 
 
    Then, the wolf stopped in his tracks and nudged Lizzy. Lizzy nudged him back. Then she beckoned to me to follow with her snout and continued on, while the wolf sank onto his haunches and watched us pass him by. 
 
    That didn’t really seem like a good sign to me, but if Lizzy trusted the wolf, I trusted her judgment as far as wild animals were concerned. With humans, it got a bit more questionable sometimes. 
 
    After another few hundred yards, I realized why the wolf hadn’t wanted to continue on with us. 
 
    Rising into the night silhouetted against the moon on top of a small hill was the stark outline of a watchtower constructed from wood. It stood over a small camp that was encircled by sharpened wooden stakes. Unlike the stake fence at the drummer camp, this one had been well built, and the stakes were densely packed together. 
 
    We were only a few hundred feet away from this little fortified camp. I both dropped down on my bellies and tugged on Lizzy’s tail to get her to do the same, although even in a prone position she didn’t exactly blend into the line of the ground. 
 
    “Who do you think that is?” I asked. “Think they can see us from here?” 
 
    Lizzy sniffed the air and growled as if she didn’t like what she smelled. Then she sniffed again as if she were trying to find out more, or were smelling something unfamiliar that she couldn’t easily identify. 
 
    Then, the first arrow plunged into one of my shoulders. I reassimilated that self and sent out another intact one as the gate of the fence opened and eight creatures sprinted in our direction. 
 
    They looked just like Marvincus’ bodyguards, post-transformation, or transfiguration as he called it. Not that there was really one specific look to them, but they were a motley crew of part-beast, part-man, superpowered fighting machines.  
 
    That reminded me of something else, too. 
 
    The army that had attacked the temple of Qaar’endoth one night about a month ago in the middle of the night, stormed our walls, and slaughtered every single person I had grown up with, my teachers, my mentors, my friends. 
 
    The army of Thorvinius the Devourer.  
 
    Among its ranks, I remembered the half-bull commander, I remembered a gray-skinned troll-looking type, I remembered a red-skinned one, I remembered others that had been quadrupeds, that had had horns, claws, tails. And I remembered how all of my fellow novices who had been trained daily to use both of their bodies in tandem to their fullest effect in combat, and all the priests and the vestals who had taught us everything we knew, besides what we’d figured out ourselves by circumventing their rules, of course, had been overpowered by the Thorvinians as if they were just a bunch of helpless kids. The Thorvinians were not only bloodthirsty as hell and seemingly without fear, they displayed incredible speed, strength, and stamina. I had been the only one out of our entire order both skilled and lucky enough to survive their onslaught. 
 
    I’d known that these qualities in Thorvinius’ troops had something to do with his powers as a god, but in that moment as I watched these eight individuals charge toward Lizzy and me, I wondered if there was another factor involved as well. I remembered what I had read in that page of Marvincus’ book about nerisbane: 
 
    “Contains the compound kirinyet, which, when distilled, can be used to create performance-enhancing drugs that increase speed, strength, stamina, and aggression and enable short-term transfiguration of both the cross-species and mass alteration categories.”  
 
    All of these thoughts flashed through my mind in an instant. Then I yelled to Lizzy, “You take left! I’ll take right and center!” and I was both up and sprinting to meet our attackers. She was faster than me in her wolf form, so I gave her the longest route to run. 
 
    Lizzy barked out a war cry as she happily charged. 
 
    The guy in the front and center of their V-shaped formation, that my central self encountered first, looked like the product of an elephant copulating with a cactus.  
 
    That self didn’t have a weapon besides a rock yet, and I couldn’t really envision any way of tackling that monster without one that wouldn’t end with me pricked fuller of holes than a sieve, and then pulverized shortly thereafter. So I screamed a war cry at the top of my lungs while making my most aggressive possible facial expression and standing as though I fully intended to wrestle him into submission. Then, when I estimated that, based on his approximate mass and velocity, he had accrued too much momentum to be able to stop or change course, I leapt out of the way, let him barrel past with the force of an earthquake ripping through the ground, and pounced on the fighter immediately behind him and to the right. 
 
    He looked a bit like a tiger from the waist up in regard to musculature and his claws. His face had human features, although it was furred and striped. He was wielding a flanged bronze mace that I really liked the look of. 
 
    His first double-handed overhead swing whistled past me as I dodged aside. From watching the way he gripped and handled the heavy mace, I suspected it wouldn’t be easy to wrest it away from him. So instead, I decided to take advantage of the relative weakness of the lower, less tigrish half of his body.  
 
    As he raised his mace for another swing, this time angled from the side, I dropped my rock to free my hands, then dove in and slammed my shoulder into his hip with the side of my head pressed against the side of his ribcage while I latched my hands behind the back of his thigh just above his knee and yanked toward me with all my might. He went down hard. 
 
    I threw myself on top of him immediately to keep him from getting back up. I straddled his hips and punched him in the face as he attempted to fend me off with both his free hand, and the mace, which he had kept hold of. Then I picked up the rock I had dropped before, which had luckily landed within my reach, and smashed his skull in. The striped pattern of his lightly furred skin inverted in an interesting way around the concave depression that I had just created, but then it quickly became obscured by the blood that soaked the area. 
 
    The flanged mace was mine for keeps.  
 
    The next closest fighter, a nearly human but slightly reptilian looking fellow, had a spiked flail. As he whirled it at me I stuck the mace into its radius, and the spiked metal ball flew in decreasing circles around the mace handle as the chain wrapped itself around. I yanked, and the flail handle flew out of the reptilian’s grip.  
 
    He pulled a dagger on me next, but I smashed it out of his hand with the brute force of the weight of the mace combined with his flail that was still tangled around it. Then I swung the mace-flail bulky combination weight into his face, where the flangs and the spikes of his own flail embedded themselves. His scales were not thick or hard enough to impede the sharp metal, and I heard his skull collapse with a sickening crunch. As he crashed down, I ripped the mace-flail back out of his face in order to block a sword thrust that was coming down at me from the right. The remnant of his face looked like macerated meat. The single yellow slit-pupiled reptile eye that remained intact blinked once at me before the consciousness faded from it. 
 
    Meanwhile, my other self had been using the stick that I had picked up from the forest floor to duel another of the mutant fighters on the right of their formation. After knocking him out with the stick, I took possession of his sword, drove it through his throat and out the other side, and then after withdrawing it, I used it to slash the next across his unarmored belly which spilled his disgusting entrails over the ground in front of him. 
 
    With four down by my hands and three down by Lizzy’s, the only surviving fighter was the prickly elephant type that I had sidestepped at the beginning, who had gone on to careen into a tree and bust it into splintered halves. While we were dispatching his companions, he had been struggling to extricate himself. 
 
    Now that the other seven lay dead or on the verge of dying, he finally succeeded in freeing himself and charged straight at me and Lizzy with an earth-shaking bellow of fury. 
 
    “Stay out of this, Lizzy,” I yelled. “Even if I die, there are more of me. And you can’t bite this guy or wrestle him because of the prickles. So I’ll handle this one.” 
 
    Lizzy growled her disapproval, but what I had said was obviously true and rational, and she took a few steps backward to signal her intention to comply. 
 
    At this point one of my selves was armed with a flanged mace in one hand and the flail which I had disentangled, in the other, and my other self was armed with a sword in each hand. 
 
    I both jumped out of the path of the incoming monster, one to the left and one to the right. As it charged past me I swung the flail so that the spiky ball embedded itself in the tender sole of the creature’s left hind foot. 
 
    As soon as the elephant-like monster next planted that foot, it bellowed with pain, took one more limping step, and toppled over on its side. The fall, in and of itself, probably caused some internal injuries, given its weight and the prickles, some of which may have been forced through its own skin. It lay there thrashing and screaming in pain and rage and attempting to smack me with any limb that I came within reach of. Before it could struggle back up to its feet, I both swooped in and simultaneously delivered a skull-crushing mace blow and a sword through the neck. I couldn’t say which of those injuries was the one that proved fatal first, but the prickly monster spasmed, frothed enormous bubbles of blood around its tusks, and then stopped moving. 
 
    Lizzy barked something that probably translated approximately to “Good job.” 
 
    “We’re not done yet,” I said as I pointed at the camp below the watchtower. Helmed and horned heads appeared from behind the fence of sharpened stakes and in the tower. 
 
    I hadn’t even finished the sentence before arrows started raining down around us. 
 
    Whatever was in that camp, these guys really, really didn’t want Lizzy and me getting anywhere near it. Maybe normally I’d be okay with that, since I had come out here to collect nerisbane, and the camp wasn’t the reason I was here. But the warriors reminded me so strongly of Thorvinians that I had to find out what it was they were trying to protect. 
 
    The stakes didn’t look that high, only about twelve feet. And the swinging front gate was the most heavily guarded point along the entire fence. 
 
    So I yelled to Lizzy, “Think you can jump that fence?” I’d seen her jump higher than that in her wolf form, so I knew that it was possible. I didn’t like the fact that the stakes were sharpened, which meant that she would be impaled if she miscalculated her jump, but it would be even more dangerous for her to barge through the front gate into the thickest knot of fighters, all of whom were ready and waiting for us. 
 
    Lizzy barked affirmatively. She sprinted for a section of the fence. I both sprinted for a different section, so that the defenders would be forced to divide up to deal with the three of us. I didn’t split up my two selves, however, because I needed both to surmount the fence. 
 
    When I reached the fence, I planted my hands against it and lifted one foot to knee height. I knelt, cupped that raised foot in both of my other self’s hands, and heaved myself up as high as I could. I grabbed the top of the fence in two of the v’s between the points of stakes and pulled myself up the rest of the way. Then, before I dropped down from the other side, I hung there with my arms dangling over to the outside of the fence. 
 
    An arrow plunged between the ribs of my self that was suspended on the inside of the fence in that vulnerable position. It hurt like a bitch, and I started gurgling blood. Another arrow punched into my thigh, and then a third into my back between my shoulder blades. But I stayed alive and conscious long enough for my other self on the outside to back up for a running start and then kick my way up the fence until I could grab onto my own hands. I pulled myself over to the inside of the fence. 
 
    My intact self grabbed the sword out of the sheath at my dying self’s belt while using my dying self as a human shield from more incoming arrows and started running. As soon as I left the shelter of my own damaged body, I reassimilated it, sent it back out ahead of me, and tossed myself the spare sword. The swords were the reason I hadn’t simply projected a self through the fence, then reassimilated the outside one back into the inside one and sent it out again to get both of me inside, since that would have left me with no weapons with which to meet these Thorvinian-like defenders. 
 
    I both reached and dove behind a wooden structure that I assumed was probably a barracks where I was protected from the hail of arrows for the moment. When I emerged on the other side, I was met by a fighter that looked half bear and a pair of fighters that both looked like living gargoyles of a malevolent variety. One of them even had large, powerful, bat-like wings. 
 
    While one of my selves engaged with the half bear fighter, both of the two gargoyles rushed my other self with talons that were like scythes. I ducked under the sharp claws and ran one of the gargoyles through with my sword. 
 
    While I was in the process of withdrawing my sword from his teammate’s belly, the other gargoyle grabbed me by the ankle with his talon, pumped his wings, and propelled us both into the air, with me dangling upside down.  
 
    In the same moment, the bear-like fighter ripped my other self’s head off with a swipe of his claws, which killed me instantly. That left just one of me in the vicinity, and I was already about fifteen feet off the ground, which meant that if I sent out a replacement self, it would be in an immediate freefall. 
 
    Then a massive furry shape came flying off the edge of the roof of the nearby barracks and smacked straight into the gargoyle that was lifting me and tangled up his wings, which brought us all crashing down to the ground.  
 
    Falling about twenty feet and then getting clobbered by four hundred pounds of wolf that landed on top of me could have resulted in instant death if the angles had been even slightly different, but the outcome for my self in this case was a shattered leg.  
 
    Through the agony I forced myself to focus enough to project my second self, and then I immediately reassimilated the self with the broken leg and sent out an intact replacement so that there were two uninjured copies of me once again. I had dropped my sword when I fell before I got reassimilated, so the sword still existed and lay on the ground near the tangle of wolf and gargoyle. I picked it up so that at least one of my selves was armed. 
 
    Meanwhile Lizzy furiously tore chunks out of the gargoyle with her teeth. I saw her sample the taste of one of his wings and then make a face and spit it back out. I can’t imagine how terrible he must have tasted, considering that I had seen the she-wolf scarf down pustule-covered plague-ridden corpses with as much relish as if they were delicacies. 
 
     “Thanks Lizzy, you saved my ass,” I said. 
 
    She barked cheerfully and scampered off to find her next victim. 
 
    Meanwhile, I both turned my attention to the bear-like man who had ripped my head off before, who had understandably hung back a bit while Lizzy was doing her thing. Now that the giant wolf had left, he seemed to be under the impression that just because he had killed me once meant he would be able to do it again. 
 
    As he charged me again, one of me tackled him to the ground and the other finished him off mid-roar with a sword through the neck. His head went limp and flopped to the side with his tongue hanging out. That made me feel better about our previous encounter, but I was a little miffed that neither the bear man nor either of the two gargoyles carried any weapons that I could conveniently claim, since they relied on their natural tooth and claw assets as built-in weapons like wild animals instead.  
 
    But in the next minute, approximately eight impressive-looking weapons came rushing my way as if in answer to my wishes, carried in the hands and other analogous appendages of five more mongrel combatants. In the seconds before they reached me I quickly catalogued the weapons: sword, mace, spear, another mace, another sword, axe, hammer, pitchfork. There were also three sets of horns, four sets of claws, a spiked tail, two sets of tusks, and one set of venomous-looking fangs to be accounted for. 
 
    But by this time my bodies had been nicely warmed up. The two of me swiftly cut a swathe through the group while acquiring some useful weapon upgrades along the way. I focused not only on delivering fatal blows but on lopping off the body parts that posed the greatest threat to me whenever the opportunity presented itself. My final blow in that encounter was a pitchfork stab to the neck of a viper that was sprouting out of some man’s ass like a tail. The rest of him was already neutralized, but the snake tail seemed to retain some residual life force, so I didn’t want to take any chances. 
 
    Once Lizzy and I had dealt with all the fighters that charged us out in the open, and I had climbed up the watchtower, killed one winged archer with a pitchfork, and pitched the other two, non-winged archers out of the platform to their deaths, the three of us methodically proceeded to clear each of the buildings in the camp of the last few survivors. All in all, the camp seemed to have been manned by a force of about thirty, including the eight that had left the fence to attack me and Lizzy. 
 
    The last building that the she-wolf and I entered, which was the most heavily guarded, turned out to be the most interesting. The other buildings had looked like barracks, a dining hall, a commander’s headquarters, and a few outhouses, but this one didn’t serve any purpose that was immediately familiar to me. It had two fireplaces with cauldrons, drying racks for herbs, a shelf filled with books and scrolls, and a table with cutting instruments and a mortar and pestle and various jars and vials. There were four bushels lined up against one wall, so I walked over to see what they contained. 
 
    Nerisbane. 
 
    In one bushel, there were fresh plants, with the flowers still intact, so I couldn’t mistake the pointed white daisy like petals and red centers. In the next bushel the flowers had been snipped off and only the stems and leaves remained. That was also the case in the other two bushels, but the plants had clearly been picked much earlier and they were dried out. 
 
    “Uh, Lizzy?” I said. 
 
    She padded over on her giant paws to see what I was looking at. 
 
    “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I asked. 
 
    She made an excited grunting sound. 
 
    “I can’t really understand you,” I said. “We’ve already cleared the camp, so it should be safe for you to change back now.” 
 
    A second later she stood there as a human woman in all her fully naked glory. 
 
    “We won’t have to go pick any more of Marvincus’ stupid flowers, we can just snatch a bushel of these back to get Toady fixed up,” she said excitedly. 
 
    “Er, well, yeah,” I agreed. “But more important than that. I think this room must be the purpose of this camp. I think it must be a Thorvinian outpost, and what they’re doing here is gathering nerisbane to transform Thorvinius’ followers into these… monster hybrid super-warriors. They must be distilling it into some kind of drug that contains kirinyet, and I bet Thorvinius’ powers amplify the effects somehow too, since Marvincus’ book said that kirinyet only induces short-term transfigurations, but I’ve never seen a Thorvinian get changed back into a normal human form.”     
 
    “Hmm,” she said. “You mean all those ugly mugs we just tore up were Thorvinians?” 
 
    “I think so,” I said. “They were exactly like the ones that attacked my temple. Well, not exactly, since no two of them are exactly alike. But you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Guess that’s why they were tougher to kill than usual then,” she said. “And why they tasted so fucking nasty.” 
 
    “Well, maybe you shouldn’t be stopping for snack breaks during a battle anyway,” I suggested. 
 
    “But I gotta refuel though,” she complained. 
 
    “Are you still hungry?” I asked. I wondered what the Thorvinians ate, and if there were any food stores left around their camp. 
 
    “Well, you could kinda say that,” the she-wolf purred. She walked over to the table and hopped up and sat on the edge with her long legs that ended in furry hind paws dangling off while she batted her spring green eyes at me. “I still gotta lot of blood pumping through my system. You know how when you’re fighting, you get all kind of excited, and then after you just wanna-- ” 
 
    “Yeah, I know what you mean,” I interrupted as I walked over to her. I grabbed her by the back of the neck and the small of the back and crushed her against me in a kiss that was passionate verging on brutal. I was pretty sure we had both cut each other’s lips and drawn blood in the minute that it took before Lizzy started clawing at my clothes. 
 
    I helped her strip them off. Then, when I was naked too, I pushed Lizzy’s knees farther apart to expose her glistening entrance fully, guided the tip of my cock inside, grabbed her ass with both hands, and simultaneously pulled her farther onto me and thrust deeper into her until I had worked my entire length all the way inside. She groaned with pleasure and locked her legs around me. I fucked her for a few minutes in that position with our arms wrapped around each other and our torsos pressed together, then I pushed her down flat on her back on the table so that I could watch her full breasts quiver with our rhythmic movements. Once she was lying down, she tilted her hips up slightly to allow me to penetrate her even deeper. I gripped her by the hips to hold her in place and slammed my cock in and out of her until we both climaxed explosively at the same time, sweaty, panting for breath, and with my seed dripping down the insides of her thighs. 
 
    Meanwhile, my other self rifled through the books and scrolls on the shelf and quickly confirmed that they pertained to the scientific properties of plants, instructions for drying, preserving, distilling, and otherwise processing them in order to maximize their potency, and so on and so forth. The room was a laboratory of sorts. 
 
    Then I left the building and returned to the small building we had seen earlier that appeared to serve as the commander’s headquarters or something of that sort.  
 
    It had a desk with a chair, writing materials, a shelf of books, a trunk, a cot, and a fireplace. The first thing I noticed was that there were still embers glowing in the fireplace, and it was littered with black shreds of paper. I went over to investigate and realized that some shreds of paper had faint markings that suggested they had been maps, before someone burned them, probably upon realizing that Lizzy and I were going to overrun the camp. Others had markings that looked like some kind of text, but it was in a language I couldn’t read. There wasn’t enough left of the papers for me to figure out any useful information. 
 
    But then, I realized there was something else buried among the ashes. A mirror of about five or six inches in diameter, framed in obsidian. There was a faint crack along one edge of the glass, but other than that it seemed to have been unharmed by the flames from which it was still warm. I picked it up and stared into it.  
 
    What was reflected back from the surface of the glass was not my face. 
 
    Instead, it was a strange scene, so lifelike that it looked like I was viewing it through a window, except that it was in miniature. I could see snowy mountain cliffs of a dark reddish color striated with seams of white and black, beneath a stormy looking sky. A fortress was carved into the cliffs. I could see windows and doors that stacked on top of each other for what looked like hundreds of feet. I could also see people moving around in front of the fortress in what looked like some kind of military formations. I squinted closer and realized with a start that they weren’t human, at least not exactly. They were on average far bigger and stronger than humans, and their anatomy was supplemented with predatory animal features. 
 
    As I peered closer and closer, in an attempt to figure out what the Thorvinians in the mirror were doing and where this fortress of theirs was, the mirror exploded. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    As shards of glass flew in every direction, including toward my face and body, I reflexively dodged by reassimilating back into my other body that had just finished fucking Lizzy. 
 
    I sent out my second self again right next to us as we got dressed. 
 
    Lizzy blinked. “What were you up to?” 
 
    “Investigating,” I said, and described to her the scene that I had seen in the strange mirror with the Thorvinian fortress carved into the snowy red cliffs. “Do you have any idea where that might be? It must be one of his two main bases. I don’t know whether it’s the one in the west or the one in the east. But if I could find out where it was…” 
 
    She grinned wolfishly. “We could do today all over again, on a bigger scale. That sounds like a great fucking time. But I dunno about any red cliffs with snow on ‘em. My crews never really roamed anyplace far off with no people around like that probably was, cause there wouldn’t be no one to rob out there.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I said. “Well, we’ll have to ask around. We’d better get back to the inn now.” 
 
    “All right,” she agreed. “I’ll morph back then, if you ain’t too tired to keep up that is.” 
 
    Honestly I would have preferred to just stroll back at her human pace, but when she put it that way, I wasn’t about to say so. I just nodded curtly and refrained from sighing as my sexy companion was instantly replaced by a massive carnivore with questionable breath and zero sense of personal space. 
 
    I each took one bushel of nerisbane before we left. Marvincus had only demanded one, but it didn’t really take me any extra effort to bring two since there were two of me anyway, and I figured it didn’t hurt to earn a little extra goodwill from the hostile gnome. 
 
    When Lizzy and I got back, the city gates of Bjurna were already closed for the night, so we found a spot in the woods nearby to bed down. Lizzy stayed in her wolf form, and I used her as a gigantic shaggy heated bed and blanket while I also stayed awake to keep watch over us, although that probably wasn’t even necessary, since there were very few creatures in the woods that would be dumb enough to mess with wolf-Lizzy. 
 
    In the morning when we re-entered Bjurna and reunited with the rest of our companions and my other selves at The Cartwheeling Djinn, where we remained the guests of honor, over a delicious breakfast, I filled them in on all the details of Lizzy’s and my nerisbane expedition and the probable Thorvinian outpost we had unexpectedly stumbled across. 
 
    When I got to the part about the mirror that had been thrown into the fire in the commander’s headquarters, I had really been hoping that one of my friends, maybe Florenia with her extensive education including on the subjects of geography and geology, might have some idea where the Thorvinian fortress was. 
 
    But the duke’s daughter’s only comment on the matter was, “Hmm. What a fascinating phenomenon. It sounds as though the scrying device had some sort of self-destructing mechanism that must have activated when it registered your presence. I wonder if the flow of visual data was bidirectional and if the possessor of a linked device has now been alerted to the course of events at the outpost and to your identity, Qaar’endoth.” 
 
    “Uh,” I said. “Hope not, but not much we can do about it now if there was.” 
 
    Willobee croaked obnoxiously loudly, at a volume that I didn’t even think toads were supposed to be able to attain. 
 
    “I’m not really sure what you mean,” I said. “Don’t worry, we’ll go find Marvincus and get you fixed up right after breakfast.” 
 
    “It must be awful for you to be forced to be so ugly,” Ilandere said with genuine concern and no malicious intent whatsoever. “I’m sorry you’ve had to endure this. But I knew Vander and Lizzy would come through with the nerisbane, so everything will be okay soon.” 
 
    Willobee croaked in a disgruntled manner. 
 
    “I think maybe he’s trying to tell us something,” Elodette said. “Something particular, I mean.” 
 
    Willobee croaked emphatically and hopped clumsily up and down. It seemed to me that he wasn’t very comfortable with the mechanics of his toad body, but then again he wasn’t exactly graceful as a gnome either, and if he was telling the truth about his age, then he had had over two centuries to grow accustomed to his squat three-foot-tall body. 
 
    “Oh, do you want more honey mead?” Ilandere guessed as she poured some into a saucer for him and pushed it across the table to him. None of the rest of us were drinking, since it was still the early morning, but we had ordered a mug for Willobee since we were familiar enough with his habits to know that he would want one. 
 
    Willobee croaked in a tone of frustration and annoyance which I thought meant that for once he wasn’t interested in drinking. Then a moment later he waddled forward and plopped his fat little lavender body into the honey mead and closed his bulbous eyes. 
 
    “Musta got up on the wrong side of the bed,” Lizzy remarked. 
 
    “Oh, I put him on a pillow last night with a handkerchief for a blanket,” the centaur princess replied. “I didn’t want him to get lost in the bed or suffocated under the blankets.” 
 
    Lizzy chortled, Florenia giggled, and even Elodette was smirking. The lavender toad silently imbibed as much alcohol as possible while keeping his eyes closed and ignoring us all. 
 
    When we had eaten as much free, delicious food as could fit in our stomachs, except Florenia and Ilandere, who were the only light eaters among us, we picked up our two bushels of nerisbane and headed out to the courtyard to Marvincus’ hideously gaudy wagon to see if we could find the magician masquerading as a god. 
 
    As soon as we knocked on the wooden part of the wagon, the dusky star-studded canvas swished aside and his magenta-bearded, chubby little gnomish face so reminiscent of Willobee’s usual one popped out. Marvincus’ huge turquoise eyes widened even farther with surprise when he recognized me and my companions. 
 
    Then he quickly recovered his composure and inquired airily, “Back so soon? Perhaps you decided it was not really worthwhile to risk your necks for that treacherous little blob? A wise decision in my opinion, a very wise one indeed. But without the nerisbane, I’m afraid there is no amount of threats or entreaties in the world that could move me, Marvincus the Magnificent, to--” 
 
    “Ah shut up,” Lizzy growled as she rammed him in the pudgy stomach with a bushel of nerisbane. 
 
    The little gnome was literally bowled over, not with surprise but by the force of impact. He got tangled up in the canvas covering of his wagon. Once he had picked himself up and indignantly brushed himself off, he peered down into the basket that Lizzy continued to hold out impatiently and looked absolutely flabbergasted. He plucked out a leafy nerisbane stem, held it up two inches from his eyes, sniffed it, rubbed a leaf between his fingers, and even licked it experimentally. 
 
    “Satisfied that it’s the genuine article?” I asked sarcastically. 
 
    “…Yes,” Marvincus admitted reluctantly after a moment’s hesitation. He blinked his turquoise eyes rapidly. I could see the conflicting emotions crossing his face. He hadn’t really wanted us to triumph, possibly he hadn’t wanted us to return alive from Kanminar at all, but at the same time, he was a little overwhelmed by the unexpected windfall of the precious ingredient, and his greed and eagerness for it seemed to be getting the better of his continued animosity against Willobee and, by extension, the rest of us. 
 
    Finally he made a grab for the basket, and Lizzy snatched it away while smugly clicking her tongue, “Tch tch tch tch. First thing’s first, Sparkles.” 
 
    The she-wolf looked over expectantly at Ilandere, who shyly held out her two hands to the gnome which cradled an extremely intoxicated lavender toad. 
 
    Marvincus sighed melodramatically, but then he muttered, more to himself than to us, “A gnome of my word…” and pointed his finger at Willobee. 
 
    Ilandere let out a startled yelp as a full-sized gnome tumbled from her grasp and rolled onto the ground a few feet below. 
 
    Willobee picked himself up groggily and cast Marvincus the most vicious glare that I had ever seen any living being direct toward another. 
 
    Short and stout, with rosy cheeks, a knobby nose, tufted lavender brows and hairy ears, a long silken beard, and luminous jade green eyes, clad in his customary suit of velvet clothes topped off with an ostrich plume cap, every inch of him looked exactly as wonderfully absurd as I remembered. 
 
    Ilandere apparently felt the same way. The centaur princess promptly burst into tears of happiness and scooped up the gnome and clutched him to her pink silk-clad bosom in a soggy embrace. When she released him, she exclaimed, “I missed you so much! I mean, I know you were right here with us the whole time, but… it wasn’t quite the same, you know. Without you being able to talk and all. And with you being all… slimy and warty like that. I’m so sorry you had to endure such a horrible experience, I can’t imagine how awful it would be to be a toad.” 
 
    “Yeah, I dunno if it was just cause of your natural complexion or cause of all the honey mead baths, but you kinda looked sick all the time so it can’t have been fun,” Lizzy agreed. 
 
    “What a tremendous blow to your already nonexistent dignity,” Elodette added with her usual charm. 
 
    Willobee blinked at the sympathetic women surrounding him. Then he looked back over at Marvincus, who cradled the bushel of Nerisbane with a decidedly gloating expression on his face. 
 
    “Well, actually,” Willobee announced haughtily, “occupying a form so utterly unlike my own gloriously handsome one, the form of another species altogether, was a… transcendent experience. It enabled me to commune with my environment through a completely altered set of senses and has permanently deepened my perception of the universe. The toad may appear to be a lowly creature to the… uninitiated, but in reality, its constitution is, ah, uniquely… earthy and resonant. It was the perfect vessel for me to expand my consciousness through.”  
 
    “Oh yeah?” Lizzy asked innocently. “If you liked it so much, maybe we shouldn’ta bothered tryin’ to help you. Want Sparkles here to change you back? So you can keep being more spiritual and all?” 
 
    “My transfigurative experience has already been completed to my perfect satisfaction,” Willobee replied hastily. “A moment sooner and I would not have gleaned the full depth of enhanced insight that the opportunity afforded. A moment later and occupying the form of a toad may have grown… somewhat tedious.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Lizzy scoffed. “Well, what’s the next move then, Vander? Now we got our gnome back the way we like him and all?”    
 
    Before I could answer, Willobee puffed out his decidedly unmuscular chest and announced, “Now, we set our path for the Cliffs of Nadirizi.” 
 
    “…The cliffs of what?” Lizzy asked. 
 
    “Nadirizi,” Willobee said proudly. “I tried to tell you all before, but you wouldn’t listen.” 
 
    “We were listening, but you weren’t coherent,” Florenia corrected him. 
 
    “Yeah, you just kept fucking croaking at us like that would do any good,” Lizzy said. 
 
    “The Cliffs of Nadirizi,” I repeated. “You mean that’s where the Thorvinian fortress that I saw in the mirror is? That’s the place with the reddish marbled cliffs, where it’s snowy?” 
 
    “None other like it in all of Ambria,” Willobee confirmed. “I knew immediately as soon as you described the place. Nadirizi is an ancient city in the cliffs. Thorvinius may be occupying it now, but he and his followers didn’t build it. All the rooms and tunnels were chiseled into the stone by hand a thousand years ago, by people hiding from the wrath of other gods long gone by now.” 
 
    “Long gone by now?” Ilandere repeated. “But aren’t gods immortal?” 
 
    “Gods don’t age and die the way humans do,” Willobee replied, “but was Hakmut immortal? Was Pyralis?” 
 
    “Fuck no,” Lizzy laughed. “But hey, how do you know about this Naz-ricky place anyhow? I never heard of it.” 
 
    “That’s a long story, but I would be happy to tell it to you,” Willobee said. “It is where I sired several of my children--” 
 
    “Ugh, no, stop,” Lizzy interrupted immediately. “I don’t wanna know no more.” 
 
    “The important thing is, do you know how to get from here to there?” I asked Willobee. “And how far is it?” 
 
    “Oh, probably about a week’s travel or so to the east,” the gnome replied. “Of course I know how. My sense of direction is impeccable, and I never forget a place once I’ve been there.” 
 
    “But this isn’t the same route that you took, is it?” I asked. “Because I didn’t think you’d ever been to the desert or to Bjurna before, or any of the other places we’ve gone together.” 
 
    “No, no, those places were all new, but I trust in the winds to bring me tidings of Nadirizi,” Willobee stated. I didn’t know whether that was supposed to be some kind of poetic metaphor or if the gnome really meant that he could read the winds somehow. With him, it was always hard to tell. 
 
    “Hmph!” Marvincus interjected from his wagon. He continued to stand there clutching his basket of nerisbane and eavesdropping on our conversation with a distasteful expression on his face. “Well I, for my part, shall hope that someday soon the winds bear me tidings of your undignified demise and or more permanent transfiguration into something suitably grotesque.” 
 
    It occurred to me that, given his local popularity and professional success, there was a way the other gnome could potentially be useful to us. The innkeeper at The Cartwheeling Djinn had been so desperate to convince me and my companions to stay on as regular performers that he had been only too eager to provide us with luxurious accommodations and gourmet feasts free of charge, but not everyone we met on the rest of our journey was going to react the same way to our current penniless state. “Hey,” I said as I held up the second basket full of nerisbane. “What would you be willing to pay us for another bushel of nerisbane?” 
 
    Marvincus attempted to look as casual and uninterested as possible, but his turquoise eyes glowed from within for an instant the same way that Willobee’s did when he got especially excited about something. “Oh, you have another bushel?” he asked. “Well, that seems like a bit of a superfluous quantity for my purposes, really, and my wagon is already quite crowded with so many vastly more vital resources…” 
 
    “I understand completely,” I said at the same time as Lizzy snorted, 
 
    “You mean ‘so many vastly more vital resources’ like that unicorn mask thing you got in there? What’re you gonna possibly do with that, put it over girl gnomes’ heads when you fuck ‘em and pretend you’re riding a unicorn instead of a lumpy little thing that looks like you?” 
 
    “Hey hey hey, no need to be mean,” I said. That remark was a bit vicious even for Lizzy, but I knew that her pronounced animosity toward Marvincus was because of her protectiveness of Willobee, and that as much as she had been happy to laugh at his predicament while he was a toad, she had still been genuinely worried for him underneath. “If Marvincus doesn’t want the extra nerisbane, that’s no problem. Guess we’ll just discard it. Or, I know. We can find another magician to sell it to on our way out of town. There are so many performers all over the streets, I’m sure we’ll find someone else who’s interested.” 
 
    Marvincus gulped and said hastily, “Well, it isn’t really worth very much, but ah, since you went to the trouble of getting it for me, I suppose I could be charitable and give you a little something for it. So you won’t have to go to the trouble of finding another buyer. There are so many unscrupulous people in Bjurna ready to cheat you out of your property, it’s much better to deal with someone you already know.” 
 
    “Yeah, someone that you already know wants to kill you or turn you into a toad,” Lizzy agreed sarcastically. “That sounds like a much better bet.” 
 
    “I suppose that, taking into account the hardship and risk that you went to to pluck these scrawny weeds, I would be willing to give you five hundred,” Marvincus said as he ignored the she-wolf. 
 
    “Five hundred!” sputtered Willobee. Every single syllable dripped with the kind of outrage that you might expect from someone accusing another person of murdering children and eating them for dinner. 
 
    The rest of us stood by and waited while Willobee and Marvincus engaged in a passionate no holds barred verbal sparring match that lasted for almost half an hour. In many ways beyond just their appearances the two gnomes seemed to be a lot more alike than they were different. I wondered if that was part of the reason they hated each other’s guts so much. Finally, we were rewarded for our patience with a bulging bag of coins that Willobee triumphantly held up to show off to us and then immediately pocketed, never mind that he hadn’t been involved in the retrieval of the nerisbane in any way, shape, or form except for having necessitated the task in the first place by getting himself turned into a toad. 
 
    With that, we parted company with Marvincus with mutual relief on all sides and headed for the stables to retrieve our five horses from the grooms. We had four destriers named Generosity, Virility, Fury, and Slayer, and a little dappled courser named Chivalry. In the past, Lizzy had ridden one destrier while I rode the other three, Florenia rode the courser, and Willobee rode on Ilandere’s back. Since we didn’t have a spare horse, and Elodette wasn’t too keen on carrying riders although she had consented to do it before a few times, and I didn’t want to make the situation awkward by requesting it of her, I just transferred all the weapons from one of my bodies to another and reassimilated the weaponless body for the time being. I didn’t see any reason why I needed all four while we rode, and if an unexpected reason came up, then I could just send my fourth self out right away. 
 
    Then, we loaded the horses up with our packs and set out on the road again. 
 
    “Thought you were going to wait to tackle Thorvinius till you made an army of selves,” Lizzy said. “Don’t get me wrong, I know four of you can do a lot of damage and all, but still, don’t he got thousands of those monster slaves fighting for him?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “But this is only one of his two main bases, and I think it’s the lesser one. I think the largest one is the one to the west closer to where my temple was, and I will return there eventually to destroy the seat of his power, but this secondary base would be a good first step and it would weaken him significantly if I took it out. Besides, we can just go there and scout things out. If it doesn’t seem like there’s any plausible way to attack it with our current numbers, then we won’t. We’ll just store away the information for the future and wait until I gather more selves.” 
 
    “Well, I believe you can do things that seem impossible to other people, because I’ve seen it for myself so many times before,” Ilandere said sweetly. “But… how could there be a plausible way, when there are only nine of us including all four of you, and there are thousands of them, and Willobee and Florenia and I can’t even fight? I wish I could fight like Elodette and Lizzy can so that I could be of more help to you, Vander.” 
 
    “Don’t wish that,” I said. “I don’t want you getting in any more danger than I can help, and I wouldn’t change a single thing about you. But as for your question, well, I wouldn’t have a chance against a thousand or more Thorvinians in a pitched battle. But maybe there’s a way for me to use a fire or a toxin or something against them while they’re inside that fortress, if I could seal them in there somehow. Or maybe there’s a way for me make their cave system collapse. At least the entrances, so that they’d be trapped inside. I don’t know if any of those tactics are plausible yet since I haven’t even seen Nadirizi for myself, but my point is, there might be a way to even the odds.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not just letting your emotions get the better of your reasoning powers, human?” Elodette asked. I knew the warrior centaur would never back down from a battle if I brought her into one, but she also had a dislike for masculine bravado and dumb decisions. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I’m not committing to a battle here, I just… want to check things out, okay?” 
 
    “Of course,” Florenia said. “You know that I will gladly follow wherever you lead, Qaar’endoth, even if you lead us to martyrdom.” 
 
    She had a tendency to talk about martyrdom a lot whenever we discussed any of my riskier plans as a group which I didn’t think was very reassuring to the rest of my companions. When I looked around at them now, I saw that even though Florenia was serenely content and Lizzy looked pretty cheerful too, Ilandere looked nervous, Elodette looked grim, and Willobee looked glum. 
 
    “Hey, look here, guys,” I said. “When we went out to Kanminar, we weren’t expecting to stumble across that outpost. It’s almost like we were meant to find it, and meant to find that mirror, and then it was more good fortune on top of that that Willobee recognized Nadirizi and knows the way there. So I think it would be a waste and a real shame to ignore all those coincidences. I just… feel it in my bones that now is the right time to confront Thorvinius. But if we get there, and it doesn’t feel right, I’m not going to push you all into something that could get you killed. I’ve been patient so far, and I can keep being patient for as long as it takes for my revenge to be assured.” 
 
    Elodette rolled her gray eyes, but the rest of my companions looked slightly reassured. 
 
    “We trust your judgment, Vander,” Ilandere said. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “I appreciate that. And I’m always going to respect input from the rest of you, too. This isn’t just my quest anymore.” 
 
    Eventually, we stopped for a midday meal in a peaceful flowery meadow, and while the rest of munched on the bread, cheese, and dried meat that we had packed away from The Cartwheeling Djinn, Ilandere wandered off a little ways and found a bush where she gathered some berries for us. This time, we made sure to ask Lizzy first whether the berries passed her sniff test before we started eating them. 
 
    “Willobee, what was it really like to be a toad?” Ilandere asked curiously. 
 
    The gnome thought about it for a while and finally replied, “… Itchy.” 
 
    “… Itchy?” Ilandere repeated in confusion. 
 
    “Yeah… I don’t really want to talk about it,” sighed Willobee, who usually loved nothing better than talking about himself. That was how we knew he must have been a bit traumatized by the whole ordeal. 
 
    Soon after that we packed away the foodstuffs and continued on our way. It was a crisp, clear day, with a sun that was bright but not too harsh, and everyone was in a fairly good mood after our series of recent triumphs with the Thorvinian outpost and with Marvincus. The hours passed pleasantly but uneventfully for once until it was nearly nightfall, and we reached the first settlement along our route since Bjurna. 
 
    It was a small idyllic village around the size of Ferndale with only about forty or so residences and didn’t have a gate of any kind. As we rode down the main dirt path in search of the village inn, a man wearing a billowing blue cape ran up to us, stared at us with wild eyes, and screeched, “They’re coming! They’re coming, they’re coming, they’re coming!” 
 
    “Who’s coming?” I asked as I wondered whether he could be referring to Thorvinians. I didn’t know whether their raids had reached this region of the kingdom. I didn’t think he was attacking any strongholds or settlements besides temples, but it was possible that this village did have a local god and temple. Although I supposed that if Thorvinius had been here before me, the ground would have been strewn with charred wood and bones and there wouldn’t be a single hut left standing. 
 
    “The fey folk,” the man muttered as he stared off somewhere in the distance past my shoulder. I noticed Ilandere glance that way nervously, and so did one of my selves just in case, but there was nothing there but quiet trees. “With their cold eyes and their long, long fingers.” 
 
    “Er, okay,” I said. “Well, what do they want with this village?” 
 
    “They want our souls, they feed on human souls,” the man replied dully. He was no longer frantic as he had been when he first approached us. Before I could ask him any more questions, he wandered away listlessly scratching his head. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    “Don’t mind him none, strangers,” called out a plump, friendly looking red-haired woman with an apron tied over her gown. She was standing in front of the open door of her hut shaking out a broom. “He’s just had a bad pinch is all, he’ll be fine by morning.” 
 
    “So there are no… fey folk coming?” I asked. 
 
    “Fairlands, no!” she exclaimed with a giggle. “My, you are gullible, aren’t you? You’re a bit old to believe in tales of monsters.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I muttered to Lizzy. “Guess the Thorvinians definitely haven’t been around here yet then.” 
 
    “But you all look like very fine young men all the same,” the red-haired woman called out. “About the same age as my lads haven’t reached yet. And my, but you ladies are all so beautiful, as beautiful as my daughters could possibly wish to be. I hope you have a wonderful day!” 
 
    She let out a high-pitched giggle, retreated into her hut, and shut the door behind her. 
 
    “What a strange lady,” Lizzy said. 
 
    “But she seemed nice,” Ilandere pointed out hopefully. 
 
    “I don’t know, she seemed sorta off to me,” Lizzy said. “It’s like we’ve wandered into a village of the mad or something. I don’t think I like it none.” 
 
    “If you guys want, we could just camp out or something instead of trying to stay at an inn,” I said. “If you don’t feel comfortable here. But I don’t know, none of these people actually threatened us.” 
 
    “No, no, no, that seems quite unnecessary,” Willobee said. He pointed to a building farther down the path that was larger than the others we had passed so far in the village. “I bet that’s the inn. And it is my hope that these people, regardless of whether they are mad or not--” 
 
    “Serve honey mead?” Elodette sighed. 
 
    “Like gambling?” Lizzy asked. 
 
    “Both, if the prayers of my heart are answered,” the gnome replied. “I have had a very trying last day and a half, and all I wish for to lift my spirits is a decent establishment with civilized ways.” 
 
    By that, I knew he meant that he was hoping for an establishment full of friendly gambling-addicted drunkards. Swindling people out of their hard-earned money was my little lavender-bearded buddy’s favorite hobby. I wondered if that habit of his had anything to do with why Marvincus bore him a grudge. While traveling that day several of us had tried questioning him on the subject, but Willobee had proven stubbornly resistant to confessing and creatively sidestepped our inquiries every time until we gave up. 
 
    But whatever it was that Willobee had done to piss off the other gnome over a century ago, I didn’t have the heart to deny his request. 
 
    “All right,” I said. “We’ll go check out the inn, and if it seems too shady, we can just leave.” 
 
    “Unless the fey folk get us,” Lizzy scoffed. 
 
    “I’d rather you didn’t joke about that,” Ilandere squeaked. 
 
    Lizzy probably usually would have made some kind of rude remark about the centaur princess’ natural timidity, but she got distracted as she sniffed the air with her pretty little freckled nose. “Hmm,” she said with a slight frown. “I don’t know that smell.” 
 
    “Good smell or bad?” I asked. 
 
    The she-wolf shrugged. Her pointed ears pressed back against her wild mane of tawny hair a bit. “I dunno, neither,” she said. 
 
    One of me stayed outside to bring the horses to the stables. I also opened the door and went in first. 
 
    The scene that met our eyes did look like a house of confinement for the mad. The air was dim and smoky and had a distinctive semi-sweet smell I didn’t recognize that, as Lizzy had said, was neither exactly pleasant nor unpleasant. And all the inn customers, instead of sitting around tables, were lounging on pillows or just lying on the ground or standing upright swaying or pacing. None of them were eating food or drinking mead. The only things I could see them consuming were what looked like some kind of dark tea, which didn’t look like alcohol, and long pipes that they were smoking. And they all looked dreamy or frantic or ecstatic, with faraway stares in their eyes like that of the man who had first come up to warn us about the approach of the cold-eyed, long fingered fey folk. 
 
    Now, I realized that they had probably been entirely in his mind. 
 
    A woman near us rolled on the ground, either laughing or crying but it was hard to tell which. Elodette distastefully stepped back so that the woman wouldn’t bump into her hooves. 
 
    For obvious reasons, our group including two centaurs, a part-wolf, a lavender-bearded gnome, and four apparent quadruplets-- none of us half bad-looking if I did say so myself, especially if Willobee was to be believed that he was in fact an exceptionally handsome example of his kind-- tended to attract a lot of stares wherever we went. Sometimes strangers admired us and sometimes they feared or mistrusted us, but either way, they couldn’t fail to notice us. 
 
    These people, however, either gazed straight through us as if we were invisible to them, or cocked their heads, ogled us a little, and seemed to accept us as a fairly mundane vision compared to the rest of their presumable hallucinations. 
 
    “Hmm,” Willobee said finally as the rest of us gaped. “What do you suppose is in those teacups and those pipes?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but whatever it is, the substance is driving these people mad,” Elodette hissed. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” the gnome replied thoughtfully. “We should try a bit.” 
 
    “What?” Ilandere gasped. 
 
    “Well, aren’t you curious what these people are seeing?” Willobee asked. 
 
    “No,” Elodette said. “It clearly isn’t real, so why would I wish to be deceived by my own senses?” 
 
    “But maybe it is real,” Willobee argued, “and we simply cannot see it because we have not ingested this… perception enhancement aid of theirs.” 
 
    “Well, then, humans are clearly not intended to perceive it,” Elodette replied, “and centaurs and gnomes probably aren’t either. I would rather not see it and stay sane than become mad.” 
 
    “I don’t see why, since being sane seems to make you so grumpy all the time,” Willobee retorted huffily. 
 
    “Oh, that’s not because she’s sane, it’s because she’s sexually repressed,” Florenia stated matter-of-factly. 
 
    “How dare y--” the powerful centaur began angrily. 
 
    Luckily, the conversation was interrupted just then in the form of a little monkey wearing a purple cap and vest that scampered up to our group carrying a pipe and a cup of tea and chittered politely as he held them out to us. 
 
    Willobee reached eagerly for the pipe. 
 
    “No,” I said sharply. 
 
    Willobee blinked at me and wheedled, “But Master… ” 
 
    “I can’t afford to have you drifting off into some kind of dream state like these people,” I told him. “I rely on your wits so much that I need you to keep them about you.” 
 
    Willobee still looked longingly at the monkey’s offerings, but his cheeks flushed pink at the praise. “Very well, Master,” he sighed. “I suppose if all our fates truly rest upon my shoulders, then--” 
 
    At that point, the proprietress came up to us. Her long blonde hair was coiled up in an elaborate bun held in place with two golden sticks, and she was clad in a skimpy silk gown of the same purple color as the monkey’s accessories. Her eyes were blue, her skin was creamy, and she seemed a lot more lucid than her customers.  
 
    “Welcome to my den of wonders,” she said. “I am Madame Genevieve. How may I enhance your existences?” 
 
    “Er,” I said. “We’re really just looking for a place to stay the night, if you have a few beds available. And some food and drink would be nice, if you have something that won’t, you know, mess with our minds. Something that’s not… enhanced.” 
 
    Madame Genevieve nodded her graceful head. “To be sure, I can provide all that, but I can provide so much more. That may be what your bodies require for the maintenance of mere health, but tell me, what is it that your heart’s desire?”  
 
    The woman just seemed to me like a better-looking version of the aggressive Bjurnan merchants who had been willing to say whatever it took to trick passersby into making a purchase, and I had no intention of answering her question, but then all my companions started earnestly chiming in. 
 
    “I yearn to become intimately acquainted with all the splendors and oddities of the world and sample all the delicacies and intoxicants that it has to offer,” Willobee answered solemnly. 
 
    “I just want to share my life with the god that I love,” Ilandere said, “and maybe, someday, to have a house of my own… with a feather bed and an apple orchard… and children that I could raise in peace and happiness.” 
 
    “All I desire is to serve Qaar’endoth to the utmost of my abilities,” Florenia purred, “and to be rewarded with the divine ecstasy of our carnal relations.” 
 
    “Hmm, I guess I like sex too, and also power, and owning a bunch of pretty things, and getting to tear some bastards’ guts out on a regular basis is a lotta fun too,” Lizzy said. 
 
    Only Elodette declined to answer aloud, although she had a thoughtful look in her usual cold, sharp eyes that indicated she was definitely pondering the question. 
 
    “And you, my lord?” Madame Genevieve asked me. I had a strange feeling that she wasn’t just addressing the question to a random one of my selves, which many people tended to do when they talked to me for the first time. It was almost like she intuited that the three of me were one and didn’t even find it peculiar for my consciousness to be shared between multiple bodies. 
 
    I didn’t even have a chance to respond before Lizzy answered for me, “He wants to kill his mortal enemy, a god called Thorvinius. And we’re gonna help him to do it.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Madame Genevieve replied nonchalantly. “Well, to kill a god is no simple undertaking. I myself do not have the power to help you, but I know of one who can.” 
 
    “You got strong warriors for hire around here?” Lizzy asked. 
 
    “No,” Madame Genevieve said. “We have an oracle named Peryenia who will be able to give you the advice that you need.” 
 
    “Here?” I asked doubtfully. I was no longer sure what to call the place exactly. I guess it functioned sort of as an inn, if she was willing to give us beds for the night, but there were clearly other things for sale there too. 
 
    “No, at the temple of Ukalion,” Madame Genevieve answered. “It is closed to visitors for the night. The vestals retire early. But if you go there in the morning and ask for Peryenia and tell them that I sent you there for her help in fulfilling your heart’s desire, they will not turn you away.” 
 
    “Well, thanks,” I said. I still felt pretty skeptical about this village and wasn’t sure I could trust anything that an oracle of theirs said, considering how unreliable most of the people seemed. But I thought it was at least worth a visit to see how credible Peryenia seemed. Two oracles so far had deeply influenced the course of my quest.  
 
    First, there had been Aurelana, the oracle of my temple, who had prophesied that, “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.” 
 
    The high priest of my old temple had interpreted her prophecy as referring to me, the sole survivor of the Thorvinian massacre of our order. It was thus from Aurelana’s words that I was given the first indication that I might be an earth walking god, destined to end Thorvinius’ reign of terror. 
 
    And then there had been Meline of the temple of Nillibet, where Florenia had been briefly forced to reside as a vestal by her noble parents before she decided to ditch out with me, Lizzy, Ilandere and Willobee. Meline had informed me that my quest would fail, unless I went “to the village of Ferndale and banished that which ailed its people.” Unless I guarded them “from new mistakes by sunlight and from old mistakes by moonlight.” So I had traveled to Ferndale and done exactly that, by helping them improve their sanitation and food handling and corpse disposal practices during the day to avoid spreading the plague that was currently rampant there, and fighting off the plague-infected undead that rose there at night so they wouldn’t eat the villagers. 
 
    I think it was in Ferndale that my band of misfits had really started working together and became a true team, and after defeating the evil local necromancer god Hakmut, I had gained my third body. The grateful baron who owned the village had also rewarded us with the peerless horses that had been carrying us ever since and promised to build me a temple with an altar that would give rise to another self once it was complete. 
 
    So, in my experience, oracles had some pretty useful tips to offer, and it wasn’t a bad idea to listen to them. 
 
    “Of course,” Madame Genevieve said, which pulled me back from my thoughts into the present. So did the wailing of one of her patrons who was clutching the wall despairingly and starting to bash his forehead against it periodically. Madame Genevieve glanced down at the dandily outfitted monkey and nodded at the troubled patron. The monkey scampered off to pull at the man’s pant leg and thrust the newly packed pipe at him until he accepted it, began to puff on it, and immediately calmed down. 
 
    “Anything else that I can help you all with tonight?” Madame Genevieve asked sweetly. “Besides the rooms and the food that you asked for?” 
 
    “Er, no, thank you,” I said. “That should do it.” 
 
    Willobee paid her out of the bulging purse from his archenemy Marvincus. Then Madame Genevieve’s monkey escorted us to our rooms and gave us the keys, and then right after my fourth self had joined us, some of her human servants carried up a simple meal of chicken and bread. It was a little plain and dry and not particularly impressive after the lavish meals we had enjoyed at The Cartwheeling Djinn, but that was probably because food wasn’t exactly the specialty of this establishment. 
 
    In the morning, we didn’t even think it was worth purchasing a breakfast. We just went downstairs and picked our way carefully around the unconscious bodies of all the patrons that had passed out on the floor in much the same positions as we had seen them in the previous night, and then went to the stables to retrieve Generosity, Virility, Fury, Slayer, and Chivalry. 
 
    Then we set out to find the village temple and pay the oracle Peryenia a visit. 
 
    It wasn’t hard to do. There was no other building of comparable size in the village. It even had an odd sort of grandeur in its own way. It looked as though the architects hadn’t really had much of a plan, and had only had assorted lumber scraps to work with, but had kept adding new towers and balconies and other extensions every time someone donated more wood, perhaps over the course of generations. It also looked like no one was bothering to maintain the temple, even though according to what Madame Genevieve had said, it remained in current use. Some of the doors dangled from their hinges, and there was moss growing on the roof and ivy climbing up the walls. 
 
    I knocked on a door anyway to be polite instead of just walking in uninvited. At first there was no response, but after Elodette banged it with her hoof, a vestal in rumpled robes with disheveled hair and extremely bloodshot eyes finally showed up. 
 
    She yawned hugely and then blinked at us and said uncertainly, “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi,” I said. “We’re here to see Peryenia. Er, Madame Genevieve sent us. Could we visit her?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure thing,” the vestal agreed. “Follow me.” 
 
    So we did. I noticed as we walked down a twisting and turning, poorly lit hallway that the vestal’s feet were bare, and she kept stumbling and having to put out a hand to the wall to catch herself. Each time it happened she exclaimed, “Whoopsie!” and giggled. 
 
    She also got lost a couple times and made us all turn around and go back the way we’d come. Elodette couldn’t fit very comfortably inside the cramped halls of the crudely constructed, labyrinthine temple, and I could tell that she was getting increasingly irritated, but eventually the vestal found her way up a set of stairs to a turret room. 
 
    She knocked on the door and yelled, “Peryenia, you awake?” 
 
    From the other side of the door came the groan of someone who was at least kind of sort of awake, but clearly didn’t want to be. 
 
    My friends and I exchanged glances. This really wasn’t like any temple we’d ever been in before. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s up,” the vestal announced. She twisted the door handle and pushed the door open. Then she squeezed past us on the landing and stumbled away. I heard her curse as she stubbed her toe. 
 
    We entered the room and beheld the oracle sitting up in her bed staring out the window. 
 
    She was clad in a white nightgown, almost skeletally slender and so pale that she was nearly translucent, with white blonde hair that looked like it had never been cut and filled up more of the bed than her body did. In her hand she held one of the same long pipes that Madame Genevieve’s patrons had been using. She took a long drag and then slowly exhaled so that her face was clouded with smoke as she turned toward us. 
 
    “So, what do you need to know?” she asked. Her eyes were a dark, inky blue. Her face might have been pretty, if she hadn’t been so terribly thin and exhausted-looking. 
 
    “How to defeat a god,” I said. 
 
    Peryenia shrugged her bony shoulders. “I’ve seen lots of visions about gods. Any one in particular you have in mind?” 
 
    Florenia whispered to my self that was standing in the back of the group, closest to the door and farthest from Peryenia, “Do you think she’s a true oracle? Or that she just has a lot of drug-induced visions like the rest of the people around here?” 
 
    Peryenia turned her dark blue gaze on the duke’s daughter. There wasn’t really any expression in them at all. “The others use the pipe to give themselves false visions,” she said. “Delusions of grandeur. Dreams come true. Or half the time, nightmares, but even those can be more thrilling than their daily lives. But I use the pipe to try to cloud out the continual flood of visions of the past, present, and possible futures that I am constantly drowning in, so that there will be a little room in my own mind for me to fit into.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I doubted you,” Florenia said. 
 
    “Why should you be sorry?” Peryenia asked. “You have a keen mind. You question everything, except Qaar’endoth. You needed one thing in your life to be certain of, and he is that for you.” 
 
    “You’ve seen me?” Florenia asked. She was trying to act composed but I could see that she was shaken. 
 
    “Yes,” Peryenia said. “I see pretty much everyone who’s contingent to a god, sooner or later.” 
 
    “Then I am… really Qaar’endoth?” I whispered. 
 
    Peryenia simply nodded, which sent a ripple effect through her yards and yards of pale hair. 
 
    “If you know all that, then you probably already know what we came here to ask about, don’t you?” Florenia asked. 
 
    “No,” Peryenia said. “I see glimpses. Not everything. There are many gods in this world, and there is no room in my mind for everything. So I have seen you before with your companions, Qaar’endoth, but your path has always seemed erratic, and I do not know what it is you seek now.” 
 
    “I seek to destroy Thorvinius the Devourer,” I said. “The god who slew my order.” 
 
    “I know of Thorvinius,” the blue-eyed oracle replied. “His doings would disturb me, if not for the fact that I have long ago grown inured to the suffering of humans.” 
 
    She took another puff of the pipe. 
 
    “Well, do you know how I can defeat him?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she said. “But I do know that you are capable of it. You have accomplished it in one possible future, but I witnessed only the moment of your triumph, not the circumstances that led up to it. In another possible future, you and all your companions were slain by his forces.” 
 
    “Any idea how we can avoid that one?” Willobee asked hopefully. 
 
    “If you stop pursuing him, it would reduce the probability significantly,” Peryenia replied. Well, I didn’t need an oracle to tell me that. But pursuing Thorvinius wasn’t a choice. It was my purpose. Qaar’endoth’s purpose. The divine purpose that had been instilled in me along with whatever other essence it was that, according to Aurelana and now also this skeletal wisp of a woman, made me a god. 
 
    “Well, have you seen anything else about our possible futures?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, there is one more thing,” she said. “A temple that needs you. The temple of Tarlinis. They are about to come under siege by Thorvinians, and they will certainly fall if you do not save them.” 
 
    “That’s… a prophecy?” I asked uncertainly. I hadn’t been present for Aurelana’s prophecy and didn’t know how she had delivered it exactly, but I did know the words verbatim, and they had been cryptic and sounded important. As for Meline, she had sort of blanked out and delivered a prophecy about a village that she didn’t know existed without even realizing what she had said until I told her afterward. 
 
    Peryenia rolled her eyes. “Shall I deliver it in verse?” she asked. 
 
    I guessed every oracle must be different. If Peryenia really was an oracle, anyway, and not just some kind of drug-addled compulsive liar. “No,” I said. “Do you know where the temple of Tarlinis is?” 
 
    “Yes, three or four days’ ride northeast from here,” Peryenia answered. “Not far. It’s just past the village of Galeurn. We have sent a pigeon to warn them of the impending attack, but I do not know whether they will heed the warning or not. If they do, it will help, but still, they will not be able to repel Thorvinius without you.” 
 
    “All right, thanks,” I said. “Uh, is there anything else I should know?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “Nothing else that concerns you directly that hasn’t already happened. I envy you for knowing only what you have seen with your own eyes, heard with your own ears. It must make your decisions so simple.” 
 
    I had always assumed that not having all the information made decisions harder, but I wasn’t going to argue with Peryenia, whose experience of life must have been so different from my own. “Well, I’m sorry to have bothered you then,” I said. “We’ll be going now.” 
 
    “Bothered me?” she repeated. “Oh, no, you didn’t bother me. The visions bother me. But if no one consulted me about them, they would have no purpose. I would have no purpose.” 
 
    “Well, then, I hope the rest of your day is… purposeful,” I said carefully. I didn’t want to use the usual words like “good” or “enjoy” since I wasn’t quite sure they applied here. 
 
    Peryenia actually flashed me a smile at the phrasing. Then she took another puff of her pipe and a cloud of smoke concealed her head and shoulders as she turned back to the window. I took that as a sign that we were dismissed and motioned to my companions to leave. We crept out of the room and closed the door behind us. 
 
    It wasn’t easy to find our way back out of that ramshackle maze of a temple, but with the help of Lizzy’s nose, we managed to retrace our steps and breathed deep with relief once we were outdoors in the fresh air again. 
 
    “That poor woman,” Ilandere sighed as we mounted back up on our horses again. “She didn’t seem very happy at all. It’s not like that for all oracles, is it?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said. I hadn’t known Aurelana, the oracle of my own temple, all that well, but I had met her a few times, and she had never seemed unhappy or ill-adjusted. All the priests, vestals, and novices had deferred to her as if she were royalty, and she had been gracious to us in return. I also knew that she didn’t have visions or deliver prophecies very frequently, and I remembered Meline making a comment to that effect too after she delivered the one about Ferndale. So maybe it wasn’t seeing into the future that was troubling Peryenia’s peace of mind, maybe it was the fact that her visions were such a constant onslaught. 
 
    “I wouldn’t wanna see into the future like that,” Lizzy said. “I like surprises. It’s more fun that way. And ever since we all joined up together, the surprises have kept coming nonstop.” 
 
    “Careful what you wish for,” Willobee groaned. I suspected he was thinking of how we had run into Marvincus, his ancient enemy, in Bjurna, and how that had turned out for him. “Not all surprises are good surprises.” 
 
    “She wasn’t really very helpful, was she?” Florenia asked. “She didn’t tell us anything about how to defeat Thorvinius’ fortress in the Cliffs of Nadirizi.” 
 
    “No, but she told us where some of his fighters will be heading next,” I said. “A smaller force than will be stationed at the fortress, presumably. So we’ll head to the temple of Tarlinis and help them. I think it might be a little out of the way, but probably not by much, since she said it was only three or four days’ ride from here.” 
 
    “Or, we could go attack the fortress of Nadirizi while some of his guys are busy elsewhere,” Lizzy suggested. 
 
    “First of all, Thorvinius commands thousands of slaves,” I said. “And plenty of them are always out raiding anyway, so the fact that some of them are absent besieging this particular temple won’t make much of a difference. Second of all, you heard Peryenia. She said we were the only ones who could save them. And I can’t let what happened to my order happen to any other order if it’s within my power to stop it from happening.” 
 
    “Well, all right,” Lizzy sighed. “But it seems to me she just assigned you a new side quest that’s just gonna be a distraction instead of helping you with the important one like you asked for.” 
 
    “An oracle has no power over what she does or does not see,” I said. “Maybe we’ll be able to turn this to our advantage somehow, and maybe we won’t. But this one’s not about us. It’s about the followers of Tarlinis, who will get slaughtered just like my order did unless we do something about it.” 
 
    “Of course we should do the right thing and help them,” Ilandere agreed. “I thought it was dreadful when Peryenia said that she doesn’t care about human suffering anymore, since she’s seen so much of it. I can’t imagine not caring.” 
 
    “Oh, is that what ‘inured’ means?” Lizzy asked. “I thought maybe it had something to do with manure, since the two words kinda sound alike.” 
 
    “You can’t care about everyone anyway, there are far too many people in the world always getting into some kind of trouble, and most of them are perfectly replaceable anyway,” Florenia asserted. “But, of course, I do admire Qaar’endoth’s heroic impulse to save the innocent, even if they’re not actually worth his time.” 
 
    “But remember the other thing that Peryenia said, about how one possible outcome of this quest is that we all end up dead?” Willobee asked nervously. “I was wondering if maybe that whole saving people impulse might be… you know… a contributing factor that would increase the relative probability of that particular outcome. In which case, it might be something you want to start trying to repress a bit, Master.” 
 
    “I’m not going to let anything happen to any of you,” I said. “Ever. And if it does… you know, like getting turned into a toad or something… then I’ll make it right as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Hey, after this whole Thorvinius thing is over, can we go back and get revenge on Marvincus next?” Willobee asked hopefully. 
 
    “Marvincus honored his word to turn you back,” I said. 
 
    “Besides, I thought you said it was a great learning experience being a toad or some such bull shit,” Lizzy jeered. “It was real funny anyway so I ain’t mad at Sparkles for that.” 
 
    “I think after we defeat Thorvinius, we should just relax for a while,” Ilandere said. “We could go berry picking and bake pies. We could have picnics. We could--” 
 
    “Play with dolls?” Lizzy scoffed. “Braid each other’s hair? Real cute. Thanks but no thanks, horse. We’ll just find ourselves the next evil bastard whose guts need spilling and spill them for him. There’s always someone out there who’s fucking things up for the rest of the world. We can be the people who fuck that person up.” 
 
    “You mean, full-time occupational heroes?” Elodette asked with a tone of amusement. “Why, that’s pretty idealistic of you, Lizzy. I thought bandits were supposed to be out for themselves and their crews and not care about anyone else.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s how it was,” Lizzy agreed. “But I dunno, Vander makes this hero shit kinda fun so I wouldn’t mind keeping up with it for now. If it gets boring, then maybe I could show you all how to rob dumb people too.” 
 
    “Okay, guess I better keep you entertained then,” I sighed. 
 
    “Humans are strange creatures,” Elodette said. “Your people can’t help being amusing even when they’re not trying to.” 
 
    “Humans are wonderful!” Ilandere said. “Some of them are mean, but some of them are so much kinder and more compassionate than centaurs are. And they all have such different lifestyles and diverse ideas, not like with our herd where everyone thought alike.” 
 
    “Most humans are soft, you mean,” Elodette scoffed. “Our herd knew how to educate and train our offspring properly, so that most of them grew up to be reasonably sensible and competent. Humans have no idea what they’re doing most of the time, and they don’t know how to instill their foals with any kind of proper discipline, so they just turn out any which way.” 
 
    “Is your herd the only centaur herd?” I asked. “Or are there others that behave differently?” 
 
    “It’s the only one as far as I know,” Elodette answered. “That’s why it’s so important for us to procreate and to preserve our best bloodlines and teach each new generation everything it needs to know to be successful. We tell stories of a time when centaurs roamed the whole earth, and all other creatures bowed before us, but most herds got wiped out during the post-Luma god wars when they fought for gods that lost. After that, centaur culture became more insular. We started sticking to our own kind more and not getting involved in the messy affairs of other creatures.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s time for us to start getting involved again,” Ilandere said. “Maybe centaurs have something to contribute to the rest of the world. And maybe the rest of the world has some things to teach us too.” 
 
    “You are very naïve, Princess,” Elodette sighed. 
 
    “I can’t imagine sticking to my own kind all the time,” Willobee said. “Gnomes are rather unpleasant creatures, except for myself, of course.” 
 
    “Do you prefer toad kind?” Lizzy asked. 
 
    Willobee glared at her so fiercely that his eyes emitted faint beams.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    We traveled all that day until dark and did not come across any settlements, so we set up camp in the shelter of a copse of trees, and Elodette happily went off with her bow to hunt some dinner for the first time in a while. Lizzy morphed into a wolf so that she and I could practice wrestling, while Florenia, Ilandere, and Willobee spectated, two of my other selves brushed down the horses, and my fourth self gathered wood and built a fire. 
 
    Elodette typically came back with a doe or a stag casually slung across her shoulders, but this time she staggered into the camp slick with sweat and groaning with effort as she dragged a massive shape on the ground behind her by a rope that she must have woven out of plant fibers. 
 
    “Elodette?” Ilandere exclaimed as she trotted over. “Are you all right? What is that?” 
 
    Elodette disentangled herself from the crude rope harness that she had rigged. I could see that it had left rope burns across her pale skin. The centaur pointed to the large dark mound and announced proudly, “That, Princess, is a boar.” 
 
    “Well fuck, nice work!” I told her as I examined her kill. It was about seven feet long, and at first glance I had thought it was a bear. The giant boar was dark brown and shaggy all over. He had an extremely long, tubular snout with yellowed tusks jutting upward. Elodette’s arrows had punctured his chest just to the inside of his armpits and another had struck the hollow depression right behind his ear. 
 
    “Er, I don’t really know how to clean one of these,” I said. I had never hunted a boar before. 
 
    “I’ll show you,” Elodette said. “It’s not as hard as you’d think.” 
 
    First, we rigged it upside down from a tree limb. The boar weighed several hundred pounds, so it was a good thing there were four of me available to help. When Lizzy caught the scent of fresh meat, she had immediately stopped our wrestling match to come over and sit on her haunches nearby and drool. 
 
    Elodette and I slit the boar’s hide along the vertical middle of the belly down from the hind legs and up from the front legs and pulled the skin off until it hung down from the head like a cape. Then we severed the neck and twisted the head itself off. 
 
    Then we started handing off cuts to Florenia, and one of my selves helped her roast them over the fire. 
 
    “Many a king has been slain by a giant boar,” Willobee remarked as we ate happily. 
 
    “Gnomish kings?” I asked curiously, because I hadn’t thought gnomes were particularly known for their hunting prowess. 
 
    “Gnomish?” Willobee repeated. “Oh, no, gnomes are not so foolhardy as to go out and risk getting gored, trampled, or eaten by wild animals when there are so many more sensible ways to obtain meat, like raising animals in pens, or purchasing meat from humans. Although some clans do slingshot birds and trap hares. But a boar? Ha! Never.” 
 
    “Then what kings exactly are you referring to?” I asked. 
 
    “Human ones,” Willobee answered. 
 
    “It doesn’t happen very often,” Florenia said. “Kings are surrounded by their retainers when they go on hunts. So if they are allowed to get killed by wild animals, then usually they weren’t particularly popular kings.” 
 
    “The whole concept of kings is rather absurd,” Willobee said. “Some clans have them, but not Clan Benniwumporgan. And it never works out well for the clans that do crown kings.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked him. 
 
    “Well, gnomes are a very jealous and quarrelsome people, and someone usually ends up assassinating them sooner or later,” Willobee said. “Usually by poison. So kings always try to employ tasters. But if the kings aren’t very popular, then the tasters get scared, and they hide the food in their mouths or spit it out when the king isn’t looking. And if another clan attacks, then usually the weaker clan will make a deal with them and sell out their king and agree to change allegiances before they actually have to go into battle. And the really exceptionally good kings who somehow manage to more or less please everyone and not get conquered usually eventually decide that the job is just too much work and not as fun as they thought it would be and quit.”  
 
    “It sounds as though the problem lies not with the kings, but with their faithless followers,” Florenia said. 
 
    “Well, why would other gnomes want to get themselves poisoned or hacked up by swords just because some random guy wearing a crown said so?” Willobee demanded. 
 
    “For the good of their nations, and the honor that they would win thereby,” Florenia answered. 
 
    “Humans don’t make sense,” Willobee grumbled. 
 
    “No, humans don’t make sense, but that part of their behavior does,” Elodette said. “It’s only that they are not as consistent as centaurs in upholding those ideals.” 
 
    “I wish that people could be honored and glorified just for being nice to other people and helping them, instead of having to die horrible deaths and kill other people and cause suffering in order to be considered heroes,” Ilandere sighed. 
 
    “But think of what we’re doing now, Princess,” Elodette said. “We’re going to go lift the Thorvinian siege on the temple of Tarlinis that Peryenia prophesied would occur. Do you think that’s a nice thing to do that will help out the followers of Tarlinis?” 
 
    “Of course it is,” Ilandere said. 
 
    “And, do you think it will involve killing Thorvinians?” Elodette asked. 
 
    “…Well, I guess so,” Ilandere admitted reluctantly. 
 
    “So, would it be ‘nicer’ not to kill any Thorvinians and leave the order of Tarlinis to its fate?” Elodette persisted. 
 
    “I guess not,” Ilandere said. “I just wish there were a peaceful way to accomplish the same thing.” 
 
    “Yes, geopolitical matters should be settled through games of wit and skill, without violence involved,” Willobee said. 
 
    “You mean through fucking card games?” Lizzy changed back momentarily just so she could chime in scornfully. 
 
    “Exactly,” Willobee agreed as his eyes glowed with enthusiasm. “Something like Sandmaster would be ideal. Something that involves planning, taking calculated risks, social manipulation, diversionary tactics, just the right amount of ruthlessness concealed under a guise of benevolence, and a pinch of luck-- the same skills that are necessary to govern a state.” 
 
    “Those aren’t the traits of a queen!” Elodette objected. “A queen should be noble, courageous, self-sacrificing, have unfailing integrity, unyielding determination, and be wise and just in all her decisions.” 
 
    “Just like Vander,” Ilandere said. 
 
    “Hey, I make lots of mistakes and half the time I have no idea what I’m doing,” I said. 
 
    “You’re just being humble,” the centaur princess said as she reached out to hold my nearest self’s hand. “You always do the right thing.” 
 
    “No one always does the right thing,” I said. “Sometimes there isn’t even really a right thing. But if I had to say that about anyone, it would probably be you, Ilandere. You just never have a bad intention or a mean thought. It’s like you were just designed without all the ugly parts of human nature.” 
 
    Wolf-Lizzy swallowed the rest of her pork chop so fast that she made a hacking sound as it caught in her throat slightly, then changed back into her human self so that she could retort, “She was designed to be a prey animal, there’s just no predator in her, that’s what you mean. Without you around to look after her she’d’a been dead ages ago.” 
 
    “What am I, chopped liver?” Elodette demanded. 
 
    Instead of answering, Lizzy morphed back and returned to stuffing her face. 
 
    Thankfully, I think the she-wolf understood that I didn’t really consider Ilandere superior to her or to Florenia, it was just that of my three consorts, the silvery little princess doubted herself the most and needed the most reassurance. I loved the very different personalities of all three women in their own ways. I did have a soft spot for Ilandere’s sweetness, gentleness, and pure heart. I enjoyed Lizzy’s ferocity, fearlessness, penchant for speaking her mind, and general don’t-give-a-fuck attitude. And I admired Florenia’s incredible intelligence, sensual nature, resilience, and fortitude.  
 
    I couldn’t imagine my life without any of them. My life was also highly enriched by Elodette, who was as brave, honorable, steadfast, and competent as she was grumpy.  
 
    And Willobee.  
 
    I never really knew what absurd thing the gnome was going to say next or what kind of trouble he was going to drag us all into, and that was a large part of his inexplicable charm. 
 
    He also had a lot of random talents. As the women fell silent, Willobee picked up a couple of sticks to drum on a log to accompany himself as he launched into a sweet, low, mournful ballad about a gnome who misplaced his favorite hat, and roamed the world seeking a replacement, but could never find another hat just like it and eventually resolved to go hatless for the sorrowful remainder of his life. 
 
    Willobee’s singing voice was shockingly deep and powerful coming from his three-foot-tall, thoroughly unintimidating frame, and it had the most versatile range of any I had ever heard. It was of course easy enough for him to sound like a gnome as he sang the hatless hero’s parts, but he could also inhabit the gravelly, resonant tones of a troll that was suspected of stealing the hat, but had actually just eaten a child who happened to have been wearing a misleadingly similar hat, or the breathy, seductive murmurs of a gnomish prostitute that distracted the hero from his quest for a while, but in the end failed to fulfill the hat-shaped void in his heart. Willobee could also produce sounds that vividly evoked things that didn’t even make a sound. For instance, during this particular ballad, he managed to sound exactly like the gnome’s missing hat itself, so much so that I could picture the color and style of the hat precisely even without a verbal description. 
 
    Lizzy, without even seeming to realize that she was doing it, rocked back and forth drowsily on her haunches to the hypnotic swell of Willobee’s voice and the pounding undercurrents of his drumming. Then eventually she passed out and toppled over, which startled the rest of us since she weighed about four hundred pounds, but didn’t even disturb her enough to wake her up, which became obvious in the next moment as she started snoring. 
 
    Ilandere and Florenia, however, remained wide awake, and the centaur princess was peering at me shyly through her eyelashes, and the duke’s daughter was gazing at me sideways with a slight smirk in ways that I knew them well enough to know meant the same thing, which was that they weren’t interested in going to sleep yet. 
 
    Two of me remained by the fire, along with Elodette, to appreciate the last few verses of Willobee’s oddly poignant ballad. The other two each led one of my two conscious consorts off a little ways to separate clearings out of earshot of the gnome and the stern black centaur. 
 
    First, I stood on my tiptoes to kiss Ilandere on her marble forehead, then on the tip of her slip of a nose, then on her rosebud mouth as I gently removed her sheer pink blouse and revealed the impossibly slim curves of her dainty little body. Her skin was so pale and so radiant that it glowed a little in the moonlight. Then with my hands I traced the soft mounds of her small but perfect breasts and lowered my mouth to suck on one of her pert pink nipples. She tipped her head back with her long blonde hair cascading down like a silvery waterfall and sighed with pleasure. 
 
    Meanwhile I laid Florenia down on her back, unlaced her tight-fitting dark gold gown, and peeled it off her lithe olive-skinned body. She had full breasts, not as huge as Lizzy’s, but strikingly prominent on her frame, which was so slim that I could glimpse her ribs a little when she moved. Her hips flared out more than Ilandere’s, which were childishly narrow. Her chestnut hair was wildly disarrayed and partly hid her perfect face, but I could still see the mischief that curved her lips and the desire that burned in her hazel eyes. 
 
    I propped myself above her on my elbows and ground my erection against her crotch until she groaned with impatience. Then I crawled downward, lowered my head between her legs, and licked the wetness of her entrance until her hips arched off the ground, and she cried out with ecstasy. I stopped right before she came, unlaced my pants and pushed them down, and quickly shoved my cock inside of her. She climaxed almost as soon as she felt my length fill her completely, and I continued to thrust, slowly at first but then faster and faster, until I pumped my seed into her. Then I rolled her over on top of me with my shaft still jutting inside of her, and we just lay there gasping for breath until we were ready for the next round. 
 
    In the morning, we ate as much of the boar that remained as we could manage, which was a surprising amount since both Florenia and even Ilandere had more of an appetite than usual. Then we loaded up the horses, I reassimilated one self so that the ratio of riders to horses would work out, and we mounted up and set off. 
 
    About an hour down the road we passed a man going the opposite way who was driving a mule that was carting a load of rosy ripe apples. Ilandere’s huge dark eyes lit up, and she clasped her hands together in front of her chest. 
 
    “I’ve never seen such beautiful apples,” she exclaimed with longing in her voice. They were far and away her favorite food. 
 
    The mule driver, who was stout, bearded, and had a kind twinkle in his eyes, chuckled at the princess’ reaction. “Why, thank you kindly, little miss,” he said. “I’m on my way to sell them to the next village over. It would do them some good to take those pipes out of their mouths for a minute and put something wholesome in their stomachs. Something real that grows from the earth, instead of something that they just imagine floating around in the clouds.” 
 
    “May we purchase one?” I asked him as I nodded to Willobee to signal for him to bring out the bulging pouch of coins from Marvincus. 
 
    “No, you certainly may not,” he said. Then he reached back into the cart, plucked out one of the biggest and finest apples, and handed it to Ilandere. “It is my honor to gift one to such a beautiful little lady. And, to someone who knows how to appreciate quality apples when she sees them!” 
 
    “Thank you, that is so kind of you,” Ilandere replied as she blushed pink. She took a delicate bite of the apple and closed her eyes with happiness as she crunched it in her mouth. After she had swallowed the bite she said, “It’s the sweetest apple I’ve ever tasted.” 
 
    The apple seller chuckled again at the centaur’s innocent enthusiasm. “Plenty more where that came from,” he said. “Looks like you’re headed in the direction of my home, Galeurn. The apples that grow there are finer than any others in all of Ambria. When you get there, just tell them that you’re friends of Ned the Younger.” 
 
    “Thanks, we will,” I said. “How much farther along is it?” 
 
    “Only a few hours,” Ned the Younger answered. “There’s one fork between here and there. Take the left path when you get to it. Then, you’ll start seeing wild apple trees pop up before you even reach Galeurn.” 
 
    We thanked Ned for his help, and he insisted on our taking an apple each. Then he spurred his mule on and left us with a merry wave. 
 
    “Besides you, Vander, I think that was the nicest man I’ve ever met,” Ilandere remarked. 
 
    Lizzy laughed. “You better watch out when we get to Galeurn, Vander, or she’ll get kidnapped by the first guy to show up with an apple in his hand.” 
 
    “He wasn’t even very curious about us and didn’t ask us any questions or stare that much,” Florenia said. “Think he’s seen stranger sights before than two centaurs, a gnome, a wolf-woman, and a god with four bodies?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” I replied. “I think it’s just that nothing fazes him much. He seems to think that life is good and kind of just calmly accept whatever it hands him. And give back what he can.” 
 
    “Well, if everyone in Galeurn is like him, maybe we should come back and live there someday,” Ilandere said wistfully. 
 
    I laughed. “Alright, maybe we will, but let’s at least wait till we get to the village before we fall in love with it.” 
 
    Two hours later, after all of us had gnawed our apples down to the core and found them sweet, juicy, and firm but not hard, and taken the left-hand path of the fork that Ned had mentioned and passed several groves of the wild apple trees he had described, we reached the village of Galeurn. 
 
    Instead of the more common fields of wheat or corn or cabbage, it was surrounded by orchards with rows upon rows of healthy, flourishing apple trees. It was evidently the village’s main crop. 
 
    Then, as we approached the village center where all the buildings were crowded together, the air became fragrant with the scent of baked apples, sugar, and cinnamon. Galeurn was a larger village than the last one which hadn’t had a name that I knew of, where Peryenia of Ukalion lived in her lonely garret. It also looked more prosperous. Below people’s homes, the first floor of many buildings were occupied by storefronts with brightly painted signs, many of them incorporating some kind of apple symbol. 
 
    The people that we passed by in the street, which was actually paved with cobblestones, looked as stout and healthy as their trees. Some of them stared at us, which we were perfectly used to, but not with hostility or fear, just with curiosity and interest. Many smiled, and a few raised their hands to wave or called out greetings to us. 
 
    “This place is even more lovely than any palace could ever be,” Ilandere said. 
 
    “How would you know that?” Florenia asked. “You’ve never been in a palace, have you? Only Lord Kiernan’s castle, which comes nowhere near to qualifying. This village has its own quaint charms to be sure, but trust me when I say that they do not compare to the splendors of a well-furnished palace.” 
 
    “Well, all the people seem happy, and it’s very peaceful,” the beautiful centaur replied. “There’s a lot of wealth and power concentrated in castles and palaces and other seats of nobles, right? And other people get jealous of that and try to attack them. So they always have to have battlements and arrow slits and be ready to fight for their homes. But people rarely ever attack cottages. So I’d rather have a cottage in the countryside.” 
 
    “That is an absurd view to take,” Florenia said. “Saying that you’d rather have nothing than something wonderful, just because whenever you have something wonderful, of course everyone else with less covets it too. Well, as long as you are strong enough and smart enough and choose your thanes wisely and treat them fairly, there is no reason you should not be able to defend what is rightfully yours.” 
 
    “But a cottage isn’t nothing,” Ilandere said. “If it’s filled with cozy furniture and has a hearth, and the people you love live there, then it’s a home. And it’s the only home I’d ever need.” 
 
    “Nature already provides absolutely everything that a reasonable creature requires for survival,” Elodette said. “Building permanent structures and thinking that part of the earth belongs to you personally just because you put some timbers on top of it is a ridiculous human conceit.” 
 
    Both Ilandere and Florenia rolled their eyes at her. 
 
    “Finders keepers,” Lizzy said. “Also takers keepers. If I can get my hands on it, and you can’t stop me then it’s mine.” 
 
    “That kind of attitude is precisely why battlements and arrow slits are necessary,” Florenia said disapprovingly. 
 
    “If everyone had a cottage of their own and a loving partner to share it with, maybe they wouldn’t feel the need to compete for each other’s resources,” Ilandere said wistfully. 
 
    “Well, some people have ambition, you know,” the sultry duke’s daughter replied haughtily. 
 
    “What do you think, Vander?” Ilandere asked me. “Would you rather live in a cottage or a palace?” 
 
    “I… er… intend to live in both,” I said. “I intend to live wherever each of you will be happiest. But I’ll all be traveling on the road for the foreseeable future until I have vanquished Thorvinius.” 
 
    “And any other bad guys we run into on the way,” Lizzy added. “I’ll keep traveling with you, Vander. And I don’t mind one bit where the hell we bed down at night. If we had a hut or if we had a fancy ass palace, staying in one place would get old after a while all the same.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Willobee said. “I’ve had so many homes, so many vehicles, so many masters, so many children, I can’t remember them all, and the idea of staying with any of them forever is unthinkably tedious. But every one was special to me during our time together.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll always remember us all right,” the she-wolf said confidently. “Even if you do wander off on some kinda funny gnomish business someday.” 
 
    “Yes, all the near-death experiences I have endured in your company have left permanent psychic scars,” groaned the gnome.  
 
    “Ooh, can we buy a pie here?” Ilandere asked as we approached a bakery. The mouthwatering scent of apple pie was unmistakable. 
 
    “Of course,” I said. The little centaur princess rarely asked for anything, and it would make for a delicious midday meal. 
 
    The bakery was run by a friendly elderly couple, Sol and Minna. 
 
    “It’s a wonderful surprise to see new faces around here,” Minna said after we had ordered a pie, some tarts, and some apple bread pudding, and she had given their apprentice instructions to heat the goods. “And such beautiful faces too! You all look like royalty. What brings you to Galeurn?” 
 
    “We are just passing through,” Elodette said. It was unlike the surly centaur to be the first one to speak up, especially in conversation with strangers, but I had a feeling she was directing the remark more to Ilandere, as a reminder, than to the bakers. 
 
    “Ah, well, I’m glad you happened by then,” Minna said. “Where are you on your way to?” 
 
    “In the long term, we are on our way to aid Qaar’endoth in conquering the world and establishing a benevolent dictatorship,” Florenia said. “In the short term, we are just headed to the temple of Tarlinis to intervene in an impending Thorvinian attack.” 
 
    “My goodness,” the old lady said. For the first time her placid demeanor looked a little jarred. 
 
    “I don’t know who this Qaar’endoth fellow is,” her husband Sol said, “but you mean the Thorvinians are coming to the temple of Tarlinis? That’s bad news, that’s bad news indeed.” 
 
    “Is Tarlinis the god of this village?” I asked him. “Is he worshipped here in Galeurn?” 
 
    “Ah, well, I wouldn’t say that,” Sol replied. “We don’t really bother much with gods around here, and they don’t really bother us. We pay attention to our harvest calendars and to the tenets of horticulture, and viniculture too, we make a delightful apple brandy here that’s quite a bit more durable than pies, so we can transport it to farther markets. And we make a habit of being kind to our neighbors and lending a hand when we can, and they do the same for us. And all that has been enough for Galeurn in the way of religion for as long as I’ve lived, and as long as my father lived, and my grandfather before him, and my great-grandfather before that.” 
 
    “I see,” I said. “Then is the temple of Tarlinis, er, one of the primary consumers of your apple brandy?” 
 
    “Well, yes, there is that,” Sol conceded. “But overall it’s just a pity for peaceful folk like them to be harassed by these marauding fanatics like these Thorvinians. I’ve never met ‘em and I hope to goodness I never do, but the tales are starting to spread, even to villages like ours where there are no temples and therefore no reason for The Devourer to pay a visit. Unless, of course, he has a taste for apples. And almost everybody does. Our apples, anyway. None like them in all of Ambria.” 
 
    “That’s just what Ned the Younger told us, that Galeurn apples are special,” Ilandere said. “We met him on the road on the way here.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, Ned is my nephew,” Sol said. “My youngest sister’s boy. He has a bit of the wandering bug. Always trying to expand into new markets. And then there’s his brother Alan, who’s always trying to invent new products, as if a body really needed apple core earrings and invisible ink made from apple juice and condoms made from apple peels. As far as I’m concerned, apples are good for one thing and one thing only, and that’s eating.” 
 
    “But there're thousands of ways to eat them, and we’ve tried most of them over the last half a century,” Minna said happily. 
 
    “Oh, I wish I knew how to bake,” Ilandere said. “I think that I would like it very much.” 
 
    “You would have fit in with the vestals of Nillibet better than I did,” Florenia agreed, “species notwithstanding.” 
 
    “And Sol may be right that some of our dear nephew’s inventions may be a bit silly, but there are plenty of other lovely ways to use apples besides for eating and drinking,” Minna continued. “We make the most fragrant soaps and oils and scented candles and sell them to aristocrats.” 
 
    “You do?” Florenia asked. “To which houses?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know much about that, dearie,” Minna said. “They all have such flowery names, don’t they, aristocrats? Sound a lot alike. And I don’t deal with any of their servants myself, that’s what some of my friends with the bath products do. I just sell baked goods to whoever walks by and happens to catch a good whiff! Hard to resist after that, if I do say so myself.” 
 
    At that point, the couple’s apprentice returned with a tray laden with our purchases, which were piping hot and issuing faint wisps of steam. We thanked Sol and Minna and bade them good afternoon. 
 
    “Enjoy your visit to Galeurn,” Minna said with a crinkle-eyed smile. “It really was a treat to meet such polite and promising young people.” 
 
    “And good luck with saving the Tarlinians from Thorvinius,” Sol added. “Those priests and vestals have never done anyone any harm, and they always pay for their brandy shipments promptly and in full. Anyone who would attack them is a raging asshole, I tell you.” 
 
    “We’re going to do our best,” I said. 
 
    Lizzy winked and said, “Don’t worry, those Thorvinians don’t stand a chance against Vander. Your customers are safe.” 
 
    We carried the pie, tarts, and bread pudding over to a village square and settled down beneath a broad, leafy tree to enjoy them. The crusts were buttery and exactly the right degree of doughy, firm, or flaky in the case of each pastry to best complement the sweet spiced apple fillings. 
 
    “Would Nillibet approve?” I asked Florenia. 
 
    “Oh, Nillibet would be jealous that a secular baker had surpassed her chosen ones,” the former vestal replied as she took my hand and licked a dollop of apple tart off my finger. 
 
    “I want to learn to bake like this for you, Vander,” Ilandere said. 
 
    “Well, I sure wouldn’t mind,” I said. “I can afford to let one of my bodies get fat. Maybe someday we can come back here. Minna really liked you, and I bet she would be willing to take you on as her next apprentice.” 
 
    “Baking is hardly a suitable activity for a princess,” Elodette said through gritted teeth. “A princess should be training her herd, motivating them, coming in first at every race and winning every archery contest. Not kneading dough for a human man.” 
 
    Normally, Ilandere became downcast when her handmaiden scolded or reproached her for failing to live up to centaur ideals. But this time, the silvery blonde beauty just laughed, a sound like tinkling bells. “Haven’t you despaired of me by now and any potential that I ever had to be a halfway decent excuse for a centaur princess, Elodette?” she asked. It was a fair question. Sweet, sensitive little Ilandere was just about the opposite of the proud, stoic warrior type. 
 
    “No, and I never will, because I know you have it in you,” Elodette answered. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure the rest of the herd has forgotten about me by now,” Ilandere said. “And my mother is probably glad I’m gone. She was always ashamed of me. But now I’ve found friends who love me for who I am, not for my bloodlines.” 
 
    “I know that the Queen could seem harsh at times--” Elodette began. 
 
    “Never mind, I don’t want to talk about her, or the herd,” Ilandere interrupted, which was another unusually assertive move on her part. Usually if someone tried to lecture her, whether it was her well-intentioned handmaiden or Lizzy being shamelessly rude, she just hung her head and assumed that she probably deserved it. “This is my herd now, my real herd.” 
 
    “As you wish, Princess,” Elodette sighed. 
 
    By that time we had finished all of Sol and Minna’s pastries down to the last crumb, and I was wondering whether we should continue on our way, or go back to buy some more apple pastries first. But then two teenage boys strolled toward the tree where we were all seated together, and they were engaged in a loud, animated conversation that caught the ear of one of my selves that was less focused on the centaurs’ exchange. 
 
    “He laid a wager that he could go for half an hour, and he only lasted two minutes flat,” one of them cackled. He had red hair and freckles. 
 
    “Figures,” his blond companion said. “Cocky bastard. Was he embarrassed in the morning?” 
 
    “Yeah tried to make all kinds of fucking excuses,” the redheaded boy replied. 
 
    “You’ve done it too, haven’t you?” the blond boy asked. “How long did you last?” 
 
    “Probably five minutes,” the redheaded boy said. “But I didn’t lay any wagers about it, you know what I mean?” 
 
    “Yeah about the same as me then,” the blond boy said. 
 
    “You wanna try together sometime, see if we can go any longer?” the redheaded boy asked. 
 
    “Sure, I don’t think it’s going to work that way, but maybe some night when we get bored,” his companion agreed. “We could get a whole group together. I think Dierdre was interested. She was saying some stuff about how we should try hanging ourselves upside down and burning ourselves with candle wax though which might be a bit extreme for me.” 
 
    “I dunno though, in some ways I think it really just illustrates the powerlessness of man against nature and the tenuousness of mortal existence, the futility of even trying to assert dominance over the void,” the blond boy sighed, which seemed a bit melodramatic to me. 
 
    The pair of them finally reached our tree then. 
 
    They looked at us curiously and became visibly flustered at the sight of my female companions. They glanced over Lizzy, Florenia, Ilandere, and Elodette, and then exchanged glances with each other that I guess they probably thought in their teenage minds were subtle. 
 
    “Hi, what are you all doing in town?” the redheaded boy squeaked. “You guys, uh, here for the goldens?” 
 
    “The what?” I asked. 
 
    “The golden apples, you here to try for them?” he asked as he finally tore his eyes away from Lizzy’s cleavage for long enough to glance at me. An expression of confusion crossed his freckled face. “Hey, whoa, you guys all, uh, brothers or something?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I said. “What golden apples are you talking about?” 
 
    “They really made of gold?” Lizzy asked hopefully. 
 
    “Nah, they’re worth gold though, the mayor will give you a solid gold apple if you catch the thief,” the redhead said. “Thought maybe that was what you came here for, a lot of out-of-towners do. Exotic types. I mean most of them don’t look like you all though.” 
 
    “We don’t know anything about any golden apples,” Ilandere said. “We just really like the regular ones.” 
 
    “Well, are you here long then?” the blond boy asked. His eyes kept creeping back over to Florenia, with her fine-featured face, luscious mouth, and willowy golden curves. “Maybe we could, um, show you around or something. I’m Zan.” 
 
    “Hold up,” Lizzy said. “What’s it about these gold apples?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s kind of silly,” the redheaded boy said. “It’s an impossible challenge. I wouldn’t waste my time if I were you. But there’s a tree in an orchard where the apples grow golden. Not yellow, but really, truly golden, but they’re not made of gold, they really are apples. And they taste better than any other apples in the world, but no one’s tasted them in months, cause they keep disappearing.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what Bill and I been talking about,” Zan said. 
 
    “Oh, that’s what you were talking about?” Florenia asked with surprise. 
 
    “Yes, of course, what did you think?” the blond teenager asked as he blushed red. 
 
    “Anyway,” redheaded Bill continued, “I probably ain’t explaining it that well, but the thing about these apples is, they only ripen overnight, so you can’t pluck them before then or they won’t be any good. And every night, any golden apples that were there disappear. But we don’t know who’s taking them, cause no one who stands watch in that particular orchard can ever seem to stay awake. It’s a curse or something. That’s why there's the reward to figure it out and catch the thief.” 
 
    “All right, we’ll do it,” Lizzy said. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “We’ll nab their thief for ‘em and get the gold,” Lizzy clarified. 
 
    “I know what you meant,” I said. “I’m just not sure whether you remembered that we’re supposed to be on our way to save the temple of Tarlinis right now and then attack Thorvinius’ fortress in the Cliffs of Nadirizi after that.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we're on our way to save a temple that ain’t even been attacked yet, so we got time,” Lizzy said confidently. “That skinny lady that looked like she ain’t ever seen the sunlight said so.” 
 
    “Oh, please, please, Vander, let’s just stay one single night,” Ilandere cried out immediately. “Galeurn is the loveliest place with the kindest people that I’ve ever seen in my entire life. And they need our help to save their best apples!” 
 
    “This is a real easy challenge, it’d be a shame to pass it up,” Lizzy said. “We shouldn’t always be relying on the gnome to get us money at the gambling table, half the time that goes sourer than a dead cow’s milk.” 
 
    “Sounds like a bit more of an interesting one than usual I must admit,” Elodette said. “It doesn’t sound like a simple matter of combat, there’s some kind of psychological or physiological trick at work. I’d be rather curious to test ourselves against it.” 
 
    “We have a moral duty to illustrate to these young gentlemen, and their entire society, that man is not powerless against nature and can in fact assert dominance over the void if he tries hard enough and cleverly enough,” concluded Willobee, whose jade green eyes were lit up in the particular way that they only lit up when the gnome had pecuniary gain on the mind. 
 
    “Okay, fine,” I sighed. “We’ll stay one night, but that’s it.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, Vander!” the centaur princess exclaimed and flung her slender arms around my nearest neck as her huge dark eyes sparkled with joy. I started to worry that she would never want to leave Galeurn, since she seemed so convinced that it was the absolutely perfect place. Part of me hoped that whoever or whatever was stealing these golden apples would turn out to be menacing enough to change her mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “So where is this tree with the golden apples anyway?” I asked the pair of teenagers. 
 
    “It’s in the mayor’s garden, because it doesn’t belong to anyone, it belongs to the whole village,” Zan said. “A few generations ago a really wealthy treasure hunter found the seeds that it grew from and brought them back, but then in his will he bequeathed the tree to Galeurn.” 
 
    “We’ll go with you tonight,” Bill offered eagerly. 
 
    “No, you won’t,” Florenia said. She looked impatient with the way he seemed physically incapable of removing his eyes from her. “We’ll need to maintain our focus. We can’t be distracted.” 
 
    “But you will want to be distracted, so you don’t fall asleep,” Bill whined. 
 
    “We are perfectly capable of distracting each other,” Florenia purred as she tossed me a wink. 
 
    Even that unsubtle hint didn’t seem to deter the practically drooling teenagers. 
 
    “Yeah guys, you don’t know much about how this golden apple thief situation works, but it’s been going on for several months, and almost everyone in Galeurn has tried sitting up at least once, so we’ve heard all the stories by now,” Zan said. “We know a lot of stuff that can help you.” 
 
    “Like what, exactly?” Florenia inquired. “No one else’s tactics have seemed to work yet, have they? It sounds like everyone is at the point of giving up?” 
 
    “You don’t even know where the mayor’s garden is,” Zan huffed. 
 
    “I am confident that we can find it,” Florenia replied. “Everyone here is so wonderfully cordial, I am sure we will find a citizen generous enough to provide us with directions.” 
 
    “We don’t need your permission to be in the mayor’s garden,” Zan pointed out. “He’s opened it to all challengers, and we live here.” 
 
    Bill elbowed him and shook his head slightly. “They clearly don’t want us there, Zan,” he sighed and waited hopefully for one of the women to contradict him. None of them did. 
 
    “Sorry,” Lizzy said. “We just don’t have time for babysitting.” 
 
    That seemed a little unnecessarily harsh, but it did the trick. The two boys scowled, opened their mouths to retort, realized that pretty much anything they could say at that point would just embarrass themselves more, and stalked off bristling. 
 
    “Poor kids,” I said. 
 
    “They would have been clingy and hopeful all night, it was best to get rid of them as soon as possible,” Florenia said. 
 
    “What do you think a golden apple tastes like?” Ilandere wondered aloud. 
 
    “Probably the same as a red one,” Lizzy scoffed. “Only it’s the kind of thing rich people like to pay extra for.” 
 
    “You know, maybe we should have brought those kids along, as bait for the monster,” Willobee said thoughtfully. 
 
    We all turned to stare at him. 
 
    “How could you say such a thing?” Ilandere exclaimed. 
 
    “What monster you talkin’ about anyhow?” Lizzy demanded. 
 
    “The monster that’s eating all the golden apples,” replied the gnome. 
 
    “Monsters don’t eat apples,” the she-wolf stated confidently. 
 
    “Monsters don’t only eat apples,” Willobee corrected ominously. 
 
    “Those kids didn’t say nothin’ about nobody getting killed in this orchard,” Lizzy said impatiently. “They just said people keep falling asleep. So if there was a monster wouldn’t it eat them when they were asleep?” 
 
    “Hmm, unless,” Florenia suggested, “the primary consideration is for there to be no witnesses, and inducing sleep serves that purpose, but any witness who remained conscious would have to be disposed of in an alternate manner.” 
 
    Ilandere was usually the most fearful of all my companions, with the possible exception of Willobee, but in this case, she seemed so ecstatic about the prospect of spending the rest of the day and an entire night in Galeurn that even the discussion of a hypothetical man-eating monster could not dampen her spirits. “Any creature that loves apples so much that it comes back every night to eat them can’t possibly be that evil,” she said. 
 
    I really didn’t think the logic of that statement held up, but I wasn’t going to say anything about it. 
 
    “Hmph,” Lizzy snorted. “It’s probably some kinda long-lost horse cousin of yours.” 
 
    “I just hope it’s not a magician,” Willobee said nervously. 
 
    “Well, if we’re going to do this, we should go scout out the mayor’s garden,” Elodette said. 
 
    “Minna mentioned that she has a neighbor who makes some kind of dessert that she calls ice cream,” Ilandere said with wide eyes. “Because it’s icy but also has a creamy texture. And it’s flavored with--” 
 
    “Apples, we know,” Lizzy groaned. 
 
    “There’s plenty of time to do both,” I said. “It’s not even time for dinner yet. We have several hours before nightfall.” 
 
    We spent the rest of the afternoon and evening wandering the pretty cobbled streets of Galeurn and sampling various apple-flavored, apple-scented, apple-shaped, and otherwise apple-centric goods, each of which delighted the little centaur princess more than the last. The villagers certainly recognized that we were strangers and paid us extra attention, but they seemed more used to having strangers around than the people of other small rural communities typically were, because it sounded like people came from far and wide to trade with them. 
 
    We brought up the topic of the mysteriously disappearing golden apples in the mayor’s garden a few times to see if we could learn anything else about the situation, but all the villagers said much the same as what Bill and Zan had already told us. They didn’t know who was taking them or why, but everyone who stayed in the garden overnight to try to figure it out inevitably just fell asleep. The golden apples were an extremely valuable commodity and this displeased them, but it also wasn’t ruining their lives the way the slaughter of their sheep herds had been ruining the lives of the Sanctimians in another village my friends and I had visited once. It was just a frustrating mystery, and one that they were willing to offer a generous reward to have resolved. But at the same time the mystery itself brought in tourist money from adventurers who would show up to Galeurn to stand a watch. 
 
    For dinner, we found an inn where they served apple casserole, stuffed apples, steak drizzled with an apple reduction, and so on and so forth, accompanied with copious quantities of apple brandy. Willobee said that it was a little bitter for his taste, and he preferred honey mead, but that didn’t stop him from outdrinking all four of my selves combined as usual. 
 
    It was easy enough to find our way to the mayor’s garden from there after asking for directions from the innkeeper. By then, it was twilight, and the various ornamental bushes and shrubs that comprised most of the vast garden were just dim shapes, livened by the colors of some of the more vivid flowers. There were a few trees, but most of them were decorative. We found a few in a relatively sparse area where we tethered Generosity, Virility, Fury, Slayer, and Chivalry for the night and hoped that they would do the minimal possible damage to the vegetation. 
 
    There was just one grove of apple trees planted in a circle, and in the center of the circle was the golden apple tree, which stood taller than the rest. 
 
    When we went up to get a closer look, we could see that this central tree had faintly gold-flecked leaves. 
 
    Then Ilandere pointed high up into its branches and said, “Look!” 
 
    Near the crown of the tree, there was a small round golden object gleaming faintly. 
 
    Willobee waddled over to the other side of the tree and pointed up too. “There’s another one,” he said. 
 
    In total, we found three apples. They looked perfect to me, but they were about twenty feet up so it was hard to tell, and the villagers had all agreed that they were not ripe if plucked before morning, before the nightly visit of their mysterious thief. 
 
    Then we settled down at the foot of the golden apple tree to wait. One of my selves waited there with the rest of my friends, while the other three of me dispersed to patrol the garden walls. 
 
    I sat down in front of the tree, and Ilandere settled down beside me and folded her knees beneath her, and nestled herself against me with both of her hands laid on my shoulder and her pointed little chin resting on top of them. Florenia snuggled up on the other side of that same body with her head on my chest and her hand absently stroking my thigh. 
 
    Lizzy meanwhile declared, “It’s wolf o’clock,” morphed, and padded off into the shadows of the garden, presumably to sniff around for clues. 
 
    Elodette didn’t move off any more than a few yards from us, but she used the uncanny ability that she had to blend into the shadows so that it became easy to forget she was even there, silently watching with her bow at the ready. 
 
    Willobee found a nearby rock to lean against like an armchair, crossed his arms over his round little belly, leaned his head back, and closed his eyes to rest, but I knew he was still conscious, since he wasn’t snoring. 
 
    “What’s everyone else’s favorite fruit?” I asked after a minute. “I know what Ilandere’s is.” 
 
    “Strawberries,” Florenia said. “Preferably dipped in chocolate.” 
 
    “Grapes,” Elodette said. 
 
    “The parcantewli melon of the Kirajistan steppes,” Willobee answered.  
 
    “Yeah, what’s that like?” I asked, just as I knew the gnome had wanted me to. 
 
    “It’s striped green and scarlet on the outside, and the shell is so tough that it requires a hatchet to crack it open, and it’s juicy and delicious on the inside,” Willobee said, “and the seeds have hallucinogenic properties.” 
 
    “Of course that’s your favorite,” Elodette sighed. “Are you ever completely sober?” 
 
    “Not if I can help it,” the gnome replied. 
 
    “What about you, Vander?” Ilandere asked. “What’s your favorite fruit?” 
 
    I thought about it. “Back at my temple, on special occasions, like holy days, we would have fresh orange slices sometimes. I think that was my favorite.” 
 
    Everyone fell silent again. I knew that it was because we were all feeling quite drowsy, not necessarily supernaturally drowsy, but just the kind of drowsy that you get after a really heavy meal when you’re resting with friends in a peaceful garden after a series of tiring adventures. So I decided that I had to force my companions to keep talking to stay awake. 
 
    “Okay, if you could only eat one food for the rest of your life, what would it be?” I asked. 
 
    “Apples,” Ilandere said immediately and predictably. 
 
    “Boar meat,” Elodette answered. 
 
    “Hmm, perhaps quail eggs,” Florenia said. “But perhaps they are too rich. I would need to take care to maintain my waistline.” 
 
    “I would soon die of boredom and a broken heart, no matter which food it was,” Willobee said. “Unless-- would liquids also be restricted, Master? If you pureed the foods would they count as drink instead?” 
 
    “You can’t cheat at everything, gnome,” Elodette said tiredly. 
 
    “The world is a more flexible place with more moveable factors than you think, my dear,” Willobee retorted. “If everyone played by the same rules, it would be dull indeed.” 
 
    “You mean if all of society were just and honorable?” Elodette asked. 
 
    Willobee’s response to that prospect was a loud, rumbling snore. 
 
    “Damn it,” I said. “Willobee, wake up. We’ve been here for less than half an hour, we can’t be a man down already.” 
 
    The gnome ignored me, even when I disentangled myself from the women to go over and shake him gently. That was pretty typical of Willobee and didn’t necessarily reflect some kind of mystical apple-thieving powers at work, though. Also, when I shook him, it caused a small glass bottle to fall out of one of his pockets and roll across the ground. I picked up the bottle and squinted at the label.
“Hmm,” I said. “When did Willobee get the chance to purchase apple cordial?”
No one could answer that question, but no one was surprised by the discovery either. 
 
    Ilandere covered her mouth as she yawned and said, “Oh! Pardon me. Do you think the curse is starting, Vander?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I think we’re all just tired and ate a lot today. It doesn’t feel like a curse to any of you, does it? Because I just feel tired in a normal way.” 
 
    “I don’t know, I just know I feel awfully tired,” Ilandere said. “I’m sorry in advance if I fall asleep. I’m trying my best not to. I want to stay up and help you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’d like your company but if you can’t help falling asleep, that’s fine too,” I said. 
 
    “I feel a bit sleepy but it isn’t anything I can’t handle,” Florenia said. 
 
    “Well, I don’t even feel tired at all,” Elodette said. “Maybe it’s like with the dosage for medicine. I’m just too large and powerful to be affected by a curse designed for humans.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s how it works,” I said. “But I don’t really know anything about magic, so maybe. If Willobee were awake, he might have a better idea.” 
 
    “Someone told me today that the sugar in apples helps give you energy and keep you awake,” Ilandere said. She stumbled to her hooves and trotted over to one of the ordinary apple trees that surrounded us to pluck what must have been her dozenth apple of the day and brought it back to munch on. At first, I could hear the dainty little crunching sounds near my ear. Then a few moments later they ceased. 
 
    “…Ilandere?” I asked as I turned my head her way. Luckily, the horse parts of her anatomy were already in a seated position, but her upper body fell unconscious across my lap as the half-eaten apple rolled out of her hands. I placed a few fingers on her throat under her jawline to make sure her pulse was strong, which it was. The little centaur sighed a little in her sleep.  
 
    “Okay, Florenia and Elodette, I’m counting on you two now,” I said. Lizzy, too, at least I hoped so, but the she-wolf was off pacing the dark corners of the garden, and I didn’t know for sure whether I could still include her in my count. I tried to get eyes on her through one of my wall patrolling selves and suddenly realized that I only had three available points of view in total. 
 
    I reached out through my consciousness for my fourth self and found my self asleep. I forced myself awake and came to facedown in a hydrangea bush. 
 
    “Ugh,” I groaned and got back up to help my other selves look around for Lizzy. 
 
    Finally I caught a glimpse of the giant wolf padding around between some bushes. I was about to call out hello to her when she staggered and toppled over. She breathed heavily and twitched a bit. Then thirty seconds later she growled, shook herself, forced herself back up to her feet, and kept pacing. 
 
    “Do centaurs, ah, get a lot of sleep in your herd?” my self that was by the golden apple tree asked Elodette. “Or are you all up-before-dawn types?” I had a feeling it was the latter, and that the warrior centaur was about to display a superior attitude about it. 
 
    But she didn’t answer me at all. 
 
    “… Elodette?” I tried again. With my other companions, I had been slightly dismayed each time one of them fell asleep, because that reduced our chances of succeeding at catching the apple thief. But with Elodette, I had to admit there was a part of me that enjoyed the prospect of her being forced to admit that there was at least one thing she didn’t have superior discipline at. 
 
    When I got up to go investigate and make sure the huntress was okay, I discovered that she had fallen asleep standing up. There was almost no change whatsoever in her posture. She hadn’t even lost her grip on her bow. Her sharp gray eyes had simply closed, and her breathing had slowed slightly. She even looked just as stern and unapproachable asleep as she did awake. 
 
    “She’s asleep?” murmured Florenia when I sat back down. She was definitely struggling by then, but the beautiful duke’s daughter’s intense willpower was not to be underestimated. 
 
    “Think so,” I confirmed. “Unless she’s just pretending. I don’t know who sleeps like that. It’s creepy. People are supposed to look sloppy when they’re asleep. Or angelic. Or something. But not just exactly the same.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Florenia purred. “That leaves you and I all alone then.” 
 
    “Well, Lizzy’s still toughing it out too,” I said. Kind of. My other selves posted by the wall had seen the she-wolf fall over three times now. But each time, I had also seen her get back up. 
 
     “Well, Lizzy is welcome to join us if she’d like to,” Florenia replied, and leaned in to kiss me. I tangled my hand in her chestnut colored hair and pulled her body into my lap. Our tongues darting against each other’s and her breasts pressing up against my chest and her crotch grinding against mine sent the blood pumping through my veins and made me feel more awake. A hell of a lot more awake. 
 
    After a few minutes Florenia reached down to unlace my pants, pulled them down to my knees, and ran her tongue lightly from the base to the tip of my shaft. I closed my eyes as my cock throbbed with anticipation. 
 
    Then after a few seconds I opened them again when I felt no further contact either of hand or mouth. 
 
    “Florenia?” I asked through gritted teeth. “Damn it, are you fucking kidding me?” 
 
    She wasn’t kidding me. She was completely asleep in the grass. 
 
    “How could you do this to me?” I grumbled. 
 
    Meanwhile, one of my other selves went to check on Lizzy. I found a huge tawny mound of fur in the grass. 
 
    “Lizzy, you okay?” I mumbled right before I passed out. 
 
    I woke that self back up to find my self gently rising and falling up and down with the unconscious breathing of the wolf beneath me. 
 
    I climbed off her, took a few steps, and then my eyelids dropped, and I fell down unconscious again. 
 
    “Get back up, damn it,” I yelled at my self. “It’s just me now. I’m depending on me.” 
 
    Another of my selves tripped over another of my unconscious bodies that I couldn’t see in the dark, so I physically shook myself awake and dragged myself over to reunite with my other selves. 
 
    My consciousness was so bleary by then that it took a few stops and starts, but I gradually shepherded all of my selves back over to the golden apple tree where Florenia, Ilandere, Elodette, and Willobee were still peacefully snoozing. 
 
    I all stood in a circle facing inward and each time one of my selves started to slump over, I slapped my self in the face or shouted in my ear. 
 
    “Come on,” I yelled. “I’m better than this. I said I’d watch the fucking apples, so I will.” 
 
    “I stay awake through the whole night all the time to keep watch over our camp,” I told my selves. “There’s no reason this time should be any different.” 
 
    “This might be some kind of magic, but having four selves is pretty magic too,” I added. “I’ve got my backs, right?” 
 
    To pass the time and keep my selves engaged, I started playing hand eye coordination games against my selves, like resting one of my hands under another self’s hand and seeing if I could pull it out and slap the top of my other self’s hand before my other self withdrew it. Normally, this kind of activity wasn’t really any fun, because it was pretty much a perfect tie every single time, or the self in the position of an inherently slight advantage would win every single time. Tonight, however, it was actually unpredictable, because even though my brain was sending the signal to move to each of my bodies at the exact same time, the slightly more tired ones at the moment processed the signal slower.  
 
    I started running races against my selves from one tree to the next. I started wrestling with my selves. Physical competitions like that actually did provide good training, because I was the closest match that I could have, although I preferred when possible to race or fight someone whose abilities were slightly superior to my own rather than equal. Anyway, at this point, I was all so tired that when I ran, half the time I crashed into trees or bushes, and when I wrestled, if I failed to free my self from my own chokehold immediately, half the time I would just fall asleep in my arms. 
 
    No matter what I did, even when I accidentally bumped into one of them, none of my other companions woke up. Not only did we all feel unnaturally tired in this garden, once they fell asleep, it was an unnaturally profound sleep that I couldn’t interrupt even though I tried. Normally that might have worried me, but we had talked to enough villagers about the golden apple situation that I knew I could expect them all to wake up in the morning unharmed. Once the golden apples had vanished. 
 
    “Fuck I’m bored,” I groaned. 
 
    “This is miserable,” I agreed. I didn’t usually talk to my selves aloud, since I of course knew every thought that passed through my own mind anyway, and there was no real point, but when there was no one else to talk to, sometimes it just felt more satisfying to process a conversation that way. 
 
    “Kind of surreal though,” I remarked. “This has to be one of the weirdest nights I’ve ever had. It almost feels like being on some kind of drug. I’m not sure if I’m just imagining everything that’s happening right now.” 
 
    “I’m not sure whether or not I’ve imagined pretty much my whole life,” I said. 
 
    “I’m all going to sleep through the whole of tomorrow, Willobee can be in charge for the day,” I declared. 
 
    “How much longer do I think it’ll be?” I asked my selves. “How much longer can I keep this up for?” 
 
    Then I all fell silent thinking, Not much longer at all. 
 
    Because something undefinable in the atmosphere had just shifted. The air might have felt a little warmer, the plants might have smelled a bit more fragrant, or that might have just been my senses’ best way of approximating the more… vivid feeling that suddenly filled the garden. 
 
    At first I looked to the open gate to see if anyone was walking through and to the walls to see if anyone was trying to scale them, but there was no sign of any disturbance. 
 
    Then I looked up into the sky and saw what looked like a shooting star approaching from the distance. It could have been miles away, it could have been a few hundred yards, since I didn’t know what size it really was, but somehow I was absolutely certain that it was heading my way. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I breathed. 
 
    Then two of me, no longer feeling so tired at all, flung my selves at the golden apple tree and clambered up through the branches to its crown while the other two waited down below. It was not only taller, but sturdier, than a standard apple tree, although it was otherwise shaped similarly. 
 
    As the shooting star approached the mayor’s garden, more details began to take shape. It had appeared to be a blinding white flash at first, but as it came closer, it picked up a sort of vague golden hue, and then that continued to darken and redden until I was staring at what looked like a mass of swirling flame that reminded me of the desert fire god Pyralis. 
 
    Then, the red gold glowing orb got close enough that I realized it wasn’t an orb at all. It was a massive, human-sized bird, with a sharp beak and black hawk-like eyes and a glittering body and wings with feathers that looked like flaming streamers. 
 
    As this fiery hawk-like bird dove straight for the top of the golden apple tree where I was perched twenty feet up, I hid my selves as best as I could among the leaves. I squinted at the incoming fireball through my fingers, because it was so blindingly bright that it was like staring at the sun and I felt like it would ruin my vision. 
 
    I didn’t know whether it would burn me on contact or not, but I knew that I had two spare selves in reserve, so as soon as the bird came within reach, I both leapt. 
 
    I grabbed it by the talons, and I also landed on its back with my arms wrapped around its wings to pin them and keep them from flapping. The bird wasn’t hot to the touch at all despite looking as though it were made of pure flame. It just felt like feathers and scales, like an ordinary bird, and slightly warm with the warmth of a living creature. 
 
    The firebird emitted a piercing squawk of terror that reverberated throughout the garden. 
 
    Then the bird and my two selves tumbled together through the air down to the ground twenty feet below. One of me sprained an ankle on landing, so I quickly reassimilated that self and sent it back out again, but my other two selves that had been waiting on the ground already were also there to surround us immediately. The bird wasn’t going anywhere. Not without answering for its thefts first. 
 
    Just when I was wondering how, exactly, I was going to make a bird talk, and whether a magical bird like this might have the ability to use human language, it disappeared from my arms. Or rather, it contracted into something else. Most of the streaming feathers seemed to absorb into its skin, and its aerodynamic bird body transformed into the sleek body of a naked woman, except that she retained the massive wings. 
 
    I probably would have been shocked enough to let go of her reflexively, especially if there were only one of me, but there were four of me surrounding her. 
 
    And I had seen this shit before. 
 
    “My friend does that too,” I told the strange woman, “except she turns into a wolf, not a bird.” 
 
    She was stunning, with long, curling, red gold hair, black eyes, and a slim yet voluptuous figure much like Florenia’s. Her skin was pale and subtly incandescent. She looked a bit alien and definitely dangerous to mess with, like she was designed to lure you to some kind of magical death. 
 
    She stared at me for a long time as I continued to grip her by the wrist, ankle, and wings and I started to worry that maybe even in her quasi-human form, she still couldn’t talk. 
 
    Then finally she said, “I don’t turn into a bird. I am a bird. I can wear the form of a human for a little while when I wish to.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” I said. “Uh. That’s fun.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” she demanded. 
 
    Well, now that I had actually seen the apple thief in person, there were a few other things I wanted from her, but would never demand from someone who was my captive. So I just said, “I want you to stop stealing Galeurn’s golden apples. And to explain why you’ve been doing that.” 
 
    “Because they nourish me,” she said simply. 
 
    “Well, they don’t belong to you,” I said. “They belong to Galeurn. And this village cherishes their apples, especially the golden ones, and it upsets them when they go missing.” 
 
    She shrugged a pale shoulder. She was as totally unselfconscious in her nakedness as Lizzy and Florenia were in front of me, even though we were strangers, not lovers. I wasn’t sure if that was a personality thing or maybe a species thing, if she really identified more as a bird and didn’t even have a human concept of modesty. 
 
    “If they were not valued I would not care for them,” she said. “I only like exotic fruits. And I only like to steal them, once I have found them in remote parts of the world. That is exciting to me.” 
 
    “Well,” I said, “you have to stop stealing Galeurn’s apples, or I can’t let you go.” 
 
    “How did you stay awake, anyway?” she demanded. “All four of you? This has never happened to me before.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” I answered. “I fell asleep a bunch of times, I have no idea how many times. But I just kept waking my selves back up again.” 
 
    “I do not think I understand you,” the firebird sighed. “My magic has never failed me before.”  
 
    “Well, I had a hell of a time managing it, if that makes you feel any better,” I said. “And all my friends with only one body each are out cold.” 
 
    “These bodies all belong to you?” she asked. 
 
    “Yup,” I said. “Four and counting. I know it’s a little weird, but I have a feeling you’re probably not going to judge me for it.” 
 
    “Well, they are very nice,” she said. Her tone wasn’t flirtatious, it was matter-of-fact. She didn’t really interact the way most normal humans did. “The only way they could be improved is if you had wings. I feel so sad for creatures that do not have wings.” 
 
    “Eh, it’s okay,” I said. “I get around. Horses. Carriages. Camels. That sort of thing. On foot too, I run pretty fast, you know.” 
 
    “But you cannot fly,” she said. “You can walk, you can climb trees, but there are places you could never reach on foot. Yesterday I was in the Kirajistan steppes, where the steepest regions are too perilous for any human to navigate.” 
 
    “Oh, were you harvesting parcantewli melons there?” I asked. 
 
    An expression of surprise flitted across her shimmering marble, black-eyed face. “How did you know that?” she asked. 
 
    Instead of answering I said, “They’re pretty delicious, but kind of a bitch to get them cracked open. Have to use a hatchet. I bet you just use your talons and beak though, huh?” 
 
    “Well… yes,” she said. “Are you going to let me go now?” 
 
    “That depends,” I said. “Do you swear not to steal the golden apples of Galeurn anymore?” 
 
    She sighed. “They don’t really need them! They have lots of apples.” That response actually made me feel better, because if she had been willing to promise instantly, then I wouldn’t have known whether she had any intention of keeping the promise. But the fact that she was resisting suggested that her word meant something to her. 
 
    “Yeah, but these ones are special to them, and you have lots of options for exotic fruit too,” I pointed out. “I mean, if your wings are really so powerful and can carry you anywhere, even over the steppes of Kirajistan? These golden apples seem like pretty low-hanging fruit compared to that, if you’ll pardon the expression.” 
 
    She just blinked at me. I didn’t think she recognized the expression as anything other than literal. She probably didn’t talk to too many humans. 
 
    “Fine, I promise,” she sighed. “Do you wish to possess me now?” 
 
    “Er, what?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not going to keep you in a cage or something, I would never do that,” another of my selves said. “I just needed to hang onto you to make sure you wouldn’t fly away without promising.” 
 
    “That is not what I meant,” she said. “I would never relinquish my freedom to a man, any man. I would sooner die.” 
 
    “… Then what did you mean, exactly?” I asked warily. 
 
    I all let go of my grip on her limbs. But she didn’t fly away or change back into a giant bird, as I half expected her to do. 
 
    “Do you wish to fertilize my eggs?” she asked. “I don’t think they would be viable, but you never know. And if it worked out, you would never meet them anyway, but somewhere in the world, your offspring would have beautiful wings, even though you yourself are forever doomed to be flightless.” 
 
    “Yes,” I croaked. She was beautiful, not more beautiful than Florenia, but beautiful in such a strange and alien way that I would have done just about anything in that moment for the chance that she was freely and nonchalantly offering me without even being asked. When else was I ever going to get the chance to fuck a fiery winged woman with skin that looked like it was painted with sunlight? “I mean, of course I do. But… are you sure? I mean, you don’t have to do this or anything, just because I… caught you.” 
 
    “It is not easy to catch me,” she said. “Only one man has ever done it before you, and I offered him the same chance. He accepted, and he did not regret it. You will not either. I believe that if a man can resist or overcome my magics in some way that enables him to catch me, then he has a form of power I do not, which would be worth passing on to my brood. So, I think it is worth a try. Or four tries, in your case.” 
 
    She did ask twice, sort of, but she didn’t have to ask for a third time. 
 
    One of my selves stripped off my clothes while she watched, before any of me touched her. I wanted her to make a fully informed decision, because this was going to be awkward if she didn’t know much about human anatomy and was expecting some kind of birdman hybrid anatomy. I didn’t even know anything about bird anatomy, or how birds fucked, but I just hoped the firebird understood that if we were going to do this, it was going to have to be the human way. 
 
    It also unsettled me a little that she never smiled or gazed at me through her lashes the way other women did when they were trying to flirt with me, but I guess that was because she had just never picked up those human mannerisms. Her intense black eyes did gleam with what I thought was excitement, though, and when I stepped in to embrace her and brushed my hand against one of her nipples, it was definitely hard. 
 
    Her cascading golden tresses and her perfect ivory-skinned body were illuminated by her flaming wings. My other three selves stood back and enjoyed the sight as my first self began to engage with her, kissed her, and ran my hands along her marble back and through her curly mane, then reached down between our bodies to the patch of coarser golden hair between her legs and slid my middle finger into her tight entrance. She was wet and ready for me. When she felt my finger enter her, she sighed and tilted her hips toward me to push it farther inside of her. 
 
    I pulled my finger out and wrapped my arms around the firebird with the intention of laying her down on the ground. I wasn’t quite sure what positions we could do without injuring her wings, but she didn’t seem to have any fear of me despite the way I had grabbed her and knocked her twenty feet out of the air when we first met, and I had a feeling she wasn’t fragile the way ordinary birds were. 
 
    But she wrapped her arms around me in return and then, instead of allowing herself to be lifted, the firebird pumped her massive wings so that they showered sparks of light into the shadows around us and bore us both several feet into the air. I was startled and reflexively clutched at her as we continued to rise, this time not trying to grope her or pleasure her, just trying to get a grip somewhere that would prevent me from falling back to earth. 
 
    Then she flipped herself onto her back with her wings still pumping to suspend both of us. I was pretty sure that normal birds couldn’t stay airborne in that position, but the firebird seemed able to maintain it easily, so I didn’t worry about it, I just clung onto her like a table, a beautiful human-shaped table. She had her head tossed back, her arms flung outward, and her legs spread, bent at the knees with her calves and feet dangling down, so that her whole body was sort of arched toward the sky. I kept one arm wrapped around her back with my hand gripping the juncture of one wing at her shoulder blade and used the other to guide my cock between her thighs. By this point we were about fifty feet off the ground and spiraling in lazy circles, so it was a good thing it was a really snug fit.  
 
    It felt amazing, but I also had a weird sense of vertigo, and in midair, it was hard for me to gain any good leverage for thrusting. The firebird, however, seemed to be used to the lack of a solid surface beneath us and had much better airborne physical coordination than I did. She wrapped her legs around me and rocked her hips from beneath me with much more power and speed than most women could manage even with a solid surface under them. I quickly gave up on trying to contribute to the rhythm and accepted that fifty feet off the ground, we were in the firebird’s territory. 
 
    Then, she rotated us into a vertical intertwined position again and closed her wings to bring us into a near free fall. The sensation of her thrusting combined with the head rush of falling somehow combined into a feeling of absolute ecstatic freedom that brought me to orgasm a second before she pumped her wings to slow us down, and we alighted safely on the ground. 
 
    That self collapsed in a panting heap, while the firebird reached out her shimmering arms for my next self who was ready and waiting. 
 
    That time, we reversed positions. We stayed on the ground, for which I was thankful since I still collectively felt a little dizzy, and I lay down while she straddled me. Then I bucked my hips and watched my movements course through her body and set her pale breasts and her golden hair bouncing. I watched the point of our conjunction where my shaft split her open, and the dazzling sight of her flaming wings spread out behind her. Then they flared even brighter and blinded me completely for an instant as she arched her back and climaxed with a bird-like cry. 
 
    My third self took her from behind, and although her wings gave off no heat beyond the normal heat of her living body, they overwhelmed my field of vision, so it was kind of like staring straight into a fire while my cock was somehow magically compressed by a phantom vagina, which was weird but also cool. Through my other eyes, however, I could watch the firebird’s entire body rocking on all fours as I slammed into her from behind. I only had one other set of eyes available to watch with, since two of my selves, with the mission and more having been accomplished, had allowed my selves to pass out in the grass. 
 
    After my fourth self had taken my turn with the firebird and climaxed deep inside of her for the last time, she stood up, with a blissful but slightly exhausted look about her, and said, “Farewell, stranger. You have filled my womb to the brim with your seed, so the next time you see a shooting star, it may be your son or daughter.” 
 
    I grinned, winked, and called out, “Remember you promised not to steal any more of Galeurn’s apples,” as she took a few graceful, barefoot steps across the grass and kicked off into the air. As she flew she was already transforming back into her more natural form, so that by the time she cleared the top of the golden apple tree, she was no longer a winged woman, but a bird from beak to talon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    In the morning, Willobee shook me awake. 
 
    “Got a little sleepy, did you Master?” he said smugly. 
 
    The faces of my other four companions, Lizzy, Florenia, Ilandere, and Elodette, all peered down at me where I was sleeping more or less in a pile tangled up with my selves. 
 
    “Guess so,” I replied nonchalantly. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Ilandere said. “Every single one of us fell asleep too. We couldn’t help it. It must have been some kind of magic.” 
 
    “I expected more from myself,” Elodette sighed, “but I must say it does make me feel a bit better that the same thing happened to you, human.” 
 
    “We gotta stay another night, Vander, cause next time I’m gonna tear this fucker’s head off,” Lizzy growled. “You don’t just put me out like a light like that and get away with it. No sir.” 
 
    “The apples we saw last night have vanished, Qaar’endoth,” Florenia sighed. “We checked before we woke you.” 
 
    “Which apples?” I asked innocently. 
 
    Florenia raised one of her perfectly arched eyebrows. “The golden apples, of course, Qaar’endoth. All three of them.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” I said as I withdrew them from my pockets. “You mean these apples?” 
 
    “Wait-- what-- how did you--” Willobee sputtered, momentarily speechless for once. 
 
    “The villagers said they wouldn’t be ripe if you plucked them before midnight,” Elodette said. 
 
    “Good thing I waited till after that, till after the thief had come and gone, then,” I said. 
 
    “What!” Ilander exclaimed. “You caught the thief?” 
 
    “Did you kill him?” Lizzy asked. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I replied. “I… er… fucked her.” 
 
    Lizzy laughed. “Attaboy. Fucking typical.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said indignantly. “I kill far more of my enemies than I--” 
 
    “What was she like?” Ilandere asked. “Was she very beautiful?” 
 
    “She was a giant flaming bird,” I said. “Except it wasn’t a real fire, not hot fire anyway, it was more of just a light effect, and she transformed into a human woman once I captured her, except that she still had the fiery wings.” 
 
    “How does this kind of stuff always happen to you, Master?” Willobee groaned. 
 
    “That’s the first time I’ve ever had sex with an avian as far as I can recall,” I said. 
 
    The gnome glared at me and gestured at Florenia, Lizzy, and Ilandere in what I suppose he imagined was a subtle manner. “You know what I mean, Master.” 
 
    “Well, in this case, it required jumping out of the top of that tree,” I said as I pointed to the top of the golden apple tree. “She only wanted to sleep with me because I managed to capture her, and she thought that meant my genes would be good for her children.” 
 
    “I’m sure that is not the only reason,” Florenia said as she placed a hand on the back of one of my necks. 
 
    Elodette huffed, “Well, anyway, the important question is--” 
 
    “Was she any good?” Lizzy asked. 
 
    “Is she worthy of joining us on a permanent basis?” Florenia asked. 
 
    “What was her underlying psychological reason for pilfering the apples in the first place?” Willobee asked. 
 
    “No!” Elodette groaned. “The important question is, is she going to stop stealing them from now on? That’s why we stayed overnight here in this garden, isn’t it? To stop the apple thief and save Galeurn’s golden apples? Not to get Vander laid by some random bird lady.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, everyone, I’ll answer in the order the questions were asked,” I said. 
 
    “She was good and she pulled off some pretty awesome aerial maneuvers that you really couldn’t do without wings,” another of my selves told Lizzy. “It was overall kind of weird and surreal and not necessarily something I’d want to do every day, but definitely fun to try once.” 
 
    “She won’t be joining us on a permanent basis, or any other basis in all likelihood,” I told Florenia. “She prefers being a bird to being a human, and her favorite hobby is just flying around the world stealing exotic fruits.” 
 
    “She gets a thrill out of stealing rare, valuable stuff,” I told Willobee. “She’s into those melon things you mentioned before, by the way. Said she flies up in the steppes to get them.” 
 
    “And, yes,” I concluded to Elodette. “That was the first order of business. I knocked her out of the air and then I hung onto her and didn’t release her until she promised to stop stealing the apples.” 
 
    “And until you put your dick in her,” the black centaur added in a somewhat unnecessarily judgmental tone. 
 
    “Now that is not true,” I said. “I released her first, she was a free woman at that point.” 
 
    Elodette rolled her gray eyes. “Right then, well, mission accomplished. Guess we can continue on to the temple of Tarlinis then, if we don’t have any more exotic bird women to seduce first?” 
 
    “Nope, no more exotic bird women,” I agreed cheerfully and pretended that the centaur hadn’t intended the remark sarcastically. “One was enough for me, for now anyway.” 
 
    “Well, that wasn’t quite how I expected things to turn out, but I knew that it was safe to fall asleep because I could trust that you would figure out a way to solve the problem somehow by morning, Vander,” Ilandere said. “You always do. But I am a little sorry that we have to leave Galeurn now.” 
 
    “The Tarlinians need our help, or anyway, they will need our help soon, not sure about the timeline and whether the attack has occurred yet.” I looked at the beautiful centaur’s downcast little face and said, “Ilandere, we’ll return to Galeurn together someday. When this is all over. I promise.” 
 
    Her huge doe eyes immediately brightened, and her rosebud mouth curved up in a smile. “Really, Vander?” she exclaimed. “I’d be the happiest girl in the world if we did.” 
 
    I reached out to clasp her dainty little hand and squeeze it. 
 
    I knew that if we returned to Galeurn after Thorvinius had been destroyed, the little princess would never want to leave again. She’d want to settle down in a cottage and sleep in a feather bed every night and grow apples and learn how to bake them into all kinds of delicious pastries. That kind of lifestyle would definitely get tedious pretty fast if there were only one of me in total, but if only one of me were living a quiet domestic life in Galeurn with Ilandere, while three or more of my selves were still off having wild adventures? That would be just fine with me. 
 
    “Should we go tell Minna and Sol that the golden apple tree is safe now?” Ilandere asked. 
 
    “Ha, we better tell Bill and Zan,” Lizzy snickered. 
 
    “Why don’t we just tell the mayor?” I suggested. “That way, he’ll be able to inform the whole village.” 
 
    “And then we can collect the reward!” Willobee chortled eagerly. 
 
    The nine of us exited the garden through the open gate. Then we went around to the front walkway of the mayor’s fine brick and wattle house and knocked on the door while one of me stayed back and took charge of our five horses. 
 
    A servant in a plain brown surcoat and breeches with a friendly demeanor answered the door. “Good morning to you, ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “Er, how can I help you?” 
 
    “We would like to speak to the mayor about the matter of the golden apple tree,” I answered, and then I produced one of the apples from my pocket and held it up for him to see. 
 
    The servant’s blue eyes widened, and he stammered, “Oh-- oh indeed. I shall inform Mayor Kenniworth right away. Wait here, if you please.” 
 
    Mayor Kenniworth, when we were received into his study, turned out to be a jolly, bespectacled, middle-aged man with a substantial beer gut and a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    “So, I’ve heard from Timothy here that the grand mystery of our apple thief has finally been solved,” he declared with a broad smile as he reached out to shake my hand. After I shook, he reached for another of my self’s hands, and then another, and the last, and then he proceeded to shake the hands of Willobee, Lizzy, Florenia, Elodette, and Ilandere each in turn. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said as I placed each of the three golden apples on his desk in a row. “It was a firebird. She likes stealing exotic fruit. But she promised to stay away from Galeurn’s from now on.” 
 
    “What beauties, what absolute beauties,” Mayor Kenniworth declared of the apples in the kind of fervent tone that most men reserved for women they wanted to fuck. He beckoned over to the servant Timothy, who was still standing by the door. “Timothy, would you kindly have these prepared for us?” 
 
    Timothy bowed, collected the apples, and carried them off. 
 
    “Well, well,” Mayor Kenniworth said. “Will you tell me the story? What happened last night? No one in Galeurn has been able to achieve what you just did, you know. Actually, no one outside of Galeurn has been able to achieve it either, and there have been many hero types who have showed up to try, hoping there would be a dragon or something of that sort to fight.” 
 
    I gave him an abbreviated version of the story with the sex part subtracted, since I didn’t feel like that really needed to be public information, which made it a very brief report indeed. 
 
    “How fascinating,” Mayor Kenniworth hummed. “A firebird, you say? I have heard of such creatures. Ah, I wish I could have seen her myself. What a magnificent sight she must have been. I did try, of course, the thefts were taking place right in my garden after all. But the curse still seemed to apply when I sat in an armchair at a window overlooking the garden. I never once managed to stay up till midnight, although, of course, I am not as young as I once was, so perhaps that has something to do with it.” 
 
    “She was a magnificent sight,” I said, “but I imagine the golden apple tree will be too, once it is laden with ripe fruit again.” 
 
    The mayor looked around at the nine of us with an air of curiosity. “You must be very special folks to have overcome the firebird’s magic,” he said. “Where do you come from? Who are you, anyway? And are you, er, quadruplets, if that is the proper term for it?” 
 
    “Qaar’endoth is an infinitely multiplying god,” Florenia answered the latter question, “and he currently occupies four bodies, but I am sure that he will gain more soon.” 
 
    “Oh! How nice,” replied the mayor, but I could tell that he was just being polite and didn’t believe her for an instant. I remembered what Sol and Minna had said about Galeurn’s general lack of interest in all forms of religion. “Well, ah, before I forget, I must give you your reward.” 
 
    Willobee let out an audible chortle of excitement until I shot him a glare. 
 
    From a drawer of his finely carved mahogany desk, the mayor produced a sculpture of an apple that was life size and in every contour and textural detail perfectly lifelike, except that it was made of solid gold. He handed it to me with a broad smile and said, “You have Galeurn’s eternal gratitude, Mister Qaar’endoth.” 
 
    “Thank you, it was no problem really,” I said as I took the apple. I handed it to Ilandere. “For you-- something to remember Galeurn by until next time.” 
 
    The little silver-dappled centaur’s eyes welled up with tears of overflowing emotion, and she sniffled, “Thank you, Vander, I will treasure it,” as she caressed the golden apple in her hands and admired it. 
 
    Then Timothy returned carrying a silver tray, upon which each of the three golden-colored real apples were arranged in concentric circles and accompanied by a silver dish filled with liquid caramel. He placed it on the desk and bowed. 
 
    “Thank you, Timothy,” Mayor Kenniworth said. He gestured to my nearest self. “The first bite must go to the guest of honor. The captor of the firebird.” 
 
    I took an apple slice and bit into it. It was refreshing and absolutely delicious but, to be honest, I couldn’t have told the difference without looking between the way that it tasted and the way that all the other apples in Galeurn tasted. I guess what made it so valuable was just the unusual metallic color of its skin. It really was pretty much the same color as the artificial apple of solid gold, although the light reflected differently across its surface. 
 
    But Mayor Kenniworth was looking at me expectantly, so I declared, “Absolutely incomparable,” and he broke into a grin. He picked up a slice for himself and swirled it with a generous dollop of caramel as he used the other hand to wave my other companions toward the tray. 
 
    As we all crunched on the golden apple slices, including Timothy after his employer invited him to partake as well, the genial mayor remarked, “This will be a lively day for gossip in Galeurn. You know, there are quite a few wagers running on who or what was stealing those apples. I don’t know that anyone bet on a firebird, but if so, that person will become quite wealthy today. Timothy, I think we should plan a celebratory feast for the end of this week. Would you all like to stay in my home until then, so that the whole village can have the chance to recognize you properly?” 
 
    “I’m afraid we can’t stay,” I said. “We received word from the oracle Peryenia that the temple of Tarlinis is in trouble, or is about to be, and we need to go help them.” 
 
    “Hmm, an oracle?” Mayor Kenniworth said with a raised eyebrow. “So I see. Are they very reliable, do you think? And, ah, I don’t mean to cast aspersions, but is not Peryenia of the temple of Ukalion, of a village where the inhabitants are rarely sober past the age of two years old?” 
 
    “Be that as it may, we can’t take the chance,” I said. I didn’t think it was necessary to go into the details of how the advice of other oracles had proven absolutely vital to my quest in the past. “If we get there and they’re fine and nothing happens, I suppose we can always turn right back around and be here in time for a feast at week’s end. How far is the temple of Tarlinis from here? Would you mind telling us how to get there?” 
 
    “Not at all,” the bespectacled mayor replied. “It is the least I can do. Timothy, if you would fetch my map, please? The medium-scaled one.” 
 
    Timothy unlocked a cabinet, pulled out a roll of parchment, and unfurled it on the desk to reveal an illustrated map of the area. Galeurn was outlined in the center and marked with an apple emblem. I could also see Peryenia’s unnamed village along the route my companions and I had traveled. In the opposite direction, about twice as far from Galeurn as Peryenia’s village had been, the temple of Tarlinis was indicated. 
 
    “It should be about another day and a half’s ride then,” Elodette said. 
 
    We took our leave of Mayor Kenniworth and Timothy and thanked them for the prize of the golden apple. Then we stopped by Sol and Minna’s bakery again to load up on more pies for breakfast and for the road before we started out again. When we told them the news about catching the thief, Sol said, “Well, I’ll be damned!” and Minna winked at us and said, “I’m not surprised at all. I just knew you all were special as soon as I saw you.” 
 
    It was a bright and sunny early afternoon as we left Galeurn, and everyone was in a cheerful mood. 
 
    “I wish all of our adventures could be like that,” Ilandere sighed. 
 
    “You mean, the rest of us fall asleep and miss the whole thing while Vander takes care of it?” Lizzy asked. 
 
    “No, I just mean, everyone’s nice to each other and no one gets hurt,” Ilandere said. 
 
    “That’s not how the world works, horse, and it would be boring if it did,” the she-wolf replied. 
 
    “Well, anyway, Galeurn is my favorite place that I’ve ever been to,” Ilandere said and stubbornly refused to let Lizzy dampen her spirits. She was still clutching the golden apple in her hands and sometimes I caught her admiring her reflection in it. 
 
    “I’ll take you back there someday,” I repeated so that I could see the little centaur’s dazzling smile again. 
 
    Elodette hmmmed under her breath as she watched my interaction with Ilandere. 
 
    “What is it?” another of my selves that was nearest to the powerful black centaur asked her with the expectation that it would be some kind of sarcastic remark. 
 
    Elodette hesitated. Then she said, “It doesn’t make any sense, because all she did was eat some apple pie and then fall asleep while you fucked some random stranger. But… somehow visiting Galeurn seems to have done her good. She still has many leagues to go before she would have what it takes to lead a centaur herd, but she seems a little more confident and assertive lately.” 
 
    “I know she was born and raised in one, but a centaur herd is not her natural element and never was,” I replied. 
 
    “Ha, and this is?” Elodette retorted. “Being part of a mixed-species harem?” 
 
    “Well, it seems to suit her pretty well so far, doesn’t it?” I asked. 
 
    Elodette harrumphed, which I took to mean that she couldn’t deny it. 
 
    Willobee said wistfully, “You know, Master, it’s not too late to turn around and accept the good mayor’s offer to be hosted in Galeurn for a week until they throw a feast in our honor.” 
 
    “We’ve already been delayed by a day,” I replied. “Now we just have to hope that we don’t arrive too late to save the Tarlinians from Thorvinius. There will be plenty of other feasts in the future.”  
 
    “Assuming we don’t get killed by the Thorvinians,” Willobee pointed out. 
 
    “I think that’s a fair assumption given our track record,” Lizzy scoffed. 
 
    “The oracle Peryenia seemed to feel pretty confident that we would be capable of saving the order of Tarlinis if we tried,” I said. 
 
    “She also said we might all get slain, but somehow no one else seems to be focusing on that part,” grumbled the gnome. 
 
    “I do not see why the prospect of becoming a martyr for the glorious cause of Qaar’endoth’s eventual world domination would disturb you,” Florenia replied. 
 
    “I’m not trying to get anyone killed,” I said quickly. “In fact, I’m going to do absolutely everything in my power to prevent that. I just don’t think it’s productive to focus on the potential negatives, as opposed to the positive outcomes that we’re trying to achieve here.”  
 
    After another few hours of riding, we stopped to enjoy the pies and other pastries that we had purchased from Sol and Minna’s bakery. 
 
    Willobee and Lizzy between them, as usual, scarfed down approximately half of the food in the time that it took the other seven of us to eat the other half, but even the petite princess downed almost half a pie on her own, which for Ilandere was an astronomical quantity of calories. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have eaten so much, I don’t want to become plump,” she said sheepishly afterward. 
 
    “You can eat as much as you want and not become plump if you exercise your muscles more, Princess,” Elodette replied. “All you ever do is lift the gnome up and down from your back.” 
 
    That was, to be fair, a not insubstantial physical feat considering Ilandere’s extreme slenderness, since Willobee standing at all of three feet tall still somehow managed to weigh just about as much as one of my six-foot-tall bodies. I guess gnomes were just made of a denser material. Or maybe it had to do with the bile sac that he must have somewhere inside of him to produce that acidic blue slime. Or, maybe he just had a ridiculous amount of gold, gems, and other valuables hidden away in his clothing that were weighing him down. I wouldn’t put it past him. At least he had mostly given up on wearing the chain mail shirt that we had acquired once after a skirmish with bandits, which fell down to his ankles and looked more like a gown on him. 
 
    “I’m not meant to be a warrior,” Ilandere answered her handmaiden. “I accept that now. I’d rather just be Vander’s wife.” 
 
    “But why couldn’t you be both?” Lizzy asked. 
 
    “I don’t need her to be. I have you for that. And Elodette. The warrior part, I mean, not the wife part,” I added quickly since I didn’t want the fierce huntress to think that I was making any unwarranted claims about our relationship, which was based on mutual respect but, so far, quite platonic. 
 
    After a few more hours of traveling, we reached a broad rushing river that reminded me of the one near Ferndale that we had once had to build a bridge in order to cross. I knew based on Mayor Kenniworth’s map that we would be following this river upstream until we reached the temple of Tarlinis, which was built upon its shore. 
 
    We stopped and allowed Generosity, Virility, Fury, Slayer, and Chivalry to drink while we refilled our waterskins and splashed water on our faces. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” Willobee said to Lizzy as he sidled over in such a way as to place several of me in between him and the she-wolf. “My beard is clean.” 
 
    Lizzy had a habit of forcibly washing Willobee’s lavender beard, which tended to get sticky from all the various drinks that he dipped it in. She snorted, “That’s gotta be one of the least convincing lies you’ve ever told, gnome. I can see your beard with my own eyes and smell it with my own snout.” 
 
    She didn’t even have a snout at the moment, just a pretty little freckled nose, but I knew that being in her human form didn’t seem to diminish Lizzy’s preternaturally keen sense of smell. 
 
    It became harder for us to carry on a conversation as we continued after that, since the sounds of the rushing river swept away our voices unless we shouted at each other. So we mostly just rode in companionable silence and appreciated the beauty of the green grass and the blue sky and the trees and the flowers. When we walked through some daisies, it reminded me of the nerisbane that we had fetched for Marvincus, and I wondered what kind of mischief the gnomish magician might be up to with the kirinyet-based drug, and whether he had ever bothered to extract his stony bodyguard from the wall of The Cartwheeling Djinn. I also wondered if gathering nerisbane and processing some kind of transfiguration drug from it had been the primary purpose of that Thorvinian-seeming outpost that Lizzy and I encountered, and if so, how vital that resource might be to The Devourer’s power. 
 
    When it grew dark, we set up camp. Instead of a stag or a boar, Elodette brought back three hares that night, and we stewed them with the apples that we had carried with us in our packs from Galeurn. 
 
    “What kind of business brought you to the Cliffs of Nadirizi before anyhow, gnome?” Lizzy asked. “Were you chasing after your kid’s mom? Or running away from something bigger than you? I guess pretty much everything’s bigger than you, huh. Well, not Marvincus, he’s the same size, but he got you good anyway.” 
 
    Willobee drew himself up to his full three feet of height and glowered indignantly while the she-wolf had a good chuckle at his expense. “I was pursuing immortal fame, glory, and infinite riches, and fleeing the humdrum realities of everyday gnomish life,” he responded loftily. “And maybe a debtor or two. But that’s beside the point.” 
 
    “What is everyday gnomish life like anyway?” Ilandere asked curiously. 
 
    “I haven’t the faintest idea,” Willobee replied. “Gnomes don’t often live together in big groups for long enough to develop a typical social structure as a species. We don’t like each other.”  
 
    “Well, what was your personal everyday life like, before you met Vander?” Ilandere persisted. We all knew by now that it was pointless to question Willobee on his past, but I guessed there was no harm in the centaur princess trying as long as she didn’t expect to gain any reliable information out of the effort. 
 
    “Less perilous,” the gnome responded. “And before I met you, it was like a night sky without the moon and the stars in it. You have brought luminous beauty and scintillating radiance into my existence.” 
 
    “And a nice place to rest your ass,” Lizzy added. 
 
    “She is a princess, and you should not refer to her that way,” Elodette reprimanded the she-wolf. 
 
    “I said a nice place, didn’t I?” Lizzy demanded. “Didn’t say a bony place or an itchy place or a stinky place--” 
 
    “Hey, this is some really great stew,” I said. “The rabbit is tender, the apples are sweet and juicy. Really just the best damn stew I’ve ever had.” 
 
    By this point in our travels, my five extremely different companions all understood each other and got along pretty well for the most part. But half of them weren’t shy about getting their claws out on occasion, either. Ilandere would never say a mean word about anyone, and Willobee tended to take a conciliatory role, or fall quiet and make himself small so that we would forget about him until the conflict was over. 
 
    We made a pretty bizarre family, but somehow it worked. 
 
    After we had finished eating, there was enough moonlight to see by, so Elodette and I went off to practice archery. I didn’t think I would ever be able to shoot quite as well as the centaur who liked to boast about her famous teacher Chiron, but in our more recent training sessions she had started telling me that I wasn’t bad for a human, which from her I could only interpret as high praise indeed. 
 
    Meanwhile one of my selves took Florenia off to a clearing, set her up against a tree, pulled her skirt up, and pleasured her with my tongue until her cries started scaring the birds from their nests. 
 
    My two other selves stayed at camp with the rest of my companions, minus Lizzy, who was off on the prowl for some kind of hapless furry dessert, and played gambling games with the gnome and the centaur princess. 
 
    We couldn’t play for stakes, since Willobee was the only one of us with any money in his possession, although technically, it had really been Lizzy and me who brought back the extra bushel of nerisbane that we had sold to Marvincus. And Ilandere’s only possession of material value was the golden apple from Galeurn, but when the gnome suggested jokingly that she should wager it, the little princess had gasped, “I could never do that!” with an expression of such shock in her enormous dark eyes that Willobee had promptly backed down from the notion. 
 
    We used a dozen stones and a dozen sticks as our playing pieces for a game that involved guessing and bluffing, and an assortment of leaves to represent our winnings. Predictably, Willobee soon started gaining far more than his fair share of leaves, and Ilandere quickly lost all but one of hers. 
 
    “How are you doing that?” the little centaur princess asked the gnome in frustration. 
 
    “I am not even cheating, you know,” he replied. “You are just extremely easy to read. You wear all of your emotions on your face. It is part of what makes you so beautiful. Also, you believe everything that Vander or I say, even when we are playing a game that specifically entails lying.” 
 
    “Two sticks for one stone,” I said since it was my turn next. 
 
    “… One stick for one stone?” Ilandere guessed hopefully. 
 
    “Nope, it was two,” I said as I plucked the last remaining leaf from her pile. 
 
    “Also, you are highly impressionable,” the gnome remarked by way of listing another reason that Ilandere was losing the game. 
 
    “Let’s play another round,” I said quickly before the centaur could become disheartened. 
 
    The next time, instead of really playing to try to win leaves, Willobee started explaining everything that he was doing to Ilandere during each of his moves. 
 
    “So, what were you going to guess?” he asked her. 
 
    “Two sticks for two stones,” she replied. 
 
    “Ah, but do you know why you were going to guess that?” the gnome inquired. 
 
    “… Because I thought that’s how many pieces you were holding?” Ilandere said in confusion. 
 
    “Yes, but why did you think that?” Willobee persisted. 
 
    “Because you had a sort of… shifty look on your face,” the centaur said after a moment’s hesitation. “And you looked kind of like your clothes were itching you.” 
 
    “Yes, my carefully crafted dishonest expression consists of a slightly tucked chin, a flickering gaze, and a flush in my cheeks,” Willobee agreed. “But why did you guess down instead of up?” 
 
    “Er,” Ilandere began. 
 
    Willobee interrupted her, “It was because I raised my left eyebrow instead of my right one and I wiggled my nose only once.” 
 
    “But I didn’t even notice that you raised your eyebrow or wiggled your nose,” Ilandere protested. “Besides, I don’t see how that would possibly--” 
 
    “Exactly,” Willobee said triumphantly. “It was effective precisely because you only noticed subconsciously.” 
 
    “What were you really holding?” Ilandere asked. 
 
    “Four sticks for two stones,” the gnome replied. “Which is more than I said, not less.” 
 
    The little centaur princess frowned. “But how do I know you’re not lying about your tactics for lying?” 
 
    “Princess, how could you possibly question my integrity, after all we have been through together?” Willobee exclaimed as his ears drooped with dismay. 
 
    “I didn’t mean that!” Ilandere said quickly. “Of course I trust you.” 
 
    I sighed and asked the gnome, “Are you going to teach a class on psychological manipulation next?” 
 
    “I am a class on psychological manipulation, Master,” Willobee replied. 
 
    After a few more rounds, in which Ilandere failed to perform any better at lying or at detecting other people’s lies despite Willobee’s intricate instructions, Florenia and I returned to camp, and we all settled down to bed for the night. Soon after that, Lizzy came padding back into camp with a bloody muzzle and wrapped her musty-smelling but nice and warm canine body around both the gnome and one of my selves. 
 
    In the morning, we ate some dried apples, since that was the only kind we had left, and then we saddled and loaded up the horses, I reassimilated one of my selves, and we mounted up and continued following the river toward the temple of Tarlinis. 
 
    It was almost midday when Lizzy suddenly said, “I can smell them about half a mile from here.” 
 
    “Smell who?” Ilandere asked. 
 
    “They smell like those same creatures that you and me ripped up in Kanminar, Vander,” Lizzy said. “Those mutant ones with all the animal parts.” 
 
    “Thorvinians,” I said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “Can you, er, smell any other details about them, Lizzy?” I asked. “Any idea how many there are? Or what they’re up to?” 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t smell that bloody yet,” Lizzy said, “so I don’t think they’ve breached the temple. But as far as how many goes, I dunno, cause if there was such a thing as units of stink, well some of ‘em stink just as bad as two put together, and some of ‘em stink the same amount per square inch maybe but they’re huge like that prickly fucker with the tusks, so it’s impossible to tell for sure how many. But there’s just… an awful lot of stink.” 
 
    “My people are doomed,” sighed an unfamiliar voice sadly. 
 
    We all looked around, but couldn’t see the speaker. Virility neighed with alarm, for which I didn’t blame him. 
 
    “Who said that?” Ilandere whispered. 
 
    “I did,” replied the voice. I was looking in all three directions at once but still didn’t see anyone. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked. 
 
    “Tarlinis,” the voice replied in a tone that suggested it was admitting an embarrassing fact. 
 
    “You’re Tarlinis, the god?” I exclaimed. 
 
    “You’ve heard of me?” the voice asked with surprise. It seemed to have floated closer to my self that had spoken most recently. “Er, all good things, I hope?” 
 
    “We heard from an oracle that your temple was about to come under attack, and now, apparently, it has,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, wonderful, are you going to save my people?” the voice asked eagerly. 
 
    “No offense,” I said, “but isn’t that your job?” 
 
    “… Well… you see… Thorvinius is so much more powerful than I am, I just don’t think it would be a very good idea for me to go up against him,” Tarlinis sighed. He sounded as though he had shrunk back a bit from my self that asked the question. 
 
    “How can you be a god and still be that much of a pussy?” Lizzy demanded. 
 
    “Don’t your people need you?” I asked. 
 
    “You can’t see me,” Tarlinis said, “but I’m not exactly, ah, a very large or strong god. I’m a bit on the, er, I don’t want to say scrawny, but certainly leaner and less athletic side. If you could see me, then you’d understand why I don’t think I’d be very effective at fighting Thorvinius.” 
 
    “Why can’t we see you?” Lizzy demanded. “You hiding from us on purpose?” 
 
    “Well, I just get a bit nervous around new people, and I feel more comfortable being invisible until we really get to know each other, if that makes sense,” Tarlinis said. 
 
    “Is Thorvinius here?” I asked. 
 
    Tarlinis actually gasped aloud. “Fairlands, no! But his followers are, a lot of them, and it’s not a good idea to mess with them even when Thorvinius himself isn’t here.” 
 
    “Well, that’s what we’re about to do,” I said. “We’re going to go help your people. I guess you can stay invisible if you want, but do you want to tag along and see if there’s a way you can be useful too?” 
 
    “I suppose I could,” Tarlinis said reluctantly. 
 
    “What are your god powers?” I asked him. “Besides invisibility.” 
 
    “Well, I can go through things,” Tarlinis said. 
 
    “You can go through things?” Lizzy repeated in an unimpressed tone. “Like, narrow doorways?” 
 
    “Like stone or fire or water,” Tarlinis answered. “Anything really. Or flesh, I can go through people and animals too.” 
 
    “Oh, does it kill them instantly if you do that?” Lizzy asked with much greater interest. 
 
    “Er, no, but I’m told it makes them feel mildly queasy,” Tarlinis said. “And, ah, causes a slight statistical increase in the probability of contracting a cold within the next week.” 
 
    “Great, then you’re useless,” Lizzy sighed. 
 
    “That’s not true at all,” I said. “He can easily get in and out of the temple, and in and out of the Thorvinians’ camp outside the temple, without being seen.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t really want to go into their camp, it’s not a nice place, they’re very brutal people,” Tarlinis said quickly. 
 
    “Not even to help your followers?” I asked. “The members of your order that are being attacked because of their allegiance to you?” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t ask them to worship me,” Tarlinis whined. “That was their own decision.” 
 
    “A pretty poor decision if you ask me,” Lizzy grumbled. 
 
    “Lizzy, let’s just get over there to the temple and check things out,” I said through gritted teeth. “Tarlinis knows the situation a lot better than we do, and I’m sure he’ll be able to prove the power of his abilities to us soon.” 
 
    The invisible god made a high-pitched and very noncommittal humming sound in response to that remark, but he didn’t object, so I spurred my three horses on and decided to just trust that Tarlinis would follow along with us. If he didn’t, then maybe Lizzy was right that his company wasn’t much of a loss. 
 
    When we got within view of the temple, I stopped my companions and hung back with them about a quarter of a mile away in a position that was decently concealed by trees while I sent out my fourth self to go investigate on foot. 
 
    The situation was both better and worse than I had hoped. 
 
    The temple of Tarlinis was a lot better fortified than I had imagined. Based on my impression of the god himself, I had been subconsciously expecting it to be a frail and wispy building. But it was built of some kind of seamless, solid gray stone and it was actually positioned right in the middle of the river with a twenty-foot-long drawbridge from the entrance to the shore which was, of course, currently withdrawn. Because it was designed to be inaccessible from either shore of the river, the temple was composed of an extremely narrow and extremely tall towers, probably about sixty feet in height. It was a great vantage point for archers, although I didn’t know whether any of the Tarlinians were archers, or any form of combatants at all. I couldn’t really picture a warrior people choosing to follow a god like Tarlinis, though, invisible powers or not. 
 
    The bad news was that there were more Thorvinians than I had expected. A lot more. There had only been about thirty defending the outpost where they were harvesting nerisbane, which Lizzy and two of my selves had been able to handle. But on the same side of the river shore that we were on, the side that the temple drawbridge led to, there were rows upon rows of tents parked and mutant fighters crouched around fires, cleaning weapons, eating, sparring, taking shits. I estimated that there were all in all roughly six hundred of them. I could have been off by a hundred in either direction, but it didn’t really matter, because either way, there were far too many of them for only four of me to fight, even with the she-wolf’s and the warrior centaur’s help. 
 
    “Now you understand why there’s nothing I can do?” a voice whispered inches from my ear. 
 
    I nearly jumped out of my skin. “Damn it Tarlinis,” I whispered back. “Don’t do that to people.” 
 
    “I wish they’d chosen someone else’s temple to pick on,” he said sadly. “I liked mine. And the people in it.” 
 
    “The temple’s still standing, and the people inside are still alive, aren’t they?” I responded. “So it’s not too late. What’s the temple made of, anyway? I’ve never seen a material like that. It looks like stone, but there aren’t any seams.” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly, but it is some kind of stone,” Tarlinis said. “The temple was built by some ancient civilization long before my order got here. They just took over the castle and renovated it. But the stone is waterproof. It can be completely submerged without flooding.” 
 
    “That must be some pretty advanced construction technology,” I said. “Too bad the knowledge has been lost. Does the river flood its banks often when the winter snows melt? Is that why the castle was designed that way?” 
 
    “No,” Tarlinis said. “It was designed that way because the people who built it also installed a retractable dam upriver, so they could flood the whole area any time they wanted and wash away their enemies while everyone in the castle remained unharmed.” 
 
    “…Why the hell didn’t you say so before?” I sighed. 
 
    “Because the dam was built centuries ago and now it doesn’t work anymore,” Tarlinis said. “Well, no, I mean, it does work, but it’s not retractable anymore. There’s no way to activate the flood anymore.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” I said. “I bet we could still find a way. Let’s go check out this dam then. Can you show me where it is?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tarlinis said, “as long as we give the Thorvinian encampment a really wide berth.” 
 
    “You’re invisible, what do you care anyway?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not invulnerable just because they can’t see me,” he said. “I can still die. Even though I can make myself insubstantial enough to penetrate other substances, substances like weapons can still penetrate me and damage my organs.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re invisible, then all you have to do is keep your mouth shut around enemies and they’d never know you were there, just like my friends and I didn’t know you were there,” I sighed. 
 
    “I could even get hit by a stray arrow accidentally--” Tarlinis began. 
 
    “Never mind,” I said. “We’ll give the encampment a really wide berth, as wide as you want. But you’ll have to show me the way to this dam if you want to help your followers, and I can’t follow you if I can’t see you. You don’t have to make yourself completely visible to me, but maybe you could carry a branch or something?” 
 
    “How about a leaf?” Tarlinis suggested. “Less conspicuous that way.” 
 
    “A leaf, whatever,” I agreed. 
 
    An exceptionally small and crumpled brown maple leaf floated off the ground in front of me and hovered about three feet up. 
 
    “Got it,” I said. 
 
    Then I was off and chasing the maple leaf at a dead sprint as it zoomed off. I had no idea what Tarlinis was shaped like, but he sure could run, or fly, or levitate, or whatever he was doing. The maple leaf steered well clear of the Thorvinian encampment and then finally circled back around to the river. At a point that I estimated was about a mile up from the temple, we arrived at the ancient dam. 
 
    The thing was massive, far more massive than I had anticipated, about two hundred feet tall. It spread outward in either direction until the hills rose to meet it. It wasn’t built of earth, it was built of the same kind of unfamiliar stone as the temple, and it had a channel carved into the middle through which the substantial river rushed. It also had a single vertical seam running through the center which I supposed was where the two halves once used to separate. I could hear the roar of the tremendous body of furious water trapped behind this artificial barrier. I had thought that the river was loud and powerful, but now I realized that the existing river was only a trickle compared to its potential cataclysmic might.  
 
    “These people must have been incredible architects,” I said. “How did their civilization go extinct?” 
 
    “Hmm, I don’t really know much about history, but I think it had something to do with the economy,” Tarlinis replied. The maple leaf twirled thoughtfully. 
 
    “Okay, well, what was the mechanism for splitting the dam?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s a trapdoor, permanently sealed now, which leads to an underwater chamber,” Tarlinis replied. “And inside that chamber, there’s a wheel that you can spin to retract the dam. Could spin, anyway. But it’s permanently lodged into place now.” 
 
    “You mean it’s rusted?” I asked. 
 
    “Worse than that, the metal has sort of melded together, I don’t know what it’s made of but it decomposes weirdly,” Tarlinis said. “It’s stuck. There’s no way to spin it.” 
 
    “You’ve tried?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, yes, not recently, but in peaceful years past, out of boredom,” Tarlinis said. “I kind of just wander around the area and pass through trees and mountains and stuff sometimes. That’s how I accidentally found the underwater chamber.” 
 
    “Where is the chamber?” I asked. 
 
    The maple leaf pointed. “Over there, on the other side of the barrier. You would have to be a freakishly strong swimmer to get to it without drowning. Or able to walk through water without being affected by the currents or needing to breathe, like me.” 
 
    “Lucky we’ve got you for the job, then,” I said. 
 
    “I already told you there’s no way to make the wheel spin anymore, though,” Tarlinis said. 
 
    “I’ve got a friend who might have a way,” I said. “Let’s head back and rejoin the others.” 
 
    One of my selves that was back waiting with the rest of the group told Willobee, “Think you can work up some of that blue slime of yours?” 
 
    “Easily, Master,” replied the gnome, who was never at his happiest when we were confronted with a potential battle and had turned positively ill looking as soon as I reported my estimate of the Thorvinian numbers to the group. “May I inquire as to the purpose?” 
 
    I explained the situation with the dam a mile upriver. 
 
    “Hoo boy, those beasties will never know what hit ‘em,” Lizzy said. “If Tarlinis is telling you the truth, anyway. He kinda creeps me out. I don’t trust anyone that I can’t see.” 
 
    “I think he’s harmless,” Ilandere said. “Maybe not particularly impressive, as gods go, but I think he means well.” 
 
    “You think everybody means well,” Lizzy groaned. “Even after you got kidnapped and nearly sold into slavery and all the times we’ve all almost got killed, you still think that. It makes no sense, horse.” 
 
    “Well, maybe not everybody,” Ilandere said, “but I think the positive intentions in the world outweigh the negative ones.” 
 
    “Nah, that ain’t true either,” Lizzy said. “People mostly just don’t give a shit about each other is the main thing, more than love or hatred. If you’re comparing the sum total of every emotion the biggest one is just no emotion at all.” 
 
    “Indifference, you mean,” Florenia said. “Well, I’m not sure that qualifies as an emotion. And that wouldn’t actually affect the mathematics of Ilandere’s statement, since it’s neither positive nor negative.” 
 
    “I don’t think people feel indifferent towards me very often,” Willobee remarked. “Usually, my natural charisma and calculated social stratagems leave them completely besotted with me. But sometimes, I miscalculate, or we experience a misunderstanding, and then--” 
 
    “They try to kill you or turn you into a toad,” Lizzy said. “Yeah, guess you’re right about that, gnome.”  
 
    “You know, you don’t really make full use of your natural defense mechanism in hostile situations,” Elodette informed Willobee. 
 
    “Well, I try, but I’m not a very fast runner, and I’m a bit too conspicuous to hide,” Willobee sighed. 
 
    “I mean your blue slime,” the centaur groaned. 
 
    “The trouble with my blue slime is that in order for someone to be slowly liquefied into their basic components by contact with it, they have to be within vomiting range of me, and I don’t like allowing anyone dangerous within vomiting range of me,” Willobee explained. 
 
    “My bow range is exponentially greater than your vomiting range, though,” Elodette said. “We should dip some arrows in it.” 
 
    “The arrows would dissolve, though, wouldn’t they?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, but not immediately,” Elodette said. “They’d last long enough to shoot. And if we could figure out some kind of formula for a mixture that would preserve the acidic properties of the vomit in relation to flesh, and yet protect steel arrowheads, that would be ideal. We could bottle it and--” 
 
    “Sell it!” Willobee exclaimed. His lantern like eyes lit up with excitement. “Elodette, you’re a genius!” 
 
    “What?” sputtered the black centaur. “I wasn’t--” 
 
    “Yes, yes, this will work splendidly,” Willobee interrupted. “Once we determine a stable formula that can be stored in bottles without dissolving the bottles themselves, and applied to steel without dissolving the steel, we can demonstrate its properties in public venues. Perhaps we can borrow some condemned criminals or something of the sort for the purpose. Then, we can engineer a local conflict, and sell acid-enhanced weaponry to both sides! We’ll be richer than Grumkins the dragon.” 
 
    “That’s not what I-- ” Elodette tried to say again. 
 
    “My, you have a more devious mind than I gave you credit for, my friend,” Willobee told her as he beamed at her proudly. 
 
    “That plan sounds horrible!” Ilandere exclaimed. “We’d be hurting people on purpose. We can’t do that. Vander, tell him we can’t possibly do that.” 
 
    “We’re a little busy right now trying to defeat Thorvinius,” I reminded Willobee. 
 
    “Yes, but war requires funding,” Willobee pointed out. “Steady sources of funding. Not just winning a card game here and there, although I must admit, I am rather brilliant at that.” 
 
    I sighed. “It’s worked just fine for us so far, and this isn’t exactly conventional warfare.” 
 
    Luckily, my other self showed up accompanied by the floating maple leaf then, and Willobee got too distracted to make a retort. 
 
    “So Tarlinis, can you bring a vial of acid bile with you when you pass through the water?” I asked. “Or would it just pass through your hand when your hand is insubstantial like that?” 
 
    The invisible god was silent for a moment. Then he said, “Well, I guess I could put the vial in my mouth, if it was small enough. Anything that’s inside my body when I go insubstantial goes insubstantial too, and then when I go solid, it goes back to solid. I can’t carry anything in my hands though because then it just passes through, like you said.” 
 
    “Hmm so if you shove something up your--” Lizzy began. 
 
    “Great!” I interrupted. “That makes things fairly easy. We’ll just have to find a small vial then and make sure it doesn’t dissolve too fast, before you can get into the chamber, turn solid again, and take it out of your mouth. Elodette, do you still have vials left in your saddlebags, I mean packs, the ones that you use to store herbs and stuff?” 
 
    “Yes,” the large centaur affirmed. She removed the saddlebags, rifled through, and drew out a few small vials. 
 
    “How long does glass typically take to dissolve, Willobee?” I asked him. 
 
    “About half an hour,” the gnome answered. 
 
    “That’s plenty of time, right?” I asked Tarlinis. An exceptionally strong swimmer supposedly could make it to the trapdoor, according to him, and no human could hold his or her breath for half an hour. 
 
    “Yes,” the invisible god conceded as the maple leaf twirled dubiously in the air, “but, er, what exactly does this acid bile stuff do? What would happen if the vial broke in my mouth?” 
 
    “It does exactly what it sounds like it does, so, don’t let it break,” I said. “But if it did break, couldn’t you just open your mouth so that the acid wouldn’t be fully enclosed inside anymore, and then it would just pass through you without affecting you like any other substance?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, I’ve never really tried anything like that,” Tarlinis said. He didn’t sound as though he were particularly eager to try it, either. 
 
    “Well, there’s a first time for everything,” I said. “And I’m pretty sure this is our best plan, if you want there to be any chance of saving your people from the Thorvinians. I wish I could just fight them, but I can’t. There are too many.” 
 
    “I’m not brave either,” Ilandere said as she gazed sympathetically in the direction of the maple leaf, “but being around Vander makes me braver, and I bet it will do the same for you.” 
 
    “I guess if everyone in that castle died, then no one would ever worship me again,” sighed Tarlinis. To be honest, I didn’t really think he deserved their worship anyway based on my impressions of him so far, but I wasn’t about to say so. “Who are you people anyway? Why do you care so much about what happens to my temple and my order?” 
 
    “We are enemies of Thorvinius,” I answered quickly before any of the women could start talking about me being a god. I didn’t want to give Tarlinis any reason to perceive me as competition. He didn’t seem particularly aggressive or macho, in fact he was about the furthest thing from it, but he did evidently care about whether his order worshiped him, in fact, that seemed to be his main source of concern for their fate. So his status as a god clearly meant something to him. “Thorvinius destroyed my temple and killed everyone in my order.” 
 
    “Hmm, does everyone in your order look like you too?” Tarlinis asked curiously. 
 
    I hesitated, then answered, “Yes.” Since the rest of my order was dead, my selves now comprised “everyone in my order,” so it wasn’t even a lie. 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Tarlinis said without asking any further questions. “Well, must be nice for you all. So, you want me to take this acid and pour it on the wheel?” 
 
    “Well, ‘pour’ might not be the right word,” I said. “More like, ‘apply with precision to the site where the stone is melded together.’ Then wait until enough of it dissolves that you can turn the wheel again.” 
 
    “Do not underestimate the power of the blue slime,” Willobee agreed. “Now, where do you want me to barf, Master? I can’t exactly aim into one of those itty bitty vials.” 
 
    I pointed to the ground. “Just there. Then we can scoop some in.” 
 
    Ilandere hurriedly lifted the gnome down from her back, and he waddled off a few yards to where he wouldn’t accidentally end up splashing any of us and then did the honors with loud, disgusting noises. 
 
    The smell filled the air and Florenia and Ilandere both gagged. Lizzy, of course, could smell it most intensely of all, but she tended to be less squeamish than most people. 
 
    “Oh d-dear,” Tarlinis wheezed. “You want me to carry that stuff? In my mouth?” 
 
    “It is a great honor to wield the power of the blue slime,” Willobee informed him. 
 
    “It’ll be in a sealed vial, don’t worry,” I said. 
 
    One of me crouched down with one of Elodette’s vials, dipped a stick into the bubbling bright blue puddle, and carefully dribbled a bit of it off the end of the stick into the open vial. Then I capped off the vial while the slime-dipped stick sizzled and steadily disintegrated. 
 
    “I am worried,” announced Tarlinis. “Very much so.” 
 
    “Okay, well don’t be a little bitch about it,” Lizzy commanded. 
 
    Tarlinis huffed, “I am a god, you know.” 
 
    “Then now is the time to prove it,” Florenia said sweetly. 
 
    We returned to the site of the dam this time as a whole group and once again circumvented the Thorvinian camp. I led the way just in case there were any Thorvinians waiting to waylay us, but none of them seemed aware of our presence. They were all just focused on the towers of the solid stone temple. Sometimes far off in the distance I saw them heave rocks or fireballs at it using some kind of giant trebuchets they had, but that seemed like more of an angry gesture or a way to relieve boredom than anything else, since the temple seemed impervious to those kinds of attacks. 
 
    “How much food and water do your people have stored in there?” I asked Tarlinis, since it seemed like running out of supplies would be their only real problem. 
 
    “Enough for another three or four days, last time I checked in with them,” the invisible god responded. “They weren’t prepared for a siege. They received a raven from Peryenia of Ukalion warning of an impending attack, but they weren’t sure whether it was just some kind of prank, and there wasn’t really time to gather any significant quantity of supplies from the countryside anyway. My order is not that wealthy.” 
 
    Then we reached the dam again, and my companions stared in awe at the enormous, bone-crushing quantities of water pent up like a caged animal. 
 
    “Whoo-ee,” Lizzy said. “Mighty impressive, can’t imagine how hard it’d be to build something like that… Be a shame if someone busted it.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to break anything, I’m trying to make the retractable mechanism usable again,” I said. “And if Willobee’s slime can’t eat through the melded metal, then I don’t know what can.” 
 
    This time we went farther than I had gone with Tarlinis on my own to scope out the dam and climbed up the hill alongside it until we stood overlooking the vast reservoir pent up behind the ancient barrier. Then the maple leaf stopped abruptly and stayed twisting back and forth anxiously in the air. 
 
    “This is the spot?” I asked. “This is where the underwater chamber is?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tarlinis sighed. 
 
    I held out the vial to him. “Are you insubstantial now, or can you hold this?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not insubstantial, I’m just invisible,” he said. “There’s a difference.” 
 
    Yet the vial remained in my outstretched hand, as the leaf started to tremble. 
 
    “We don’t got all--” Lizzy began. 
 
    “We really appreciate what you’re doing, and your people will too,” Ilandere interrupted. “I know you’re not naturally brave like Vander, and I know Willobee’s bile is a dangerous substance to carry, so I really admire the fact that you’re willing to do it to save your people.” 
 
    “I just… can’t bear the thought of them all depending on me,” the invisible god croaked. “I’m not very strong. What if I fail?” 
 
    “Then we’ll fill the vial again and try again,” I said. “As many times as it takes to move that wheel.” 
 
    “I guess I like being invisible because then everyone can imagine me as so much more powerful than I actually am,” Tarlinis sighed. “Before this awful Thorvinius guy showed up, I’d never really been tested before, so it was easy for them all to believe in me… ” 
 
    “If you save them now, if you pull this off and miraculously wash away all the attackers, then I bet the people inside that temple will believe in you for another thousand years easy,” I said. 
 
    Tarlinis hesitated for another long moment. Then, the leaf drifted to the ground, and a light touch plucked the vial from the center of my outstretched palm. The vial floated back and vanished as if it had just been swallowed. 
 
    “Wih-me-wuck,” the invisible god mumbled and sounded as if he had his mouth full. 
 
    “Good luck!” Ilandere called out. 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    “Think he went in finally?” Lizzy asked. 
 
    Still no response. 
 
    “Guess so,” I said. “Unless he just left and took the vial so we’d think he went in. But I think he really does want to help. He was just scared.” 
 
    “So what do we do now?” Ilandere asked. “Just wait for him to come back? How will we know if he’s succeeding or if he needs us?” 
 
    “Actually, I think we’ll have some entertainment in the meantime, Princess,” Elodette said grimly as she pointed into the distance. 
 
    From the direction of their main camp, a contingent of about forty Thorvinians was thundering our way. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said. “How did they see us?” 
 
    “I wish we could turn invisible like Tarlinis,” Ilandere squeaked as she clutched the golden apple to her bosom for comfort, and her eyes widened into terrified dark pools. 
 
    “The ability to turn invisible has spoiled his already weak character,” Elodette scoffed. 
 
    “Think it’s made his natural scarediness that much worse,” Lizzy agreed. “No sense in wantin’ to be anything like that.” 
 
    “Run off into the woods, Ilandere,” I said. “Take Willobee and go, before they get here.” 
 
    “Are you s-sure, Vander?” the princess asked. “I don’t want to abandon you.” 
 
    “He’s sure,” squealed Willobee from atop her back. “We better do as Master says right away.” 
 
    “Florenia, go with them,” I said. The little dappled courser Chivalry wasn’t as powerful as our four warhorses, but she was remarkably swift, and I knew I could trust her to carry the duke’s daughter to safety. 
 
    “Qaar’endoth, I will not abandon--” Florenia began. 
 
    “It will make my job easier if you three leave,” I interrupted. “You couldn’t fight if you tried, not effectively anyway, so I don’t want to be distracted trying to protect you. Okay? I’ll be fine, and so will Lizzy and Elodette. Now please hurry and go.” 
 
    While I was still speaking, two of my other bodies brought their horses up to the women, and one of them kissed Ilandere’s little rosebud mouth while the other kissed Florenia’s full and luscious pout. 
 
    When I broke off both kisses, Florenia whispered, “I trust that you will triumph, Qaar’endoth,” and turned Chivalry to go. 
 
    Ilandere’s eyes brimmed with worried tears, but she too turned, and the two equines galloped off side by side, with the gnome clinging to the princess’ back. 
 
    I sent out my fourth self that I always kept in reserve while we were riding since we didn’t have a sixth horse for another of me, and I handed the unmounted self one of my swords. 
 
    “Lizzy, you were spectacular at that outpost, but I know it’s different when it’s daytime and you can’t morph--” I began. 
 
    “Ha,” the she-wolf said. “I’m not a pansy like those other two, so don’t you dare even think of asking me to leave.” 
 
    “…Wasn’t going to,” I lied. “Was just gonna say, so stick to the smallish ones that you can still handle in this form. And Elodette? Aim for the biggest ones that would fuck us up the worst in hand-to-hand.” 
 
    “That I can do,” Lizzy agreed. 
 
    “I didn’t need you to tell me that, human,” Elodette scoffed as she started unleashing a hail of arrows. 
 
    By now the Thorvinians were close enough that we could see the whites of their eyes. Steel-tipped arrows burst through the skulls of the two that were in the lead, one that looked like an undead panther and one that actually looked rather like a centaur. I appreciated that Elodette hadn’t hesitated in that case, but then I guess that she would regard one of her kind that was willing to work for someone like Thorvinius as the worst and lowest kind of traitor and a black stain on the honor of his or her herd. 
 
    Probably another six or seven of the most formidable Thorvinians toppled over with arrows sticking out of them before they ever reached us, although I noticed a few armored types that the arrows just bounced off harmlessly. Then, the rest of the horde was upon us. 
 
    My unmounted self got immediately entangled with a freakishly strong gorilla-like Thorvinian that, much to my embarrassment, managed to yank the sword out of my grasp since I wasn’t expecting the move, but it cost him several fingers and was not the kind of thing a sane and reasonable opponent would do. 
 
    I knew that if he got on top of me, he would easily batter my skull in with his superior size and brute force, so I flung myself at him in a tackle. Instead of knocking him down as I had intended, the full force of my weight slamming into him merely caused him to stagger backward a few steps. But that was enough to bring him directly into the path of one of his fellow Thorvinians, both of whose three-foot-long tusks burst through his hairy back and out through his leathery gut. The gorilla-like Thorvinian didn’t die right away. Instead he screamed in agony as the tusks tore up his internal organs and flailed his ham-like fists, I don’t know whether with futile rage at me, or at the other Thorvinian that had accidentally killed him. 
 
    The even more massive, mammoth-like Thorvinian to whom the tusks were attached then swung them at me, but his movements were extremely encumbered by the fact that the tusks were still loaded down with the thrashing, hemorrhaging body of the first Thorvinian. He tried to pierce me through with the protruding ends and add me to the meat skewer, but I sidestepped slightly to place myself in the middle of the two tusks, with the result that I just got slammed by the leathery gorilla belly. The impact caused more of the unfortunate guy’s organs to rupture and some of his blood to spray directly into the eyes of the mammoth-like Thorvinian, which temporarily blinded him and allowed me to slip away, retrieve the sword that the gorilla had taken from me, and bury it in the mammoth’s flanks. He added his bellows to the chaotic symphony of the battle but since I didn’t know anything about his anatomy and was really just blindly guessing at where under the mountain of flesh his vital organs might be buried, it took several stabs all the way up to the hilt before the mammoth actually toppled over dead and crushed three more of his fellows in the process. 
 
    “Hey, which team were you playing for anyway, big guy?” I yelled triumphantly as I used my sword to block the mace swing of my next opponent. “Thanks for all the assists!” 
 
    My mounted selves were carving through the Thorvinian ranks much more gracefully, but my use of a horse to maneuver couldn’t compare with Elodette’s seamless grace in battle. 
 
    The centaur was still using her bow sometimes, but at this range, she was mainly relying on her anvil-like hooves. I saw her crack both of a quadruped’s front knees simultaneously and then when he crashed screaming to the ground, she reared up to plant her hooves on his shoulders and use him as a vantage point from which to send an arrow into the jugular of another Thorvinian behind him. Then she finished off her original quadruped opponent with a casual forehead-denting kick. 
 
    Lizzy, who usually fought with daggers when she was in her human form, appeared to have acquired a massive silver axe from someone who presumably had no further use for it. As I watched the green-eyed she-wolf chop through someone’s scaly neck, with her teeth bared and her velvet gown torn and blood-spattered, I wondered if it was an inappropriate moment to feel aroused by her. 
 
    While that self was momentarily distracted by ogling Lizzy, another of my selves spotted a human-faced Thorvinian with giant scorpion claws and a whiplike stinger curling up from his back end readying to pounce on Elodette from behind. Her horse hindquarters were even more vulnerable than the back of a human warrior, since they posed a much bigger target to enemies. 
 
    I flung my self in the way just in time. The stinger plunged through my chest. I’d died from being stabbed in the chest plenty of times before, so that wasn’t a big deal, but then a moment later I felt the venom course through my veins and paralyze my entire body with an agony so great that I couldn’t even scream. If I could have spared one of my other selves for a minute to put that body out of my misery then I would have, but all three of them were otherwise engaged, so I just lay writhing on the ground waiting for it to be over. As it turned out it was Elodette who whirled around and saw what had happened. She unsheathed the sword that she rarely ever used and wildly slashed off the giant scorpion stinger. Then she thrust the blade through the creature’s human face. Unlike with her archery skills, there wasn’t much finesse in the way the centaur wielded a sword, in fact there really wasn’t any, but a combination of luck and pure fury seemed to have served her in that instance. 
 
    Then Elodette looked down at my helpless, envenomed body and seemed to understand what the situation required. I distinctly saw the unfailingly stoic centaur wince, but then she stomped down on my head and instantly ended my suffering. That enabled me to send out a replacement fourth self that called out, “Thanks!” to her. 
 
    By that point the six of us had already worked our way through about three quarters of the Thorvinian unit that had attacked us, but then one of my selves that happened to be facing in that direction saw that reinforcements were coming our way. 
 
    A lot of reinforcements. About a hundred of them. 
 
    I could keep replenishing my selves, but I knew Lizzy and even Elodette would be far too exhausted to handle those numbers after they had already been fighting hard for so long. I wondered if I would be able to convince either of them to leave my sides and save themselves and knew that I wouldn’t. 
 
    Then, I heard the most colossal and inhuman roar that I had ever heard before swell up so loudly that it felt like it originated inside of my eardrums. 
 
    As I, and the Thorvinians too, turned to stare, the two halves of the dam slowly parted, and more water than a thousand elephants could drink in a thousand lifetimes came exploding through. It surged down the itty bitty trickle of a river that used to have permission to pass, submerged the sixty-foot-tall towers of the temple of Tarlinis, and gobbled up the hundred Thorvinians headed for us by the dam as an appetizer on its way to swallow their entire encampment. 
 
    The scene unfolding below us from our vantage point on the safe side of the newly opened barrier was so cataclysmic and surreal that instead of being relieved that the besiegers were eliminated, I started to fear that my plan was so dumb it would result in flooding the entire kingdom. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Then, something even more shocking happened that really convinced me the world must be about to end. 
 
    Elodette leaned over to my nearest self, the unmounted one who had replaced the one that died saving her from the scorpion, and kissed me full on the mouth. It wasn’t just a peck either. It was a passionate tongue-on-tongue kiss that made me think that maybe the stern black centaur had been keeping certain feelings bottled up for a while. But just as I started to be able to enjoy it fully through the haze of complete and utter shock that initially clouded my senses, she pulled away again. 
 
    I stared at her to try to figure out what was going through her head, but the warrior centaur was no longer even looking at me. Instead her sharp gray eyes were focused on the barrier of the dam. I looked over as well and realized that as a seemingly infinite quantity of water continued to gush through, the gap was slowly but surely narrowing as the two halves started to inch back together. 
 
    I was glad that even if he might lack a lot of other qualities, Tarlinis had enough common sense to reseal the dam once it had served its purpose. 
 
    But before I could start being pleased with my plan again, the remaining few Thorvinians seemed to wake up from their stupor and flew to the attack again. 
 
    There was nothing they could do at this point. 
 
    Their entire host had been swallowed in the flood that still raged below us and their battle for the temple of Tarlinis was lost. But they still had the mindless bloodlust that characterized all the slaves of The Devourer and drove them on to fight past reason. 
 
    The most fearsome of the survivors was human in shape, but his skin was made of some kind of tough leathery reptilian material, and when what should have been a killing blow with my blade glanced off it like chain mail, he cut off my head with his own blade. My replacement self went to face a different Thorvinian, and my self that wielded Polliver went to resume the fight with the reptilian-skinned Thorvinian. I didn’t fully understand the mystical powers of the sword that had been the martyred Saint Polliver’s last legacy, but it had served me well before many times when ordinary blades had failed me. 
 
    The Thorvinian and I clashed blades. Though he wasn’t any better than average as a swordsman, the issue was that every time I found an opening and took it, whether for a stab or a slash, his tough hide prevented my blade from penetrating. 
 
    So I stopped trying to cut him and instead started trying to knock the sword out of his hand with heavy downward blows right below his sword’s center of mass. After a few attempts I succeeded and seized my chance to let Polliver do what Polliver did best by grabbing the confused Thorvinian’s now empty hand and wrapping it around Polliver’s hilt. There may have been a split second when he wondered somewhere in his reptile brain why I, his enemy, was handing over my own sword to him. But the answer came very quickly when he went up in flames just like every other mortal that ever dared to touch Polliver’s hilt. His impervious skin crackled black and crusty on the outer layer and swelled up red and oozing beneath that as he writhed and died inside his cloak of flame. 
 
    Meanwhile Lizzy and Elodette dispatched the rest of the sorry remains of the Thorvinian force. 
 
    As we stood panting over their extremely diverse corpses, two silver-dappled equines, one duke’s daughter, and one gnome came racing out of the trees toward us. 
 
    When they reached us, Ilandere and Florenia both flung their arms around one of my selves. Then Ilandere went to hug Elodette too as Florenia proclaimed, “That battle, and the dam opening, were the most awe-inspiring sight I’ve ever seen. And it was only a small taste of the infinite power that you will eventually wield, Qaar’endoth.” 
 
    Willobee, meanwhile, peered down at the raging flood that had swallowed the sixty-foot-tall temple of Tarlinis, the Thorvinian monsters that had besieged it, and every tree unlucky enough to be in the vicinity, from the centaur princess’ back and chortled, “Holy fuck. Guys, my vomit did that.” 
 
    “Er, I guess you could say that,” I said. “I mean, I’d like to think that we all played some small part in today’s victory--” 
 
    “Even me,” said a shy disembodied voice unnervingly close to my ear. 
 
    “Tarlinis!” I exclaimed. “Hey, great job, buddy.” 
 
    It took the better part of half an hour after that for the flood to subside enough to reveal all the wreckage that it had left behind. There were broken trees, Thorvinian corpses, and shreds of their black tents scattered for miles downstream. 
 
    The temple of Tarlinis, however, stood tall, proud, and dark and glistening with water in the middle of the river restored to its more manageable size. 
 
    “You’d better go check on them first, Tarlinis,” I said. “We’re strangers, and I don’t want to alarm them after what they’ve just been through.” 
 
    “Okay,” the invisible god agreed. “You guys can walk over with me, and I’ll go in and have them let down the drawbridge for you.” 
 
    So we walked over a mile downstream back to the temple. The ground was soggy beneath the horses’ hooves. I hoped that it would dry out soon and become structurally stable again. At least on the plus side, the Tarlinians didn’t seem to depend much on agriculture, they seemed to purchase their foodstuffs from villages like Galeurn. 
 
    When we reached the temple, the nine of us waited outside for a few minutes with the horses, who had weathered the whole ordeal with surprisingly good grace and were now sweaty and snorting, but calm. Any horses we came into contact with tended to admire and emulate both centaurs, so I suspected that in the heat of battle with the Thorvinians, Generosity, Virility, Fury, and Slayer had been somewhat inspired by watching Elodette stack bodies. 
 
    “What kinda people you think these guys must be, to worship someone like Tarlinis?” Lizzy asked scornfully. 
 
    “People who have never been presented with a superior option,” Florenia replied, “until now.” 
 
    “Tarlinis played his part in opening the dam,” I said. “Let’s not forget that.” 
 
    “He was merely the tool that you used to smite your enemies, nothing more,” the duke’s daughter responded. 
 
    Then, the drawbridge of the temple creaked down, and the gates swung open. The blue-robed crowd inside smiled and clapped politely when they saw us. 
 
    We spurred the horses to clip-clop across the drawbridge and into Tarlinis’ home. 
 
    An elderly man whose vestments marked him out as the high priest of the temple approached us and said, “Thank you for alerting Tarlinis to the danger that we were in, so that he could save us.” 
 
    “… What?” Lizzy asked. 
 
    “Yes, you see, we prayed to Tarlinis for aid as soon as we came under attack, but he just explained to us that he did not hear our prayers until you guys happened to be passing by and ran into him and notified him of the situation, so that he could immediately vanquish the Thorvinians,” the high priest said. 
 
    “Tarlinis didn’t vanquish the Thorvinians, I did,” Willobee said immediately. 
 
    “Qaar’endoth is the one who orchestrated the plan to open the dam, and fought off the Thorvinians that attacked our group while the plan was being executed,” Florenia stated. “Tarlinis was merely a participant, and a reluctant one at that.” 
 
    The blue-robed priests and vestals around us looked rather bewildered. 
 
    “Who is Qaar’endoth?” the high priest asked. 
 
    “Father Yunis, we should not entertain this heresy against Tarlinis by giving countenance to their wild tales,” a skinny priest with a very long forehead whispered loudly in his ear. 
 
    “Yes, it will displease me if you listen to them,” agreed a small, familiar voice. “It was very gracious of me to let them into my home. So they should be nice to me now.” 
 
    “We’ve been nothing but nice,” Lizzy snapped. “We told you how to save your own fucking people that you weren’t going to lift a finger for before we got here. And we gave you the bile to do it with.” 
 
    “Look,” I said. “I don’t care who gets the credit. You’re the one who actually went in the underwater chamber, we probably couldn’t have gotten in without you. So all’s well that ends well. If you all could just point us in the direction of the Cliffs of Nadirizi, we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “What about all those Thorvinians that lie dead above the dam?” Father Yunis inquired. “When the water subsided, we went up to our highest tower and saw them through a spyglass. How were they destroyed?” 
 
    “I already told you, I slaughtered them, every last one,” whined Tarlinis. 
 
    “How can you question the word of Tarlinis?” the skinny priest hissed. 
 
    “That was the work of Lizzy, Elodette, and my selves,” I said. Glory hadn’t been my motive for trying to come and save the temple of Tarlinis, I just hadn’t been willing to let Thorvinius get away with inflicting the same horrors on another temple as he had done to mine, so I didn’t feel the need to boast about my accomplishments to these priests and vestals. But on the other hand, I wasn’t going to play along with Tarlinis’ blatant lies either. If his followers wanted to worship a cowardly god, that was their prerogative. But they deserved to know the truth about his behavior. 
 
    “Mortals could never have killed that many Thorvinians,” the skinny priest said. “They fight like inhuman beasts, each with the strength of ten.” 
 
    “Qaar’endoth is not a mortal,” Florenia replied. 
 
    “I don’t think I want you in my house anymore,” shrilled Tarlinis. 
 
    “What do you mean, Qaar’endoth is not a mortal?” the high priest asked. 
 
    “I mean that he is a god,” the duke’s daughter stated. “Bear witness to the destruction that he wrought upon the ranks of the Thorvinian attackers, and behold his four perfect bodies, which he has no need to conceal from sight, and you will surely recognize the truth of this.” 
 
    “You four are… one?” Father Yunis asked as he searched out each of my identical faces among our group. 
 
    “No, he told me that everyone at his temple just looks like that!” Tarlinis interjected. 
 
    “I said every member of my order, and I am the last surviving member of my order,” I said as I quietly handed off my weapons to Lizzy, Elodette, and Florenia and then reassimilated three of my selves so that only one of me stood facing Father Yunis and looking him directly in the eye. 
 
    The surrounding priests and vestals gasped. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Father Yunis said. His hair was white, but his eyebrows and beard remained a dark gray, which gave his blue eyes an intense look. “You, Qaar’endoth, claim to have killed those Thorvinians by the dam. But so does Tarlinis. So, by what weapons were they slain? Which of you can tell me?” 
 
    “Swords,” I began. 
 
    “Arrows,” Tarlinis said quickly. Elodette’s bow and quiver were pretty hard to miss. 
 
    “Daggers and an axe,” Lizzy said. 
 
    “Hooves,” Elodette said. She lifted one of hers and showed us all that it was still crusted in brain matter. I wondered if she had a habit of tracking that kind of thing onto castle floors and made a mental note to discuss it with her later. 
 
    “Hooves?” Father Yunis repeated as he stared at the gory evidence. 
 
    Elodette stared back with her icy gray gaze without blinking. 
 
    “Er, Tarlinis?” Father Yunis asked. “Do you ever… er… ride a horse?” 
 
    “No,” Tarlinis said huffily, “But I can create whatever types of wounds I want on the bodies of my enemies when I smite them down with my god powers, including ones that resemble the imprints of giant hooves. Are you doubting me?” 
 
    “Of course not, lord,” Father Yunis said. “… But, lets all just go examine the corpses of the Thorvinians. So that we may admire your divine handiwork, Tarlinis. And resolve any private questions about this matter that may trouble any member of the order.” 
 
    “I am your god, if you have any questions, then you should just ask me,” Tarlinis said petulantly. 
 
    Father Yunis said, “We would just like to… er… witness the miracle of your accomplishment for ourselves, lord.” 
 
    “Well, I could just describe to you what happened,” Tarlinis said. 
 
    “So could we,” Elodette said dryly. 
 
    Father Yunis gestured, and one of the vestals beckoned to her brothers and sisters of the order, and the entire blue-robed crowd started trickling hesitantly out of the temple across the drawbridge. Some of them hung back reluctantly and were clearly afraid of offending Tarlinis, but Father Yunis said sternly, “Do you decline to witness the divine handiwork of our lord?” and they exchanged glances and eventually trailed after the rest of the order members, even the skinny priest with the long forehead who seemed to be one of the invisible god’s most stubborn cronies. 
 
    My five companions and three of me rode along with the Tarlinian priests and vestals, while my fourth self walked. The men and women seemed shaken by the Thorvinian threat they had just faced, but unharmed, since their castle had never been breached. They kept stealing glances at all of us, especially at Lizzy, Elodette, and me, since we were the ones that were scratched up and blood-spattered from recent combat. They didn’t make any comments on that, which may have had something to do that none of us could ever tell whether Tarlinis was within earshot, but I guessed they must be drawing their own inferences. 
 
    Then when we had walked about halfway from the temple to the dam, a young vestal worked her way over to one of my selves and asked me quietly, “… Sir? Are you… really a god?” 
 
    I smiled at her and said, “Yes. I am Qaar’endoth the Unvanquished, fourth son of the Fairlands, defender of the righteous and destroyer of the malevolent, twenty-three times incarnated, sire to untold thousands, first earth-walker since the age of Luma.” Fuck it, Tarlinis was a wimpy, lying asshole, and if I could present his people with the image of what a god should look more like, then I was going to do it. 
 
    “Wow,” she said. “I didn’t know that you could see gods. Tarlinis never lets us see him.” 
 
    “What does Tarlinis do for you, exactly?” I asked. “As a god, I mean. How does he treat you, his followers?” 
 
    “Er,” the vestal said. “I mean he doesn’t, really, ah, do very much, I mean, interfere very much in our lives. But sometimes he talks to us, so we know he’s there. Only we never really know whether he’s there or not unless he talks. So, we just always behave as if he is there. I mean I don’t think he’s ever really harmed one of us, not directly anyway… but sometimes he tells Father Yunis that one of us has fallen out of favor with him for being disrespectful or something… and then, well, that person becomes ostracized, sometimes expelled from the order depending on the seriousness of the offense. And sometimes they catch a cold? So, I don’t know… I mean, Tarlinis is great!” 
 
    “So, he doesn’t do much,” I said flatly. 
 
    “Er, if you don’t mind my asking, sir… how do you treat your followers?” the vestal asked shyly. 
 
    “I, uh… well I don’t really have an organized temple full of followers the way it is here,” I said. “My original order is… gone. I do have a village that worships me, but I can’t be there with them right now, so I left the two most capable and principled villagers in charge there to run things as the high priest and priestess, and I’ll go back and check on them as soon as I finish the quest that I’m on right now. And I guess my companions that you see with me now are sort of my followers, in a way? But I don’t treat them as subordinates, they’re my friends.” 
 
    “Well, that sounds like a nice way to do things,” the vestal said wistfully. “More like being a mortal leader than a spirit just sort of hovering over our shoulders. Do you take care of your friends? I mean, protect them and make sure they’re happy and all?” 
 
    “I try my best,” I said. 
 
    “Of course he does,” said Ilandere, who was listening in on the conversation. “Always.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful,” the vestal said. “I mean, of course, Tarlinis is wonderful too. In a different way.” 
 
    Another of my selves was accompanying Father Yunis. As the large group of my friends, my selves, and nearly a hundred priests and vestals approached the site of the dam where the Thorvinian corpses lay, I started describing to him the details of what he could expect to find there. 
 
    “There was a fighter with an exoskeleton a lot like a scorpion’s, and a giant stinger,” I said. “The stinger got slashed off, and he got stabbed in the face. But he got one of my bodies first, so my corpse is right there in front of him. I can replenish my bodies when I lose them, so I always have four at a time. And, ah, there was a giant fucke-- I mean, fighter, that looked like a severely inbred woolly mammoth, and he impaled one of his own guys on his tusks. There are about four or five stab wounds in his left flank near the shoulder.” 
 
    “There’s a serpent-y guy with four stumps where his heads used to be,” Lizzy announced proudly. The she-wolf rattled off several more of her kills, and then Elodette started chiming in too. 
 
    Father Yunis listened intently and said nothing until we had finished cataloguing the enemies that we could remember. The vague shapes of the Thorvinian corpses were within everyone’s view by then, although not to the level of detail that the she-wolf, the centaur, and I had described. 
 
    Then the high priest called out, “Tarlinis? Do you have anything to add to that, lord?” 
 
    At first there was no response. Then the shrill disembodied voice declared, “These impostors were watching me the entire time I fended off all those monsters. Now they’re just repeating the tales of everything they saw me do.” 
 
    “‘Saw’ you do?” Lizzy repeated. “And how’s we s’posed to have seen you do shit, when you won’t never show your ugly mug?” 
 
    I cast her a warning look. Unjustified as it might have been, some of these people might have genuinely revered Tarlinis for all we knew. 
 
    “Well, not literally seen me, but you saw what happened to the Thorvinians!” Tarlinis sputtered. “When they tried to fight me and attack my followers.” 
 
    “What bow, exactly, do you claim to have used to shoot those arrows that we can now see sticking out of the bodies?” Elodette inquired icily as she held hers up. “An invisible one, I suppose?” 
 
    “… Yes,” Tarlinis said. 
 
    “Then how come the arrows are visible now?” Elodette persisted. 
 
    “… Because I made them visible,” Tarlinis hissed. 
 
    By now we had reached the battlefield. The priests and vestals spread out and stared at the carnage. They looked pretty unnerved, although whether that was by the level of gore or by the mutant qualities of the Thorvinians I didn’t know. 
 
    “Look how huge that fucker is, the one with the tusks,” one priest muttered to another. 
 
    “Can you imagine if he got inside our walls?” the other priest replied. “The kind of damage he could do?” 
 
    “I didn’t think this dam still worked,” a vestal was saying to another vestal. “I thought it had been out of use for centuries. Well, in use for centuries. I didn’t think it could still be opened.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” the other vestal agreed. 
 
    “Tarlinis told us that himself,” a third vestal chimed in. “I remember him saying that it couldn’t be used.” 
 
    “So how was it opened?” the first vestal asked. “Does that mean Tarlinis was… wrong?” 
 
    Neither of the other two had an answer for her. 
 
    But the main issue that was engaging all these witnesses’ attention was the details that they had heard us report to Father Yunis about how the battle had played out and in what manner many of the most recognizable Thorvinians had been slain. It was impossible for them to miss the fact that not only did our report line up perfectly with the physical evidence, the physical evidence lined up perfectly with the weapons that Lizzy, Elodette, and I visibly carried, and the various types of blood, some of it not human-colored, that streaked our skin and hair. 
 
    There was no easy explanation for that that allowed them to continue to believe that their god was everything he said he was, and someone they could trust implicitly. 
 
    “So you said you are, in fact, a god yourself?” Father Yunis asked me eventually. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I am the god Qaar’endoth. But I also go by my human name, Vander.” 
 
    “Well then,” he said. “I would like to put a matter of some importance to a vote.” 
 
    As he spoke, he raised his voice slightly, but not by all that much, yet somehow, all the hundred or so priests and vestals seemed to tune into his words. 
 
    Father Yunis looked around at them solemnly and then said, “Who here would like to follow a new god? Who here would like to follow a more powerful god? A god that does not fear to show his face, or all four of them, and who with the help of his current followers can achieve such deeds as defeating monsters in combat and opening dams that no one has been able to open for centuries in order to wash away entire armies?” 
 
    The entire order gaped at him in abject shock. 
 
    The first person to raise her hand was the shy vestal who had started a conversation with me during the walk over to the dam. “I would, Father,” she said. 
 
    Several other priests and vestals raised their hands as well, looked around at each other, and nodded with approval. Grins started to break out. 
 
    A few of the priests and vestals knelt to whichever of my selves was nearest. 
 
    “Qaar’endoth, you are my god now,” one priest said to me. “Thank you for saving us from the Thorvinians. I have known and served Tarlinis all my life, and I know he probably wouldn’t have done shit about it on his own.” 
 
    “Fuck Tarlinis!” a different priest shouted out from somewhere in the crowd. 
 
    “That’s sacrilege!” shouted another priest. “You are expelled from this order!” 
 
    “No I’m not, I fucking quit!” the priest yelled back. 
 
    A whole chorus of other voices started screaming back and forth at each other. 
 
    “What has Tarlinis ever done for us?” 
 
    “He has made us a more moral people! He has given us standards to live by!” 
 
    “He’s kept us living in fear by lurking around invisible all the time like a fucking creep!” 
 
    “You cannot see him because you are not worthy to see him!” 
 
    “Can you see him?” 
 
    “Of course I can see him!” 
 
    “That’s fucking bull shit!” 
 
    At that point, someone threw a punch. Several vestals screamed, and other order members hurried to restrain both parties, the puncher and the punchee, before things could escalate further. 
 
    “Hey, stop that!” I yelled. “Save the violence for the Thorvinians, okay? Not each other. You don’t have to follow me if you don’t want to. No one does. If you want to keep worshipping Tarlinis, that’s up to you. I won’t stop you.” 
 
    A vestal asked, “You mean… you’d give us free will?” 
 
    “Of course I would,” I said. “Why would I want to take that away from you? I’m not a tyrant. I’ll try to help you if you need help, but otherwise, you can just keep doing your thing and I’ll do mine.” 
 
    The vestal who had asked the question knelt to me without saying a word. Other priests and vestals followed, until probably about eighty out of a hundred members of the order of Tarlinis had declared themselves for me. About twenty remained standing defiantly on their feet and looking furious with this turn of events. 
 
    “You are free,” Father Yunis told them, “and you are welcome to continue living here if you like. But, it will no longer be as order members, because this is no longer the Order of Tarlinis. It is now the Order of Qaar’endoth. The god whom I believed truly saved us from death at the hands of the Thorvinians.” 
 
    “This is a huge mistake,” shrilled the skinny priest with the long forehead. “Tarlinis, tell them! Tell them that they will be punished for this!” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and waited for the whiny complaint, the protest of how the invisible god felt he had been wronged. 
 
    But there was only silence. 
 
    “Is Tarlinis… dead?” Lizzy asked. 
 
    Gasps rose from many order members as they stared around in bewilderment. Some of them looked a little worried and guilty. Others looked… relieved. 
 
    “I don’t know about dead,” I said. “I doubt it, I don’t see why he would be. But he’s gone anyway. He probably just floated off to be invisible somewhere else.” 
 
    “Anyway,” I continued from another mouth, since that self was placed more central in relation to the crowd where more of them could hear me at once, “I thank you all for your vote of confidence. And if you really mean it about wanting to uh, follow me, and help me defeat the Thorvinians, there’s a big favor you could do for me. You have an altar somewhere inside that temple, right?” 
 
    “Yes, of course we do,” Father Yunis answered. “We shall rededicate it to you immediately.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “That’s exactly what I was going to ask for. Because if you do that for me, if we can put a statue of… er, not to sound narcissistic or anything, but, you know, me… up there instead of Tarlinis, then I’ll gain a fifth body. And that would really help me get closer to being able to overpower Thorvinius.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s how it works?” a vestal asked. “That’s amazing. I want to see it happen. The birth of a god.” 
 
    “I have a statue ready and waiting for the purpose,” Florenia announced. 
 
    “What?” I asked in surprise. “You do? When did you make that?” 
 
    She opened one of Chivalry’s saddlebags and pulled out a one-foot-tall wooden statuette that accurately reflected all of my physical characteristics in miniature. “Oh, over the last week or so,” she said. “Sometimes I have spare moments when you’re not around, and I knew you’d be claiming another altar sooner or later so I figured it would come in handy.” 
 
    “Well, you’re one step ahead of me,” I said as I leaned in to kiss the beautiful duke’s daughter on her luscious mouth. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 
 
    “You can thank me later,” she replied. “Two of you can thank me later, like we did that one night--” 
 
    “Deal,” I interrupted quickly before the surrounding members of my newest temple could overhear too many details about my love life that they didn’t need to know. 
 
    Father Yunis was busy informing some of the younger order members, whom I realized might still be novices, that they were going to be on corpse disposal detail as they suppressed groans and acknowledged his instructions. 
 
    Then, we all returned to the ancient waterproof castle and the order members led my companions and my selves to the shrine where their altar to Tarlinis stood. The statue that was presently stationed behind it was made of transparent glass, I suppose to represent their former god’s habit of staying invisible, and shaped like an absolutely average man with very vague facial features, which led me to believe that none of them had ever actually seen what he looked like. 
 
    They removed the statue of Tarlinis, not necessarily with anger, but not with any particular show of regret either, and stuck it off in a corner to be carted off to be melted down later, while Florenia reverently placed her most recent carving of me in its place. 
 
    I felt a rush of surplus power tingle through me like I had just been injected with some kind of drug and sent out my brand new fifth self from the one of my four existing bodies that happened to be in the least conspicuous position at the time. Then, in the exact same moment, I lifted Florenia off her feet, lifted Lizzy off her feet as well, picked up Willobee from Ilandere’s back and hoisted him into the air, flung my arms around the centaur princess, and hugged Elodette as well. Until about an hour ago, I never would have dared to touch the stern black centaur like that, but the way she had kissed me in our moment of triumph against the Thorvinians reassured me that Ilandere’s warrior handmaiden had warmer feelings toward me than she was willing to let on. 
 
    As soon as they did the math, my newest followers erupted in wild cheers. 
 
    “Thank you so much, you guys,” I said. “This is really a huge gift you’ve given me. Take care, okay? I really hope no one tries to bother you guys again, but just in case anyone does, the dam should be operational again now if Tarlinis administered the bile judiciously. When I get a chance, I’ll come back this way and check in with you guys.” 
 
    “You mean you’re leaving already?” a blue-robed vestal asked. 
 
    “Well, yes,” I said apologetically. “I’d love to stay longer and get to know you all, but um, we’re planning to strike one of Thorvinius’ major bases in the Cliffs of Nadirizi. So we need to get over there as soon as possible since the longer we wait, the more temples he’ll keep attacking and the stronger he’ll grow.” 
 
    “I’ll come and fight with you, lord,” said a priest with thick eyebrows and a square jaw. 
 
    “Uh, I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” I said. From what I could tell, these people had had enough advance notice to take shelter and enclose themselves in their fortress before the Thorvinians showed up, and had never actually had to meet them in combat. I didn’t know what kind of combat training they had, if any. 
 
    “Thorvinius is my enemy too,” the square-jawed priest said. “He threatened my people, my home, even though he didn’t destroy them, since you showed up in time to prevent that. I don’t want to be someone who just runs and hides and lets monsters rampage across the kingdom. And now I have a god to follow who can actually lead us to victory against Thorvinius. So please, lord, let me serve you.” 
 
    Before I could respond, other priests and vestals started chiming in. 
 
    “I can wield a sword, my father was a knight, and he taught me before I took orders here.” 
 
    “I always had my doubts about Tarlinis. He was not what I thought a god should be.” 
 
    “I will come with you and cook for you and do your laundry.” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to see the Cliffs of Nadirizi, I’ve heard they’re really pretty.” 
 
    “Well, I know the way there, I can lead the group there.” 
 
    “This is exciting, Tarlinis never brought any excitement into our lives.” 
 
    “Hang on everyone,” I interrupted. “So… honestly, you’d all probably be better off staying here, but… how many of you want to come? Just raise your hands so I can get an estimate.” 
 
    Of the approximately hundred order members, about half of them raised their hands. I didn’t know these people, not really, but it was extremely unlikely that any of them could fight the way Lizzy and Elodette could. On the other hand, it was reasonable to assume that most of them could probably fight better than Ilandere and Florenia could. Willobee’s abilities were a little harder to rank since he probably couldn’t throw a punch any harder than a kitten could, but he could however vomit up slime that dissolved flesh, steel, bone, and stone alike. 
 
    I didn’t really want to be responsible for fifty more souls looking to me for guidance and leadership. I already had my hands full taking care of four women and a gnome. But then again, I had another self now. My work capacity had just increased. 
 
    And more importantly, I had meant what I said to the vestal before, about respecting the free will of my followers. These people wanted to accompany me and my friends. They wanted to join me in my quest. They wanted to take up arms against a monstrous threat to the entire kingdom. They were adults of presumably sound mind, so that was their risk to accept and their choice to make. 
 
    “All right then,” I said. “Pack your bags and let’s get out of here.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Several of the former Tarlinians, as it turned out, had traveled to the Cliffs of Nadirizi before and beheld the ancient city that was carved into the red stone, although that had been years ago before Thorvinius showed up and took over the place. After discussing it in a group, we concluded that it would most likely take us about a week to reach the site from my new temple on the river. 
 
    Father Yunis had stayed behind to manage affairs back at the temple, and I found that in his absence, the de facto leader of the order was Gavin, the priest with the thick eyebrows and the square jaw who had been the first one to volunteer to fight for me against Thorvinius. Among the vestals, the most popular and assertive one seemed to be a thirty-year-old woman named Hester, who wore her fair hair cropped to chin length and had one blue eye and one brown. 
 
    The order, as it turned out, was a fairly wealthy one that enjoyed the patronage of a nearby duke, so they owned many fine horses that they had brought inside to safety when they caught word of the Thorvinian army approaching, and provided me with two of them when we set out so that all five of me could ride. However, as often as not, I chose to hand off my mount and walk in at least a few of my bodies at a time anyway, since many of the priests and vestals were on foot, and I didn’t want to look as though I were too superior to mingle with them and converse. 
 
    “What was it like serving Tarlinis?” I asked Hester soon after we started out. 
 
    “It was a perfectly decent life,” she replied. “Which wasn’t, ah… which wasn’t necessarily entirely to do with Tarlinis himself, you understand. I chose to become a vestal when I was nineteen, when my parents kept pressuring me to become someone’s wife and bear his children… at least as a so-called wife of Tarlinis, he certainly didn’t expect anything along those lines from me!” 
 
    “So, how did you occupy your time in the temple?” I asked. 
 
    “Reading, writing, gardening, and other domestic chores… cooking, and sewing, and laundry… it wasn’t anything too exotic, nothing so completely alien to the activities that would have occupied my time if I chose to marry instead,” Hester said. “But in the temple, despite how many of us there were, I could remain my own person and have room to breathe. I wasn’t subject to the whims of a husband or the demands of a brood of crying and screaming children. And Tarlinis was… maybe not the most inspirational figure, but relatively harmless, all things considered. I have heard of gods who are much worse. Including this Thorvinius.” 
 
    Another, younger vestal, named Lily, who wore her hair in two blonde braids, said, “Well, I had always thought that all other gods were like Tarlinis. You don’t even seem to belong to the same category as him.” 
 
    “I don’t know whether I’ve always even been a god,” I said. “Or at least if I was, I didn’t know it, not until Thorvinius attacked my temple, I lost everything, and my high priest told me the prophecy that suggested that I was. So maybe it doesn’t feel that different to be a god than to be a really, really, really powerful mortal? At least, not in my experience. Pyralis must have perceived the world in complete different ways than you or I.” 
 
    “Pyralis?” Lily asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “He was a fire god of the desert. I got my fourth body from slaying him in defense of the merchant caravan that my friends, and I were traveling with at the time. But he wasn’t humanoid at all. He took the form of a giant ball of flame. Like a small, angry sun.” 
 
    “Then how did you kill him?” Lily asked. “With water?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I don’t know whether that would have been possible, if he could be extinguished that way. Besides, even if it were theoretically possible, it would have required way too much water, water that we didn’t have out there in the desert. I used the Sword of Saint Polliver, an enchanted relic from my temple.” 
 
    “Wow, can I see it?” Lily asked. 
 
    “Sure, later you can, but one of my other selves has it right now,” I replied. “So you can go over there and ask me if you want. But you can’t touch it. That’s important. Anyone who touches the hilt besides me gets instantly incinerated. Well, anyone who’s mortal anyway, so I guess another god could wield it.” 
 
    Lily giggled and asked Hester, “Can you imagine Tarlinis wielding a sword?” 
 
    “Hmm,” Hester said. “No, not really. I remember him picking up a pen sometimes to scrawl messages on the wall that were supposed to scare us into doing his bidding. Ah, yes, and I very distinctly saw a cherry tart float across the room and vanish bite by bite once. He denied that. He said it was sacrilege to suggest it and that I must have eaten the tart myself. So I backed down.” 
 
    The two women broke into giggles again. 
 
    Then Lily said, “He wasn’t all bad, though, or I would have run away a long time ago. I remember about a year ago I was in tears because Sister Agatha was trying to tutor me in mathematics and I felt so horribly stupid, and Tarlinis came and sat by me and said nice things. He was really sweet and patient. I didn’t mind having him around most of the time, except when he would get into one of his bratty moods.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t have been a bad person,” Hester agreed. “He just never should have been a god.” 
 
    “He would too have been a bad person,” Lizzy cut in. “He’s a lying, cowardly little rat that tried to take credit for shit he didn’t do. If we got someone like that in one of my old crews, you know what we’d do with ‘em?” 
 
    “Send them to confession and make them do penance?” Lily asked gravely as she toyed with one of her braids. She was young, but the hairstyle made her look even more childlike. 
 
    “Huh, guess that’s a trick question, cause it depended on the tools we had handy at the time,” Lizzy said thoughtfully. “But if we got a cage of some sort we’d put ‘em in that and haul ‘em up and throw things at ‘em till we got bored, then we’d just leave ‘em there for the birdies. You know birds like eyeballs best, right? Cause to them they taste like jelly puddings. And if we hadn’t got a cage, but we got some kind of firecracker we’d shove that up their--” 
 
    “Lizzy,” I said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “…nether regions,” Lizzy concluded. “That posh enough for ya Vander? And then-- hoo boy, they’d be like a big beautiful lightning bug for a few seconds, prettiest thing I ever saw, and then we’d all have to take cover before we got sprayed in bits of charred organ.” 
 
    “Wow, that sounds absolutely dreadful,” Lily breathed as her eyes gleamed with awe and fascination. “What other, uh, hobbies did your old crews have? And what kind of crews do you mean? Rowing crews? Work crews?” 
 
    “Bandit crews,” Lizzy replied. 
 
    “You mean you were a criminal?” Lily gasped. She sounded more impressed by that than by the idea that I was a god. I guess it had to do with what was more novel to her, based on having been raised in a temple. 
 
    “Damn straight,” Lizzy said. “Still am at heart, only I break the rules for a good cause now.” 
 
    I wasn’t really sure that my beloved she-wolf was the best possible role model in all respects for this impressionable young vestal, but I knew that neither of them would take kindly to it if I tried to intervene in the burgeoning mentorship, so I just bit my tongue and tried to focus my attention elsewhere. 
 
    Ilandere was singing my praises to a group of starry-eyed young vestals who had flocked around the ethereally beautiful, silver-dappled centaur, while Elodette hovered nearby and made snide remarks. 
 
    “He always looks out for me and gives me the courage to do things that I normally can’t, and if I still really can’t do them physically or mentally, then he just does them for me,” the princess said. “He protects me with his sword, so I always feel safe no matter how many enemies are near. He built a bridge across a river for us once. He guided us safely across a mountain where there were a lot of rock slides, and it was terrifying. He’s carried me down stairs before. He’s really strong.” 
 
    “By human standards maybe,” her handmaiden scoffed. “His pull strength wouldn’t compare to that of even a juvenile centaur male.” 
 
    “But centaur males aren’t kind and gentle like Vander,” Ilandere said. She had a much softer image of me than I had of my selves, and softer than I think most people had who had met or especially fought me. 
 
    Florenia was also boasting of my accomplishments, although in a way that was slightly less socially acceptable, especially among religious types. I overheard her say the word “seventeen” and quickly ducked my head and turned my horse aside so as not to get drawn into the conversation that she was hosting. 
 
    Willobee was busily boasting of his own accomplishments, both real and invented. According to him, he had already barfed Lizzy’s old bandit crew into submission by the time I encountered him surrounded by them on the road, but he took a liking to me and realized that I was far too naïve to survive out in the world on my own, so he pretended that I had rescued him so that I would allow him to accompany me and serve me throughout my subsequent adventures. He also claimed that he had ingeniously tricked Marvincus the Magnificent into transfiguring him into a toad so that he could snoop through the magician’s secret texts undetected as well as overhearing clandestine conversations between important personages at The Cartwheeling Djinn, efforts which had led to his discovering the location of Thorvinius’ base in the Cliffs of Nadirizi. The gnome conveniently omitted any mention of Lizzy’s and my mission to collect nerisbane or the Thorvinian outpost we had stumbled upon in the course of it. 
 
    I didn’t know if the priests and vestals that provided Willobee with an audience were necessarily convinced by all of his tales, but they played along with them as if they were, and I realized that these people probably had a long-standing habit of humoring Tarlinis no matter what self-aggrandizing lies he imposed on them. A crucial difference, though, was that Tarlinis seemed like miserable company for the most part, and Willobee rarely failed to be excellent company. His listeners were either grinning, smirking, or raising their eyebrows at each other, but not a single one of them looked bored. 
 
    When we reached a stream after a few hours, we stopped to water all the horses and refill our waterskins. This process took quite a bit longer than I was used to when it was just the nine of us, or rather ten now that half of my core group consisted of my selves, and it made me reflect on the logistical complications that were going to be involved in leading a force of this size. A force that was still unimaginably puny in comparison with Thorvinius’ massive host, but approximately six times the size of what I was used to. I still didn’t even know everyone’s names, although I was trying to learn them. 
 
    When we made camp that night, I asked Gavin for his recommendations regarding which of the priests and vestals could be trusted to stand watch capably, and then had him relay those instructions to them. Tarlinis’ had not been a warlike order, far from it, but Father Yunis had believed that they should be at least moderately prepared to defend themselves and some of them had weapons they had brought with them from the temple. 
 
    One of my selves joined the priests and vestals on watch. Another of my selves joined a hunting party, since with this many mouths to feed, even Elodette couldn’t do it single handedly. I also helped with the cooking efforts to turn the rabbits that were brought back into a stew. I also helped dig a ditch to serve as a temporary latrine, so that the unfortunate young novices assigned to that task wouldn’t feel so resentful about it. That left me with one spare self to roam the camp and pause to make conversation sometimes and try to ensure that all the various work details were running smoothly together. 
 
    Somehow, no matter how many more bodies I gained, it never seemed to be any more than barely enough to meet all the new challenges that I encountered. 
 
    Once everyone had been fed and the latrine had been constructed, I started running some of the priests and vestals through sword drills using mostly sticks. Not all of them intended to fight, some of them had only volunteered as camp cooks, laundresses, nurses, and so on and so forth, but a significant number agreed that they were at least interested in learning basic self-defense tactics. Father Yunis’ training regimen, from what I could tell, had fallen somewhere between lackluster and nonexistent. His only real contribution to the military readiness of his order had been to at least set aside money from their budget to purchase spears, shields, and bows and arrows. 
 
    Elodette volunteered to teach archery lessons too, which I hadn’t expected of her. 
 
    “Be nicer to them than you are to me,” I said. She always pointed out twigs the size of a girl’s pinky finger for me to aim at and then made scathing remarks when my arrows skimmed past. 
 
    The black centaur actually grinned at me. “Of course I will,” she said. “Unlike you, they’re not walking around claiming to be gods, so they don’t need to be able to shoot like one.” 
 
    By that time Lizzy was prowling around camp in her giant wolf form, which I suspected was partly motivated by her desire to avoid all menial chores involving the use of opposable thumbs, and when she overheard my conversation with Elodette, she pawed at me and gave a querulous growl. 
 
    “No, no wrestling,” I said. 
 
    Lizzy snorted grumpily. 
 
    “You killed me once by accident, remember?” I asked. “And these people can’t just regenerate like I did if you do that. So no wrestling. If you want to be helpful, change back and help me train them in hand-to-hand tactics.” 
 
    Instead, the she-wolf padded off to slurp up an entire cauldron of unattended stew. 
 
    The former Tarlinians didn’t have tents exactly, since most religious orders, with a few glaring exceptions, didn’t make a habit of going on the warpath, but they did have plenty of bedsheets, and they had brought those with them, so after it got too dark for us to spar anymore we set about using sticks and sometimes spears to rig the bedsheets into makeshift tents to provide some degree of shelter from the elements. Luckily, it wasn’t too cold in that region of Ambria, so I didn’t expect any of my newest followers to freeze to death due to a lack of talent for tent construction. 
 
    Three of me shared two tents with Florenia and the centaurs, while one of me slept outside curled up with Lizzy and Willobee using the she-wolf’s fur and body heat for warmth and another stayed up to take charge of the order members who were standing watch. 
 
    The grand canopies that Danazar’s caravan had carried with them could accommodate dozens of bodies at once, but our little bedsheet contraptions could barely fit four without getting knocked over, so we all just had to squeeze in where possible. Given the flimsiness of the bedsheets, privacy was also no more than a fond memory. I could already tell that bringing these enthusiastic new followers along was going to involve some regrettable compromises, but I hoped it would be worthwhile in the end. 
 
    In the morning, we broke our fast on leftover stew and on dried foodstuffs from the temple’s stores. I recalled Tarlinis saying that he believed his people only had a few days’ worth of supplies with which to withstand the Thorvinian siege and realized that if that was the case, we were going to have to obtain more food somewhere soon somehow. It was already hard enough trying to make sure there was enough for sixty mouths. I couldn’t imagine having to support thousands as Thorvinius apparently did. But then again, Thorvinius’ slaves simply pillaged and devoured whatever religious settlements they came across, and I wasn’t willing to abuse innocent civilians in that way. 
 
    A few hours after we set out, we encountered a river across our path. At the point where it converged with the road, and at that particular season, it was only about chest-deep, although the currents were fairly strong and it immediately dropped off a few yards downstream into deeper, churning waters. So it was going to be precarious for us to cross, but perfectly doable without the need for any bridge or rafts.               
 
    Everyone dismounted. A few of my selves and the strongest of the order members took the saddlebags off the horses and hoisted them over our own heads while we waded through the approximately fifteen feet of icy cold water. Others guided the horses by dragging them by the reins. Some of the horses didn’t have any problem crossing, but others shied away from the cold water and had to be coaxed and bullied. Then, there were the vestals to consider. Some of them handled the icy water better than their male counterparts did and were able to help out with ferrying loads and horses across, but others whimpered about hypothermia or about not being able to swim, despite the fact that their toes could touch the riverbed, and ended up having to be carried across like chattel. That reminded me of Danazar’s twelve wives, who were extremely alluring dancers but didn’t use their legs for any purely locomotive purposes and were a constant burden on the caravan members who had to lug them around in litters no matter how hot it got or how deep their feet were sinking into the sand under the added weight. 
 
    Lizzy of course splashed across like a champ hoisting a squealing Willobee above her head, and Elodette stood right in the middle of the frigid water in order to direct the skittish horses, which always responded better to the centaurs’ influence than to that of any humans, and denied that she was even cold at all, until I noticed the blue tint of her skin and finally convinced her to get out. 
 
    I carried Florenia across myself, not because she complained or refused like some of the other girls, but because the duke’s daughter was so slim that I didn’t know if her constitution would be able to handle the shock of the cold. 
 
    That left Ilandere. I was, in fact, capable of carrying her for short distances, although it was the most superhuman feat of brute strength that I had ever performed in my life and I had no desire to repeat it. But I didn’t think that would be a good idea under the circumstances anyway, because the riverbed footing was slippery, and the currents added another destabilizing factor, so if I tried to lift something as heavy as a centaur the endeavor would more likely than not end in both of us falling over the nearby drop off and drowning in the more perilous section of the river. 
 
    After having watched most of the group cross already and witnessing them struggle to various degrees, the princess seemed to recognize that fact without my having to explain it to her as she looked glumly at the rushing water. 
 
    “Will you be okay?” I asked her. “I’ll be right there with you to catch you if you slip. Two of me will.” 
 
    On the far side of the river, I was also already arranging for fires to be built. The sodden priests and vestals who had already crossed gratefully huddled around the fires to warm themselves. I knew that for health reasons they should remove their wet clothing, but the problem was that we didn’t have any spare clothing to change into, so I figured they would be more comfortable relying on the heat of the fire to work its way through the wet cloth than with stripping naked in front of everyone. 
 
    Ilandere looked over longingly at the cozy fires, sighed, and nodded in answer to my question. 
 
    The delicate little centaur princess bit her lip and started shivering violently as soon as she entered the water, with one of my selves on each side of her holding her hands to steady her, but I felt helpless to make her any more comfortable. If I gave her any more clothing to wear, it would just get immediately soaked through and weigh her down. She hobbled tentatively across step by step, and I knew she must hate the slipperiness of the rocks along the riverbed, just as she hated uneven terrain and even solidly constructed stairs. 
 
    Then, when we were almost exactly in the middle of the river, one of her front hooves slid out from under her, and she was submerged all the way to her chin in an instant before I dove under and boosted her back up by her horse chest. I held her steady while she gasped panicked breaths, and her eyes brimmed with tears. Her chilled white skin was more like marble than ever. 
 
    “It’s okay, come on, Ilandere,” I said. “We have to get to the other side so we can get you out of the cold to a spot by one of those nice fires. Okay? You’re fine.” 
 
    She nodded, gulped for breath, and kept walking, and leaned even more heavily on my selves for support than she had been doing before her little slip. But after another minute we reached the shore, and I boosted her out of the river. 
 
    “That wasn’t too bad, was it?” I asked her. “And now you can go get dry--” 
 
    But then she clutched her chest and let out a gasp that made me think her system was going into some kind of shock. 
 
    “Hey, it’s okay, you’re safe now,” I said. I gripped her little white shoulder and held her gaze while my other self stroked her long silver blonde hair to try to reassure her. 
 
    “I lost it,” she choked out. 
 
    “…Well, I mean, you did panic a little bit, but no harm done,” I said. “We’re across now, so we can just forget about--” 
 
    “No, I mean the necklace, I lost the sapphire necklace,” Ilandere said. 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “Well, I’ll get you a new one. Don’t worry about it. The important thing is that you’re safe.” 
 
    “But it fell in the river!” she exclaimed. “I had it before. I know for a fact I was wearing it right before I got in the river. So it must have been when I slipped, it came unclasped somehow, it’s still in the river!” 
 
    She seemed to be somewhat missing the point. “I don’t care about the necklace, Ilandere, I just care about you,” I said. 
 
    “But I care about the necklace, because you gave it to me,” she said with obvious distress. “You said that it suited me perfectly, and what if we never find another just like it? And it’s extra precious because it reminds me of the time that we spent together in B-B-Bjurna.” 
 
    The little centaur’s ash blonde hair was plastered down her back, her flimsy top was completely translucent with water, her skin looked like a lily covered in morning dew, and by this point her teeth were starting to chatter, but she was ignoring my gentle attempts to nudge her away from the river in the direction of the nearest fire. Instead she was staring down into the river as if she thought there was a chance she could somehow see exactly where the sapphire necklace had landed under all those tons of churning water, even though it had doubtless been swept far away downstream by now. 
 
    I sighed. “Well okay, if you want me to try diving for it, I--” 
 
    “Wouldn’t we all rather forget Bjurna?” Willobee asked wistfully, but Ilandere was too distraught to even acknowledge him, which was unlike her. 
 
    I sighed again. This wasn’t going to turn out well. If I dove for it, there was a fair chance I would freeze or drown, and then not only would Ilandere have to watch that, she also still wouldn’t get her necklace back. But I didn’t know what else to do to try to make her feel better. 
 
    “Do you mean this necklace?” a small voice asked as the collar of sapphires dangled in the air in front of the centaur princess. It was still dripping with river water. 
 
    Ilandere gasped and exclaimed, “My necklace! You found it!” 
 
    “Tarlinis?” I asked. “You’re back?” 
 
    A small sigh issued from the air. “Well, I never really left,” the invisible god replied. “I kind of just hung around to see what happened to you guys, and if my disloyal followers would come to their senses eventually, and hear what everyone was saying about me.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said awkwardly. There wasn’t any spite in the kinds of comments most of his followers made about him, in fact most of them seemed to be fond of him in an odd, grudging sort of way, but their comments definitely didn’t paint a flattering picture of his performance as their god, either. “I see.” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    Then Tarlinis continued, “…They like you better than me.” 
 
    “No fucking duh,” scoffed Lizzy unhelpfully. She had headed over to see what was wrong when she saw Ilandere and two of my selves lingering by the river and quickly figured out the new situation. 
 
    “At first, I thought that was just rotten and unfair,” Tarlinis said. “I mean, I’ve been here this whole time, all their lives, and you just got here and you’re brand new and shiny, and I can’t help that you’re better-looking than me.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about that,” I objected out of politeness. It was the literal truth, I really had no way of knowing for certain whether I was better-looking than Tarlinis. 
 
    “Just trust me on that one,” Tarlinis sighed. “But anyway, I had a lot of time to think, since I wasn’t talking to anyone, since I was pretending not to be here.” 
 
    “Spying, you mean,” Lizzy interjected. 
 
    I gave the she-wolf a warning look. 
 
    “And I realized that maybe some of it had to do with me,” Tarlinis said. “The way I used to treat them, I mean. I guess I could have been nicer. I always just took them for granted. They were my followers because I was a god and they were just mortals. I didn’t worry about having to do anything to earn their worship or make their lives better. I was never mean to them, at least not on purpose, but I guess I was just… kind of apathetic.” 
 
    “If you’re just trying to elbow in again--” Lizzy said suspiciously. 
 
    “I’m not,” Tarlinis replied. “I can never be the head of that temple again. Maybe I never really deserved the spot anyway. But I guess I’m just used to this order, and I’d be lonely without it, so I was hoping maybe you guys would let me stick around?” 
 
    “I don’t have a problem with that,” I said. “I never did. You’ll have to ask the order though. But their vote wasn’t to exile you, it was just to, er… ” 
 
    “Depose you,” Florenia said. By this time all of my original companions and many of the former Tarlinians had gathered around in a crowd to listen in. 
 
    “You’re more than welcome to stay, as far as I’m concerned,” Gavin spoke up. “You’re just not in charge of us anymore. Qaar’endoth is taking the fight to Thorvinius, so we’re following him now.” 
 
    The surrounding priests and vestals murmured and nodded their agreement. 
 
    “Got it,” Tarlinis said a little glumly. “I’m not a god anymore, I’m just an invisible guy. Who can walk through water and walls and stuff. Well, I still think this new guy’s way is going to get you all killed, but who am I to complain. So if that’s really what you all want, I guess I’ll come along and keep you company for as long as you survive.” 
 
    “Guess we can’t stop you,” Lizzy sighed. 
 
    “Well, I appreciate any support that you’re willing to give us,” Hester spoke up warmly. “We did miss you when we thought you left us. And for a long time in that quiet valley, we didn’t need any other god. But the deeds of Thorvinius have turned this into a bloody era, and a bloody era requires a warlike god to ensure that good triumphs over evil.” 
 
    “Thank you for getting my necklace back for me,” Ilandere said shyly. She had clasped the sparkling blue stones back around her pale slender neck and couldn’t stop stroking them. “Without you, it would have been lost forever.” 
 
    “Eh, it was the least I could do,” Tarlinis said in a smug and slightly more cheerful tone. “I can walk through water, you know.” 
 
    “We know,” Lizzy said. 
 
    After we stayed at the fires for a while to get everyone’s clothes as dry as possible, we smothered the fires, reloaded the horses, and moved on. 
 
    Honestly, I suspected that maybe not everyone was completely thrilled by Tarlinis’ return, but no one actually spoke out against it, and I had a feeling he was going to be making a lot more of an effort to be pleasant and helpful after the harsh learning experience of getting voted out of divinity. 
 
    As we rode, Florenia asked my self that was beside her, “Qaar’endoth, this whole situation with Tarlinis made me wonder… what is the scientific definition of a god?” 
 
    “Scientific?” I repeated. “Well that’s the thing, it’s not really scientific.” 
 
    “The theological definition, then,” she said. 
 
    “Well, according to my temple, there were sort of four different components to it,” I replied. “First of all, you have to have some kind of special powers that most mortals don’t have. Although mortals can attain special powers in certain instances too, like Marvincus using nerisbane for transfigurations. Second of all, you have to have some sort of… shrine. But that’s the most controversial of the four components because the translations from the ancient texts are often in conflict. Scholars don’t know for certain whether that refers to a physical shrine tended by your followers, or to a figurative shrine in the hearts of your followers, or both, or just one or the other. So it could be like an altar, which does seem to be the source of my power since that’s how I get my new bodies, or it could just be your followers’ faith in you, which would also make sense since Tarlinis seems to think he lost his divinity when his order changed allegiance over to me.” 
 
    “But he also lost his physical altar when his statue was replaced by yours,” Florenia pointed out. “What if that was the true cause?” 
 
    “That’s true,” I said with a shrug. “I don’t really know for sure how these things work, I’m not some kind of theological expert. I was just a novice when… well, when Thorvinius attacked my temple. But the third thing is immortality. Not invincibility, no god has that. But gods don’t die of old age or natural causes.” 
 
    “Does that mean you don’t age?” Florenia asked. 
 
    “I do age, at least I think I do,” I said. “Since I was a baby, and then a child, and then a teenager, and then how I am now. But maybe I’ll stop aging at some point? I don’t know. Or maybe I’ll stop being a vessel for Qaar’endoth at some point and then just be Vander again and Qaar’endoth still won’t be any older even if my bodies are.” 
 
    “I dread aging,” Florenia said. “It is my greatest fear. So I hope to find some magical way to stop myself from aging. Otherwise, I will have to settle for dying young and still beautiful.” 
 
    “You’ll always be beautiful to me,” I said. 
 
    “That’s not a hypothesis I want to test,” Florenia said. “But anyway, what is the fourth criterion for being a god? Instead of just an ultra-powerful mortal?” 
 
    “Your connection with the Fairlands,” I said. “All gods must inhabit the Fairlands at some point. In fact, most of them stay there. It’s rare for gods to be earthwalkers, but obviously some are. And gods can’t necessarily control whether they exist on earth or in the Fairlands at a given point in time. Sometimes they just get summoned back and forth by forces beyond their control. Like me, I guess.” 
 
    “Are you going to leave us for the Fairlands someday, Qaar’endoth?” Florenia asked. 
 
    “Nah,” I said and grinned at her. “I’m not going anywhere. I’m having too much fun right where I am.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    When we set up camp for the night, the improvised bedsheet tents turned out a little more presentable than they had the first night. After we had completed the essential tasks relating to food and hygiene, the camp divided up for more sparring and archery lessons as before. I noticed that there were increased numbers of priests and vestals who opted to get physically knocked around in sparring bouts over subjecting themselves to archery lessons with Elodette again, which made me suspect that her tongue had been a little sharper than she had assured me. 
 
    But the order members who chose not to train for combat instead gathered around a fire with one of my selves and started teaching me, Florenia, Ilandere, and Willobee some of the hymns that they used to sing in praise of Tarlinis. I realized that all the lyrics had just a faintly ironic tone, which was probably even more pronounced in the singers’ delivery now that they no longer even kept up a pretense of worshipping the invisible god. Their hymns mainly concerned Tarlinis’ lack of substance, their inability to see him, his capricious moods and unpredictable temper, and the general mystery of what he really wanted from them. But they somehow managed to frame all of these traits in euphemistic ways. 
 
    Willobee, who had never been even a nominal follower of Tarlinis, showed no such restraint. At first, he simply sang along with the priests and vestals until he learned their compositions. Then, he started weaving in verses of his own, verses such as, “He lies as prolifically as a gnome, yet he is bereft of gnomish wit,” and, “He plucked the blue stones from the river; if he had stones of his own, they would surely be blue.” 
 
    “Willobee,” I groaned. “He might be listening.” 
 
    “I would expect him to be,” Willobee replied serenely. “If I had the ability to turn myself invisible and eavesdrop wherever I liked, I would naturally gravitate towards the group that was discussing myself.” 
 
    If Tarlinis did happen to be present to overhear Willobee’s new lyrics to his hymns, then he chose not to make any response. But I did sometimes catch glimpses of collapsed tents re-erecting themselves, or used pots and pans carrying themselves over to the washing tubs, or priests and vestals who wandered off to be alone and wrangle with homesickness or private doubts and fears suddenly start talking to nobody and look comforted by the conversation. Now that he was no longer a god, Tarlinis was clearly making an effort to be a better god to his people, and that was all I could ask of him. 
 
    It was uncomfortably crowded in both of the tents that I occupied that night, just like before, but my companions and I had certainly endured worse circumstances, and all in all we slept soundly, satisfied with the progress that we and my newest followers had made. 
 
    We continued on in this way for another five days and five nights. 
 
    A few of the priests were actually former knights or mercenaries who had chosen to retire to a temple, so there were some legitimate fighting men among them, but for the most part, they didn’t really know what they were doing. At least there were many others who had physical strength from former professions such as blacksmithing and farming. In my original temple, most of the priests and vestals had been given to the order by their parents at an age too young for them to remember any other life, but that backstory actually seemed to apply to a minority of the former Tarlinians. From what I gathered, they had had a fairly cushy lifestyle funded by a local duke who believed devoutly in the invisible god, which had been a well-known fact in the region and had attracted many members to the order who weren’t necessarily particularly religiously inclined by nature. 
 
    So, what I had was a mostly untrained crew of pragmatists, not zealots like the Thorvinians. I was aware that they chose to follow me for the time being because they liked and respected me, preferred me to Tarlinis, and agreed with me that Thorvinius needed to be vanquished. I didn’t fool my selves into thinking that they were eagerly going to fling themselves headfirst into martyrdom on my behalf. But at least they were willing to work hard, and a few that weren’t, I sent home on the third day. 
 
    There were about six or seven priests and vestals who hadn’t been pulling their weight when we set up camp, consistently lagged behind the rest of the group when we were on the move, and complained more frequently and with less good humor than everyone else. They naturally started to band together into a group of malcontents, and I feared they would end up pulling more people into their toxic attitude. 
 
    So I asked Gavin and Hester, “Hey, you guys know Ollie and Fiona and them better than I do… ” 
 
    The square-jawed priest and the vestal with the mismatched eye colors exchanged looks of commiseration with me. The malcontents’ behavior hadn’t gone unnoticed by them either. 
 
    “So, what do you think I should do about them?” I asked. “Am I not saying the right things or explaining our moves well enough to motivate them? Is there a better way for me to reach them?” 
 
    “It’s not you, it’s them,” Hester said. 
 
    “I think you need to send them home,” Gavin said. 
 
    “I think they’re still Tarlinis’ creatures at heart and they only declared for you because almost everyone else did, and they didn’t feel comfortable being left out,” Hester said. “Well, I don’t mean that they’re passionately loyal to Tarlinis, I just mean that they’re more accustomed to him, and he never… demanded very much of us. I don’t mean that as a criticism of you. What we’re doing is important, and we should be doing it. But, it would be easier not to do it.” 
 
    “Ollie’s always been a fuckup, Fiona’s always been a whiny bitch,” Gavin said flatly. “Peter, Ashley, Quinn, and Carla are no good either.” 
 
    “I agree with you about the others, but I think Carla would do fine, if she weren’t hanging around Ashley all the time,” Hester said. “Ashley is a bad influence on her.” 
 
    “Okay, I guess she did fine at the river,” Gavin agreed. “But don’t you think she’s slow too?” 
 
    “No, it’s because Ashley slows her down,” Hester repeated. “If you paired her up with someone else, like maybe Della, I think she’d try harder, and she’d be fine.” 
 
    “I hardly think she’s worth the effort, but I guess I don’t mind her as much as the others, so if you think she should stay I’ll take your word for it,” Gavin said with a shrug. 
 
    “Okay, well, can you guys find a time to tactfully tell them to go home?” I asked them. “I don’t want to embarrass them in front of the entire order, so they can make it seem like it's their own decision if they want to, but if they’re going to keep deteriorating morale like this, we need to get rid of them.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can do it when we stop at midday,” Hester said with a sigh. I was glad of her reluctance regarding the task, because if she’d been eager to do it, then she probably would have been unnecessarily cruel in delivering the news. But I also didn’t think the five people that we had settled on would object too much. They’d probably be relieved to have an out from the quest that they clearly no longer wanted to be a part of. 
 
    Once the five of them left together to return to the temple on the river where the members of the order who had chosen to stay behind in the first place under the care of Father Yunis awaited them, our force totaled eighty-seven people, including my five friends and my five selves. The removal of the malcontents erased a lot of the friction that had been building among the group and threatening cohesion, and the remaining eighty-seven of us became closer than ever. Even though, of course, the former Tarlinians had known each other for many years, many of them said that they never had relationships with each other that went deeper than cordiality, since they had spent plenty of time together but had never faced any real challenges together before. 
 
    “The first time I realized how deeply I cared for everyone in the order was when we started preparing for the Thorvinian attack,” Hester told me. 
 
    “When you realized that your life might depend on us?” Gavin asked her with a grin. 
 
    “Well… yes… but it was more than that,” Hester replied. “It was realizing that your lives might depend on me. And that I would do whatever I had to do to keep the rest of you safe. Even though I’d only thought of most of you as friendly acquaintances before. No offense or anything. But the idea of someone like Thorvinius showing up and threatening my home, my people? I didn’t even know that it was possible for me to be that angry until it happened.” 
 
    “I know exactly what you mean,” I said. “I just wish that I’d had the chance to act on that feeling before it was too late.” 
 
    “You’re sure as hell making up for it now,” Gavin replied. 
 
    “That’s not possible,” I said. “Nothing I do now can bring them back. But the least I can do is send Thorvinius and his hordes into death after them.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan, boss,” Gavin said with a grin. 
 
    On the seventh day, we were trudging along as usual, and despite my mortification and my protests, my new followers were insisting upon bellowing a hymn at the top of their lungs that had been originally composed in honor of Tarlinis, but lyrically adapted by Willobee to grossly exaggerate my accomplishments well past the point of plausibility. To hear the gnome tell it, I had found a cure for the plague, rearranged Mount Ugga into a more climbable configuration, put out the fire god Pyralis as easily as stepping on a match, and drowned the more recent Thorvinian besiegers not by opening a dam, but simply by taking a piss on them. 
 
    The former Tarlinians were, by and large, people of common sense, so they were definitely taking Willobee’s accounts of our past adventures with a healthy grain of salt, but that didn’t mean they weren’t enjoying them thoroughly and singing along raucously. 
 
    Willobee loved hearing so many enthusiastic voices belting out the words that he himself had composed, and seemed blissfully absorbed in the song, until suddenly he caught sight of something by the side of the road, stopped singing abruptly as his jade lantern eyes glowed bright with agitation, and clutched Ilandere’s waist so hard that she gasped. 
 
    “What is it, Willobee?” I asked him. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “That tree,” the gnome choked out. He pointed. “I know that tree.” 
 
    The tree that he was pointing at was somewhat shorter and knobbier than the other trees around it. In that sense it reminded me, in fact, of Willobee himself. But otherwise it didn’t look remarkable. 
 
    “What about the tree?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing, it’s just a tree,” Willobee said. “But I remember seeing it before… right before I reached the Cliffs of Nadirizi.” 
 
    “I see,” I said. “Okay, we’re stopping here.” 
 
    My other selves farther ahead in the group quickly called a halt, both to our movement and to the loud singing. 
 
    “I’m going to ride ahead and scout out the situation,” I said. “I don’t want any of you proceeding any farther until my say-so. A large group like this is likely to attract notice, and I want us to decide when to engage, not Thorvinius.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll come with you,” Lizzy said immediately, as I had known very well she would. There was no point in arguing with her, it would just make us look divided in front of my new followers, and she would still end up getting her way in the end anyway. 
 
    But I was a little more surprised when Elodette announced, “I’m coming too.” I knew the black centaur wasn’t one to back down from a fight, but Elodette tended to default to staying behind in order to protect the princess, rather than trying to stick by my side all the time. 
 
    I turned to stare at her, and the fierce brunette’s sharp gray eyes met mine with resolution. “This thing with Thorvinius is my fight too now,” she explained. “So, I’m not going to let you lose. And you have a much better chance of winning if I’m there.” 
 
    “Er, you do know I’m not going off to fight Thorvinius single handedly right at this moment, right?” I asked. “Thorvinius isn’t even here. But I’m not going to attack the fortress yet. I just want to get the lay of the land before I bring in my whole… army, if you can call it that.” 
 
    Elodette nodded. “I might not be able to read those scribbles that your kind likes to put on paper, but I can read a fortress better than you can, human.” 
 
    I sighed. “Er, okay, I guess the three of us can go.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you too,” Gavin volunteered. 
 
    I had to put my foot down at that. “No, I need you here to help protect the group,” I said. “And the fewer of us there are, the lower our chances of detection.” Not to mention that Lizzy, Elodette, and I knew each other extremely well and were used to working together as a unit, albeit an unconventional one, whereas I liked Gavin, but he was still an unknown quantity and this wasn’t the time to experiment with incorporating someone new into our team. 
 
    “Willobee, is this a safe place for the group to stop?” I asked him. “Based on your recollections of our current location in relation to the fortress carved into the cliffs? Are we well out of sight and out of earshot?” 
 
    “Yes, we are about a mile from the fortress now, Master,” Willobee replied. 
 
    “Okay, that works,” I said. “Let’s go settle down in that grove of trees where it’s densest. We can tether the horses, set up some tents, and camouflage them with leaves and branches.” 
 
    Gavin, Hester, and four of my selves led the rest of the eighty plus over to do just that. Meanwhile, Lizzy, Elodette, and I left the road that led straight to the Cliffs of Nadirizi but continued on foot through the woods along the side of it. 
 
    “How many o’ those mutant beasties you reckon there are, Vander?” Lizzy asked. “A thousand? Two thousand?” 
 
    “I couldn’t tell in the vision through the mirror,” I said. “That’s the nature of this fortress. It’s carved into the cliffs, so I can’t even tell the true size of the building or begin to estimate its capacity. And for all we know, the Thorvinians have expanded on the original dimensions of the ancient city.” 
 
    “Hmm,” the she-wolf said. “Well, maybe if we round it up to three thousand just to be on the safe side? That’d give us an even thousand each.” 
 
    “Doable, but I’d need more arrows,” Elodette said. “A lot more arrows.” 
 
    I laughed. “As much as I appreciate the motivation, fighting against impossible odds is not the plan. Finding some kind of structural or organizational weakness is. That’s all I need. One weakness that I can exploit.” 
 
    “What if there isn’t one?” Elodette asked. 
 
    “Everyone has a weakness,” I answered. 
 
    “Yes, that’s true,” the black centaur replied. “But, not everyone has a weakness so grave that it would render them vulnerable, at thousands strong and in possession of a formidable fortress, to being defeated by about eighty noncombatant clowns plus a handful of actual fighters.” 
 
    “Eh, Vander will figure out a way,” Lizzy said unconcernedly. I noticed that her shaggy tail was wagging slightly and decided that she was enjoying this risky mission just a little too much. “He always does.” 
 
    “That’s a logical fallacy to assume that the trend will persist,” Elodette said. “There’s a first time for everything, right? Including failure. So of course he will succeed until he fails, and we’ll keep upping the stakes, so that when he does eventually fail, it will be catastrophic.” 
 
    “Hey, thanks,” I said. 
 
    “For what?” the gray-eyed huntress asked in confusion. 
 
    “For acknowledging that there’s a trend of me consistently succeeding,” I replied with a grin. 
 
    Elodette stuck her tongue out at me, in an uncharacteristically playful and very characteristically disrespectful gesture. 
 
    “In all seriousness,” I continued, “it was finding that outpost in Kanminar that gave me hope. We really didn’t find out that much information about Thorvinius’ operations from the evidence left there, but just the fact alone that he apparently depends upon a nerisbane-based drug for transfiguration purposes makes it clear that he’s not as all-powerful as he seems. I mean, it’s the same drug that a fucking local gnomish mountebank uses. Thorvinius’ divine powers might enhance its effect, sure, but it still comes down to a cheap trick. And if we could figure out some way to interrupt his supply? If all his fighters, instead of being those super-powered half-beast mutants, were just ordinary humans? Imagine how much less of a threat he would be.”               
 
    “That’s a good point,” Elodette conceded. “I’d like to see his main laboratory. Based on what you and Lizzy and Willobee said, that one in Kanminar was pretty rudimentary. There must be a bigger one somewhere, to enable him to produce enough of that nerisbane based drug to sustain his entire host of thousands in those altered forms.” 
 
    “I’m hoping it’s here,” I said. “This isn’t his main base. His main base is farther west, closer to back where my old temple is. It’s possible the laboratory is there. But, if he wanted to keep it somewhere more remote, where his chemical secrets would be less likely to be discovered? The Cliffs of Nadirizi might not be a bad bet.” 
 
    “Wonder what became of that stone gnome back at The Cartwheeling Djinn,” Lizzy said thoughtfully. “You think he ever got unstuck once the traffinger-- transmigger-- transjiggeration wore off?” 
 
    Then I shushed her and motioned to both the she-wolf and the centaur to fall silent. 
 
    There it was, through the trees I could see it loom up in front of us in all its red marbled glory, and it towered about two or maybe three hundred feet tall. The ancient cave city carved into the Cliffs of Nadirizi.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    They didn’t have any big formations of troops drilling outside like when I had seen this place through the mirror that I found in the fireplace, but there were sentries posted in front of the ground level entrances. 
 
    “I count sixteen,” Lizzy said. “That’s barely bite size.” 
 
    “Okay, but how many doorways and windows do you count in the cliffside?” I asked. 
 
    Lizzy scrunched up her freckled little nose, squinted her bright green eyes, and visibly struggled to count. Finally she said, “I dunno.” 
 
    “Well, that’s how many could actually be watching,” I said. “The sentries aren’t there to stop intruders from entering. They’re just there to sound the alarm for everyone inside. It’s like a beehive the way they have this fortress set up. If we poke it the whole swarm will rush out.” 
 
    “Then what do we do?” Lizzy asked. 
 
    “Let’s go get a closer look,” I said as I pointed through the trees to a cluster of large boulders. “If we circle around counterclockwise and stay under the tree cover, I think we can get to that point there without being seen.” 
 
    We proceeded to do just that. Lizzy made me the most nervous, because she was more of a crash-through-the-brush type than you’d really want to have next to you for this type of thing, but she did tolerably well. At least she was in her human form. If she had been barging around as a giant wolf, we never would have stood a chance. Elodette, of course, had the seemingly supernatural ability to transform herself into an inconspicuous shadow despite her tremendous mass. 
 
    We had barely reached the boulders when I heard agonized screaming and angry shouts erupt about twenty yards from our position. Lizzy, Elodette, and I exchanged glances. We slid our way around a few boulders and trees in the direction of the noises until we could peek our heads out and see the source. 
 
    There was a chained crew of about thirty prisoners, guarded by about a dozen Thorvinians. With a start, I realized that I recognized a few of their faces. They were from the drugged-up village presided over by the god Ukalion. 
 
    The source of the screaming was the scrawny red-haired guy that had been the first person we encountered there when he came up to warn us about the impending approach of the sinister fey folk, who turned out to be a delusion, unless of course he had somehow been referring to the Thorvinians. In which case, he had clearly been more prescient than we had given him credit for. 
 
    It looked as though he had attempted to make a break for it through the trees, and now three of the guards were standing over him, and one of them was applying some sort of rod that seemed to have an electric charge in it to his neck while he thrashed on the ground. 
 
    “What do you think they’re doing with them?” Elodette asked me. “I didn’t think the Thorvinians took any prisoners. I thought they slaughtered everyone.” 
 
    “So did I,” I said. “But maybe it depends on the current needs of their organization? They look like they intend to make some kind of slaves out of them.” 
 
    “I didn’t think the Thorvinians kept any human slaves,” Elodette said. 
 
    “…Maybe they don’t keep them human,” Lizzy replied. That was my thought exactly. 
 
    “This is my way in,” I said. “While they’re distracted by that red-haired Eukalonian.” 
 
    “But the sentries by the doors aren’t distracted,” Elodette said. 
 
    “But the sentries will let the guards pass of course,” I said. “So all I need to do is--” 
 
    “Oh no, that’s a dumb idea, Vander,” Lizzy interrupted. “You’re just gonna get zapped with that zappy thing-- and then probably dismembered-- and then probably brought back from the dead as some kinda slave-beast--” 
 
    “First of all,” I said, “I think you’re underestimating me. Second of all, whenever the situation hits a real crisis point, I can just reassimilate this self, no problem. This is a perfect chance to see the inside of the fortress before I commit my forces to any kind of battle plan.” 
 
    “Hmm, I don’t like it,” Lizzy said. “Want me to go with ya?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “You’d just get zapped with that zappy thing, dismembered, and then resurrected as some kind of mutant slave. No way. But I can just reassimilate. So once I’ve seen what I need to see, I’ll meet you both back at the camp. For now, head back there to reconvene with the others and my other selves can keep you updated.” 
 
    “I guess that makes sense,” Elodette said. 
 
    “Of course it does,” I said. “I thought of it.” 
 
    “Don’t get cocky, human,” Elodette warned. “It’ll be the end of you.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe it’ll be the end of this body, but I have four more. Just be careful getting back, okay? Don’t get caught. Keep Lizzy quiet.” 
 
    The she-wolf narrowed her green eyes and made some kind of sarcastic retort, but I never heard exactly what it was because at that moment the unfortunate red-haired Eukalonian burst into ear-splitting screams again as the guards applied their torture device. 
 
    While they were doing that, I quickly scrambled through the rocks and darted from tree to tree and managed to dive into the middle of the miserable, trembling crew of captives without the guards seeing where I had come from. 
 
    The Eukalonians stared at me wide-eyed in bewilderment and fear. I had seen a couple of them in the streets of their village, but I didn’t think they recognized me. Besides, they had other matters on their mind at the moment. I put a finger to my lips to motion to them to be quiet. They seemed to decide that if I wasn’t a Thorvinian, then I had to be better than the Thorvinians, and they weren’t going to interfere with whatever the hell I thought I was doing by jumping into the chain gang with them. 
 
    Soon after that, the guards finished working over the red-haired attempted escapee and hauled him back over as a gibbering, tear-streaked mess to chain him back up with the rest of us. I, of course, was not chained. I just slumped over and stared straight ahead with a glazed over expression in the hope that they wouldn’t notice me. It seemed to work.  
 
    “Okay, fun time’s over, move it, slugs,” commanded a diabolically horned Thorvinian who seemed to be in charge of the rest of the guards. His voice was actually quite melodic and pleasant and completely at odds with the tenor of his comments. 
 
    The prisoners obediently started trudging again and clanking as they moved, while the guards strolled alongside the huddled knot of Eukalonians, with me in the very middle. 
 
    We were only about a quarter mile from the fortress. I thought my plan was going off without a hitch so far, except for when I accidentally trod on my neighbor’s foot and whispered, “Sorry!” He seemed so miserable that he didn’t even notice having his foot stepped on, though, much less acknowledge my apology. 
 
    Then, a Thorvinian guard who mostly just looked like an exceptionally muscular human man except that his eyes were like a panther’s focused in on me, pointed at me, and asked the other guards, “What the fuck is this one?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” another Thorvinian responded. “Human, unchanged, just like the rest of ‘em.” 
 
    “Eukalonian?” the panther-eyed guard asked. 
 
    “That’s where we got ‘em from, ain’t it?” asked the same Thorvinian. 
 
    “You sure?” the panther-eyed one asked. “How come he’s not chained then? How did that happen?” 
 
    A troll-looking Thorvinian started pointing at each of us in turn as he laboriously counted out loud. He kept getting the numbers mixed up and having to start over though. “Thirty-three,” he announced finally. “We got thirty-three. No wait, thirty-four with the new one.” 
 
    “What the hell do you mean, the new one?” the panther-eyed guard snarled. “We’re not supposed to have a new one! When did we get a new one?” 
 
    The troll-looking one pointed at me. “That one, the unchained one, he’s new ain’t he?” 
 
    The panther-eyed one grabbed me and yanked me out of the crew by the scruff of the neck. The rest of the guards stopped to let him interrogate me. “You, who are you?” he demanded. 
 
    “Bill,” I said. 
 
    “When did you get here?” he asked. 
 
    “When you captured me,” I said. 
 
    “We captured you?” he asked. “But we didn’t chain you?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said as I tried my hardest to look extremely stupid. “Can I go home, please?” 
 
    “No.” He slapped me across the face. “You’re lying. We didn’t capture you. I don’t remember you. When did you get here?” 
 
    “I don’t know… but can I go home please?” It occurred to me that a lot of the Eukalonians didn’t seem to have full brain function anymore due to their chronic drug use. “The fey folk are coming. If I don’t go home soon, they’ll get me. Who are you? Aren’t you afraid of the fey folk?” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about, you brain-dead moron?” he yelled. “How the hell did you get here?” 
 
    “I think we probably just nabbed him with the others and forgot to chain him?” the troll-looking guard suggested. He seemed to be getting nervous about his fellow guard’s rising level of agitation. “I wouldn’t worry about it if I was you, they’re all gonna get changed anyway and then it won’t matter none where he came from.” 
 
    The panther-eyed guard was still staring at me and didn’t seem content at all with that reassurance. He began to ask, “But what if he--” 
 
    “They’re right there!” I whimpered as I pointed into empty air. “I see them. They’re eating my soul, they’re eating it with a spoon, I can see them but I can’t make them stop!” 
 
    The troll guard started to giggle uncontrollably. 
 
    The panther-eyed one gave him a dirty look, and he shut up, but all the guards seemed reassured by my performance. I stuffed my hands in my mouth and started shaking my head back and forth and generally tried my best to look like a drug-addled lunatic. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s just get ‘em inside,” the panther-eyed guard sighed, and the whole crew started moving again. 
 
    I could tell that the suspicious guard was still watching me, so I kept muttering things like, “The yellow boot first. I promise.” and, “But if it were your mother’s apple pudding, then what, eh?” 
 
    They led us over to one of the doors and exchanged waves with the sentries as we passed by. Inside the fortress of Nadirizi, the passageways were extremely narrow and snaked through the rock in the most circuitous and dizzying ways. The other prisoners’ feet were chained, which made it even harder for them, but the guards led us up and down stairways anyway, and sometimes we even had to crawl on our hands and knees. The troll guard and a couple of the other larger ones, I had noticed, left us through side doors early on. I guess there were probably multiple ways to get to any given location within the fortress, but only some were accessible to creatures past a certain girth. 
 
    I could see the defensive advantages to occupying a labyrinthine fortress like this, though. No stranger would be able to figure out where he was going, and there were a million points at which you could easily cut off access. There were even giant round stone doors just waiting to be rolled into place and block off passageways. I tried to memorize the way we had come in through the outside, but after a while I lost track of the countless turns despite my best efforts. If not for my ability to reassimilate my selves, I doubted I ever could have found my way out again on my own.  
 
    I wondered, however, about ventilation. This far into the rock, with no direct access to outside, surely you’d run out of air, eventually. So there had to be shafts cut in somewhere. I wondered where, and if it might be possible to drop some kind of explosives or poison gas or something down those shafts. 
 
    Then I was jolted out of my speculations when we arrived at a chamber of unprecedented size. I couldn’t imagine how long it must have taken to carve something of such vast dimensions out of solid rock. It was just as large as the great hall in my temple. 
 
    All along both sides of this hall, there were rows of shackles bolted into the wall. At the far end, there was a low door with a grate set into it. It was the first wooden door I had seen inside this fortress, all the other doors had just been open doorways. The guards led, or in some cases dragged, me and the Eukalonians over to the shackles and clamped us in. I didn’t resist, because I wanted to learn more about whatever process was about to take place.  
 
    I was near the middle of the crew, so I ended up being placed third from the far end of the hall on the second side. Then, it was the guy in front of me that they dragged through the wooden door first, so I realized that I was third in line. The chamber beyond was dimly lit, so I didn’t get a good look at what it contained before the door slammed shut behind the Thorvinians and their first victim. 
 
    What I was expecting to hear afterward was the agonized screams of the poor guy getting zapped or worse, but the sounds that issued through the wooden door turned out to be something completely different. 
 
    It was an eerie sort of chanting in some foreign language that maybe Willobee would have recognized or been able to decipher, but that was absolutely incomprehensible to me. It went on for probably about two minutes. Then I heard a high-pitched yelp, whether of pain or just surprise I wasn’t really sure, and a flash of sickly green light flooded the hall where we were all shackled through the grate in the door. It subsided just as fast as it had appeared, but it got all the captive Eukalonians even more agitated than before. 
 
    Then I distinctly heard a voice intone in the common tongue, “You now serve the lord Thorvinius. Bone and blood, sinew and spirit, he empowers thee and thou art beholden to him.” 
 
    Well, that didn’t sound good. I guess it would explain why we’d never noticed any human captives getting dragged around by the Thorvinians before, if they had just been turned into more mutant slaves indistinguishable from the rest of The Devourer’s host. I wondered how many voluntary followers Thorvinius had, if any. 
 
    Then, and only then, did I hear the kind of screaming that I had expected in the first place start. I wondered why the guy was getting tortured now, if he had already been declared a servant of Thorvinius and was no longer an enemy prisoner. 
 
    Then after a minute the screaming ceased, the door opened, and a horrifying answer to that question walked out. 
 
    Scuttled out, to be more precise. 
 
    The Eukalonian prisoner had been transformed into a giant, hairy black spider from the waist down. From the waist up he was mostly physically unchanged, except that his eyes had been blue, and now they were a glaring red. 
 
    The other shackled prisoners started screaming and sobbing when they laid eyes on their companion. 
 
    “Eukalion defend us,” some of them begged, even though their god clearly wasn’t doing shit for them. 
 
    Others addressed the newly transformed spider man directly. 
 
    “Alan!” a woman shrieked. “Alan, it’s so horrible, how could they do this?” 
 
    “Alan, we’ll find a way to reverse the process,” an old man shouted at him. To me that seemed optimistic to the point of delusional, but I appreciated that at least the old man’s spirit hadn’t been broken by the depravities wrought by the Thorvinians. 
 
    Alan, however, did not respond to the distraught Eukalonians in kind. Instead, at the bidding of his former guards and now, I supposed, fellow worshippers of The Devourer, he proceeded to unshackle the next captive right before me as the man fought him with all his might, to no avail. I noticed that even though the human portions of Alan’s physique hadn’t visibly changed drastically, and he didn’t look any more muscular than the man he was fighting, he seemed to control him with an ease that suggested a deceptive and disproportionate level of strength. 
 
    “Alan, please don’t do this,” the man choked out. “It’s me, it’s your cousin, Max. You know me. We grew up together. Don’t let these monsters do-- what they did to you-- to me too. You’re strong now, they made you strong. Use your strength to help us! Fight for us, your fellow Eukalonians!” 
 
    Alan completely ignored his pleas to the point that I didn’t know whether he even comprehended what Max was saying. 
 
    The other Eukalonians in the hall joined in the chorus. 
 
    “Whatever curse they put on you, you’re stronger than it, lad,” the old man shouted. “Use your mind to break through the fog. You’re still Alan on the inside, I know that. And I know how hard it is, but you have to reach down inside of yourself, find that thing that makes you Alan, grab onto it, and don’t let go!” 
 
    Alan raised one of his horrible jointed spidery legs, pointed it at the old man, and shot out a strand of sticky web that filled the old man’s mouth and gagged him. 
 
    “Fuck you Alan!” yelled the girl shackled next to the old man. “You’re not even fucking trying!” 
 
    The old man had seemed perhaps a little overly optimistic to me, but I wasn’t convinced that the girl’s attitude about Alan’s behavior was entirely fair under the circumstances, either. 
 
    Regardless, the thrashing Max disappeared past the wooden door clutched in the many legs of the Alan-spider and accompanied by the original Thorvinian guards, who seemed completely used to the outbursts of the other captives and undisturbed by them. 
 
    I heard the same sequence of sounds this time as before-- the eerie foreign chanting, then the flash of green light, then the pronouncement about Max also joining the service of Thorvinius, then the tortured screaming. 
 
    When the door opened this time, Max’s transformation wasn’t as obvious as Alan’s had been. He had gone bald and his skin had paled and the veins were showing through a bit, and his eyes had gone completely white with no pupils as if he were blind, all of which created a distinctly creepy effect, but other than that, he looked much the same as he had before. It certainly wasn’t as dramatic as sprouting eight giant spider legs. 
 
    His behavior, however, was just as drastically subverted as his cousin Alan’s had been. 
 
    “Max?” the other Eukalonians cried out fearfully to see how he would react to them, and if he had withstood Thorvinius’ power any better than their first victim had. 
 
    He didn’t ignore them as the spider man had. Instead he scowled, spat, and jeered at them in response to their pleas. 
 
    “Max, you’re stronger than Alan,” the girl that had cussed out his cousin tried. “If anyone can beat this thing, it’s you.” 
 
    “Thorvinius is stronger than us all,” Max replied. His voice sounded similar to before, but it was raspier and hoarser now. “Why would I want to remain on the losing side with you all and suffer, when I can serve him, rise with him, and benefit from his dominion over earth?” 
 
    The old man was turning red in the face with his efforts struggling against the spiderweb gag, but he still couldn’t get an audible word out, and with his hands shackled, he obviously had no means of removing the gag. 
 
    Max approached me with a sneer on his pale, hairless, faintly alien-looking face. 
 
    “Ooh, pick me, pick me,” I said sarcastically. 
 
    He unshackled me while the other Thorvinian guards watched. Then he led me through the door into the mysterious transfiguration chamber and closed it behind us. 
 
    The chamber was small compared to the hall outside where all the waiting captives were chained. There was another doorway on one of its walls, through which I assumed Alan must have scuttled away to go receive his instructions as a new Thorvinian recruit, since I no longer saw the spider man anywhere. Five people still remained inside the chamber besides my self: three Thorvinian guards, the slimmest ones who had been able to fit through the route that they led the crew of captives along, the newly bald and sadistic Max, and a stranger. 
 
    The stranger had no eyes at all, and no gouged out eye sockets either, his face was just flat and seamless where the eyes should have been. He was dressed in only a loincloth and his body was either painted or tattooed, I couldn’t tell which, in elaborate red tribal markings that spread all across his chest, back, and limbs. He clutched a small triangle-shaped dagger in his hand, which was interesting considering that the two previous captives to enter clearly hadn’t been killed or visibly maimed, although they certainly had screamed in pain. I didn’t know whether that had anything to do with his blade though, since it seemed more likely to coincide with the processes of their monstrous transfigurations. 
 
    The stranger’s appearance was so striking and bizarre that at first I didn’t even notice the room’s solitary piece of furniture, or rather, two pieces of furniture. One was an altar. The other was a statue of a golden ape with a toothy gaping leer and six arms. I knew that the six-armed ape was one of the several incarnations of Thorvinius. 
 
    Then, the eyeless stranger opened his mouth and began his strange ululating chant. From inside the room, I could hear every syllable of it perfectly, but I still had no idea what any of it meant. Then, he walked toward me, with as much confidence as if he could see exactly where I was, even though I hadn’t even been making any noise. 
 
    Max, who was still gripping me as if he thought I might try to make a break for it, forcibly raised one of my hands toward the eyeless red marking-covered singer, and the singer lifted the triangle-shaped little dagger and slashed it across my palm. Ah. So that was what it was for. And that was probably the moment when Alan had yelped. 
 
    Then Max dragged me over and slammed my cut hand down on top of the altar and pressed it there so that my blood oozed onto the altar’s surface. As soon as the contact was made, a blinding green flash filled the room, emitted from the altar itself. 
 
    The eyeless singer intoned, “You now serve the lord Thorvinius. Bone and blood, sinew and spirit, he empowers thee and thou art beholden to him.” 
 
    I wondered if I had undergone some kind of irrevocable change, some kind of psychological distortion. I cautiously probed my mind for any spontaneous desire to pillage and burn my way across the countryside and slaughter every poor unfortunate soul that I came across. I searched my heart for any newfound passionate devotion to The Devourer. I looked at the leering golden ape behind the altar to see if any fond emotions would well up uncontrollably inside of me. 
 
    But nah, I still just thought Thorvinius was an evil bastard and needed to fucking die. 
 
    Then, pain erupted inside of me that felt a lot like the time I had been pulverized to death by a huge boulder during a rock slide. My organs were imploding. My bones were simultaneously cracking and reforming. My muscles felt like they were tying themselves into some kind of elaborate sailor’s knots. 
 
    I didn’t wait around to see what kind of Thorvinius-loving part-beast monstrosity I was about to be transfigured into. 
 
    While I still had enough intact sanity and consciousness to do it, I reassimilated that self, and found my self back a mile away from the fortress surrounded by my friends and followers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    I sent out my fifth self again and said, “I know what we need to do.” 
 
    “You’re back!” Ilandere exclaimed happily. 
 
    “I’ve been here the whole time,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, but all of you are back now,” the little centaur princess replied. 
 
    “Don’t get greedy,” I teased. “Remember when there only used to be two of me? And now you expect to have five of me around!” 
 
    “Well, I don’t expect it, but it’s nice,” she said. 
 
    Elodette sighed impatiently. “Okay, can you just tell us what your big revelation is?” 
 
    “Yeah, none of this sounds like good news to me,” Lizzy said.  
 
    The she-wolf and the centaur had made it back to camp twenty minutes ago, and I’d been keeping all of my companions updated the whole time through my other mouths on what my self inside the fortress was witnessing. “Sounds to me like Thorvinius can just nab himself more slaves any time he wants so he’ll never run out no matter how many we kill.” 
 
    “Also, I didn’t know that some of them were given the shape of spiders,” Ilandere added with a shudder. 
 
    I responded to Lizzy, “Exactly. If we keep doing things the way we have been doing them, that is. Which is killing the Thorvinian units that we come across. We need to go straight to the source and cut off Thorvinius’ supply.” 
 
    “But his source is just any old village or temple that worships some god that ain’t him,” Lizzy said. “We can’t just butcher everyone in the kingdom to stop ‘em from getting turned into Thorvinians…” 
 
    “No, his source is that altar that they pressed my hand to,” I said. “The altar with the golden ape. He might have another one at his other permanent base, I don’t know. But this is definitely one of them, and with the altar in use, this fortress serves as a sort of slave production factory. I think the altar must be powered by nerisbane somehow. Or maybe the kerinyet drug was smeared on that knife. But either way, Thorvinius has figured out some way to expedite these transfigurations, and the altar is a critical part of the process. So if we destroy it, we can weaken him significantly. And if we destroy both of his altars, we can prevent him from replenishing his forces at all, and it will become possible to defeat his existing host, one kill at a time.” 
 
    “But how do we even gain access to the altar at all?” Elodette asked. “Do we all have to get ourselves captured like you did as prospective slaves? And then break out of the shackles somehow and launch an attack once we’re all inside that waiting hall together?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think they’ll fall for that again,” I responded. “They were already suspicious of me when they brought me in, but they were dumb enough to do it anyway, and now that I vanished into thin air right before their eyes, they’ll definitely know something was up.” 
 
    “We’ll create a diversion to draw them out,” I said through another of my mouths. “At the main gate. Also, we drop fire bombs through their ventilation shafts to choke them out with smoke. Under the combined chaos of both of those distractions, three of me will go into the fortress, and the first one to reach the altar will destroy it.” 
 
    “Just you?” Lizzy asked. 
 
    “Just me,” I confirmed. “I think there’s a fair chance the fortress will sustain severe structural damage. And even if it doesn’t, the smoke could be suffocating. Whoever goes in might not come back out. So I’ll leave two of my selves out here to fight with the rest of you. And Lizzy, I’ll need both you and Elodette to be keeping the Thorvinians busy outside their front doors.” 
 
    “Deal,” Elodette said. 
 
    “What about us?” Gavin asked. “What do you want us to do, lord?” 
 
    “Fighting the main battle outside the fortress,” I replied. “You and Elodette will be captains directing that attack. Everyone in the order who chooses to take up arms, will follow your lead.” 
 
    “What am I, chopped liver?” Lizzy demanded. 
 
    “No, but you’re more of a berserker than an officer,” I answered. For the sake of being able to utilize the she-wolf in her more powerful form I would have liked to launch the attack by night, but that would have disadvantaged all my other troops, so I couldn’t do it this time. 
 
    “What about us?” Ilandere asked as she gestured at herself, Florenia, and Willobee. I knew they weren’t going to be the only noncombatants. Many of the vestals and some of the priests had made it clear that they also intended to stay out of the fray and support us in other ways. 
 
    “You’ll be cooking, cleaning, and tending to the wounded,” I said. “You and Florenia will be in charge of everyone planning to stay back at camp. You can divide up the tasks.” 
 
    Then, unexpectedly, I heard a shy little voice come floating out of the air to ask, “What about me?” 
 
    I’d known Tarlinis was still around, because he made the occasional remark of encouragement to someone who was tired or struggling, and seemed determined not to let his former followers forget that he existed. But I didn’t know to what extent he’d be interested in being involved on our attack on Thorvinius. 
 
    I thought about it and then said, “Well, since you have the ability to be invisible, you can ferry supplies from the camp to outside the fortress during the battle, like more arrows for archers who run out. And you can help transport the wounded back to camp. All without being seen and becoming a target yourself.” 
 
    “Hmm, okay,” the invisible god agreed. “And if it gets too risky, I’ll just make myself insubstantial and drop whatever or whoever I’m carrying so that I can’t be harmed.” 
 
    Well. He wasn’t resented by the order for his shortcomings, but his popularity also probably had certain limits. I guessed that any potential wounded were probably still better off being partway rescued and then abandoned by their god than not rescued at all. If Tarlinis moved them part of the way, then that might make it easier for others to retrieve them and bring them all the way back to camp. 
 
    “Deal,” I said. 
 
    “When do we attack?” Elodette asked. 
 
    “Tomorrow at first light,” I answered. “We’ll take tonight to prepare.” 
 
    I looked around at the eighty or so faces surrounding me. My new followers looked nervous, but they also looked determined, and they were nodding their heads in response to my announcement. For better or worse, it wasn’t just Lizzy, Florenia, Ilandere, Elodette, Willobee, and my selves anymore. These people were also depending on me and throwing their weight behind my cause. 
 
    “Willobee,” I said, “I want you and Elodette to work on a solution to be able to treat weapons with your bile without dissolving them. Or if that’s not possible, then we won’t use it on blades, we’ll just use it on arrows, and you need to figure out the timing of how far in advance they can be dipped before the steel starts getting compromised. It’ll really help us, because that way even a superficial arrow wound will turn into a fatal one. And Ilandere and Florenia, make sure you figure out who among the order is good at crafting arrows, and get that started right away. That’s a top priority.” 
 
    “Of course, Qaar’endoth,” Florenia said. 
 
    Willobee was snickering with glee at the prospect of the damage that his vomit was going to inflict. Usually the gnome seemed completely harmless, whimsical, and fun-loving, but there were always the occasional moments that reminded me I was glad he was on my side. 
 
    “Lizzy,” I said. “You and I are going to climb the backside of the Cliffs of Nadirizi tonight after dark and use that nose of yours to sniff out their ventilation shafts or any other unmanned entry points. Gavin, you know your guys-- talk to whoever knows something about incendiary weapons and let’s figure something out that we can drop down into the fortress. Maybe using animal fat or something. Or moss or lichen. Whatever they think will burn fastest and produce the most smoke.” 
 
    “Got it,” the square-jawed priest agreed. 
 
    “If anyone has any questions about what you should be working on,” I said, “come find one of me, or Gavin, or Hester, or Elodette, Ilandere, or Florenia.” 
 
    “Or me,” Tarlinis piped up. 
 
    “Er, yeah, sure,” I said. 
 
    And with that, the whole camp was set into motion. There were people testing and adjusting their weapons, preparing and eating food, compiling medical supplies, and discussing strategy with Elodette and Gavin. My greatest concern was that some kind of Thorvinian scouting party or prisoner escort party like the one I’d infiltrated earlier would stumble upon our camp, and we’d get wiped out before we were ready, so I made sure to appoint sentries. 
 
    I helped patrol the woods around our camp, I helped carve, notch, bind, and fletch arrows, I helped sharpen blades, I listened in on Elodette and Gavin’s planning session, and I went with Lizzy to go look for a good route up the other side of the cliff. It was not even guarded, which was a reflection of how the Thorvinians clearly didn’t think that anyone would be able to climb it, or be stupid enough to try. 
 
    The hours passed quickly and soon enough Lizzy purred, “Ready to go, Vander?” 
 
    “Ready when you are,” I replied, and she immediately morphed into the four hundred pound canine version of herself. 
 
    I took the improvised balls of flammable material that some of the priests had provided us with in a pouch at my belt. Then, Lizzy and I started making our way up the cliff which was not as steep as the face into which the fortress was carved, but still steep enough that sometimes I had to resort to using my hands as well as my feet. 
 
    “This is worse than Mount Ugga,” I said, and the she-wolf grunted in agreement. 
 
    “Actually, not worse,” I said after another minute. “Because at least there aren’t any rock slides this time, and also, it’s just you and me. Can you imagine bringing a horse or a centaur up this way?” 
 
    Lizzy made the hacking sound that seemed to translate to a laugh when she was in her wolf form. 
 
    She had gone first and was climbing above me, and sometimes her shaggy tail, which was actually one of the few parts of her that remained the same in both of her forms, brushed in my face and obstructed my vision or made me sneeze. I would have given her more space, but it was kind of hard to predict how much space she needed, because while I climbed at a steady pace, Lizzy leaped from platform to platform, and sometimes left me struggling to keep up, and at other times left me impatiently waiting with my face in much closer proximity to her wolf rear end than I ever really wanted it to be. 
 
    But we made pretty good progress, nonetheless. Then, when we were about halfway up the cliff and about a hundred feet off the ground, a small rock about the size of a child’s fist bounced off my shoulder and plummeted off into the darkness, and ricocheted off the cliff again and again as it descended. My first reaction was relief that it hadn’t been a larger rock or signaled the start of a rock slide, but then within the space of the same second, apparently in reaction to the rock, Lizzy’s hind paw slipped. I lunged and wrapped my arm around her waist and managed to latch that hand onto a hold on the other side of her. I wasn’t supporting her full four hundred pounds, since the face wasn’t absolutely vertical, but it was close enough that I had to scream, “Change! Change back!” 
 
    Lizzy morphed back into a human in my arms, which relieved the enormous strain that had almost sent both of us plummeting to the ground after the pebble, and grabbed onto the rock face for herself as she panted for breath. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked her. 
 
    “Yeah, you can let go of me now, I got it,” she said. “I just got startled and my foot slipped. Sorry.” 
 
    “Do you want to go back down?” I offered. 
 
    She cast me a green-eyed glare and said, “I ain’t a quitter.” 
 
    Then she kept climbing hand over hand. When she reached a less steep section, she transformed back into a wolf and leaped a few yards ahead of me. For the second half of the climb, we continued as we had been doing before, except that during the sketchiest sections, Lizzy made herself human so that she could have the use of her hands as well as paws. 
 
    Eventually, we reached the top, which had a sparse covering of shrubs and trees, and just breathed deep the scent of the plants and the night air and enjoyed the quiet gleam of the moon. 
 
    Then we turned our attention to searching the broad plateau for any sign of a ventilation shaft or other chink in the fortress where we could insert our makeshift fire bombs. 
 
    I tried to be strategic and sweep the ground in a geometric pattern so that I wouldn’t search the areas that I had already searched and so that I wouldn’t miss a single square foot. Lizzy, meanwhile, rampaged across the plateau wagging her tail with the moon gleaming in her fur and frantically sniffing the ground in seemingly random spots. 
 
    Naturally, the she-wolf was the first to find a ventilation shaft. 
 
    It was partially hidden by a bush. We could look down and see the square, clearly man made cut of the shaft, but the shaft was too long and too dark to see into the passageway beyond. I marked the spot with a stick stabbed into the ground so that it would be easy to find again, not that Lizzy in her wolf form would have had a problem recognizing it. Then we kept looking for another half hour or so and eventually found two more shafts that we also marked. 
 
    “When they’re about ready to attack down there, we’ll drop the bombs,” I said. “I don’t know how long it will take for them to notice, but once the fire or at least the smoke starts spreading, hopefully they’ll start rushing out, and we can cut them down.” 
 
    Lizzy morphed back into her distractingly curvaceous human form and purred, “Okay, well I guess it’ll be a few more hours before the humans can see that well, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, probably about two hours till dawn breaks,” I agreed. 
 
    “Guess we’ll have to find some way to entertain ourselves till then, huh?” Lizzy twitched her pointed ears suggestively. 
 
    “Hmm, yeah,” I said with feigned obliviousness. “Should I teach you that gambling game that Willobee likes with the sticks and the stones--” 
 
    “I just want one stick and two stones,” Lizzy said impatiently. 
 
    “Hmm, okay, well I don’t see why you’d want to start off with a handicap like that, but if-- ” I began before the she-wolf tackled me to the ground. 
 
    She lay on top of me and kissed me while she ground her hips against mine. My erection struggled to burst through my pants until Lizzy paused briefly to remove them and my shirt. She flung them into a bush and then dropped her body back down on top of mine. She ground against me aggressively enough that the tip of my shaft was sliding partway into her wetness, but she refrained from fully inserting me, probably to tease me back for having teased her verbally. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around her and rolled her over. I placed my arm behind her head like a pillow to keep her head from hitting the stony ground while I guided my cock into the tight space between her thighs. I surged deep and slow for a while. Lizzy and I usually enjoyed fairly rough sex compared to what I did with my other lovers, but we were both in a kind of tender, quiet mood, partly because of her near fall earlier, and partly because of what we knew the next day would bring. So I kept it slow so that we could still kiss and caress each other’s bodies with our hands. 
 
    After a while Lizzy started arching her hips under me with more urgency, and I could tell she wanted to come, so I sped up and started slamming into her harder until she climaxed with a cry. The way her walls clenched around me pushed me over the edge, and my seed pumped into her as we both gasped.  
 
    After we detached ourselves I rested my head on her huge breasts, she flung one of her long athletic legs over me possessively, and we just held each other in silence until we started to drift off to sleep a bit. 
 
    When all was in readiness down at the camp, my other selves woke that self back up. 
 
    I gripped Lizzy’s arm and said, “It’s time.” 
 
    Her very faintly slanted bright green eyes opened wide. She nodded once and sprang to her feet. I had to pause for a moment to admire her improbably magnificent figure with its combination of excessive curves and athletic sleekness. But then we set to work. We scurried between each of the three ventilation shafts that we had marked out before, lit the improvised incendiary devices, and dropped them down into the fortress as little glowing orbs streaking through the darkness. I didn’t know whether there would be anything flammable below for them to catch on, but at the last, they were designed to produce enough acrid smoke to cause confusion and panic for those within. 
 
    “Okay, we gotta climb down fast so we don’t miss out on any of the fun,” I said. “But be careful. I’ll go first so that you’ll be above me again.” 
 
    Lizzy nodded, morphed, and scampered over to the edge of the cliff with such eagerness that it alarmed me. 
 
    “Be careful!” I repeated as I hurried over to join her. “I can’t afford to lose you.” 
 
    Lizzy’s long ears pricked up. She changed back into a human and looked at me over her shoulder from a crouched position as she replied, “Sure you can. You got plenty of other lovers, and you’ll have many times that in the future.” She didn’t say it with any kind of bitterness, it was just a matter-of-fact statement. 
 
    “But not like you,” I said emphatically. 
 
    The she-wolf grinned, winked, and morphed back. I swung myself over the edge and started working my way down, and Lizzy followed. She was still moving with a level of haste that I didn’t really approve of, but this time we reached the ground without incident. 
 
    “Thank you, mountain god,” I said only half-jokingly, in reference to the spirit that Willobee had been convinced inhabited Mount Ugga and controlled our fates while we were among its treacherous crags. 
 
    Lizzy barked her joyful agreement. Then she sprinted off in the direction of the camp. At the camp, we were all ready to go, but we were just waiting a few more minutes for the she-wolf and me to join us. 
 
    While Lizzy and I were on our way, three of my selves stood up in front of the assembled group of about fifty fighters, spaced out so that they could all hear me well from wherever they were, and proclaimed in unison, 
 
    “You didn’t have to be here. None of you had to be here. No one made you come. Your god didn’t tell you to come. No, that was an impulse that came from your own guts, a conviction that rose in your own hearts that told you that the narrow escape from destruction at the hands of Thorvinius that you experienced meant something more than breathing a sigh of relief and getting on with your ordinary lives. Your herb gardens, your laundry piles, your prayers and your books. Those things are valuable, and they will be there waiting for you when you get back. Or they will be passed on to others-- along with a safer, more just world with fewer Thorvinians in it-- if you don’t get back. But you decided that they could wait while you went off and used the opportunity of your salvation to make a difference, to fight for Ambria against The Devourer.” 
 
    “That’s fucking right,” Gavin yelled. Some of the other priests and vestals hollered, whooped, or just pumped their fists in the air. 
 
    “I can’t promise that you won’t regret that decision,” I continued. “Maybe some of you are regretting it right now, and I don’t blame you for that. But I respect you for making the decision and I respect you for sticking to it when others gave up and went home. This is going to be a defining moment in your lives, make no mistake about that. And for what it’s worth, I think you made the right decision.” 
 
    The priests and vestals cheered again, both those who were outfitted in their gear and had their weapons strapped on, and those who hung back a little with the intention of remaining in camp, but had pressed in close enough to hear my speech too. 
 
    “Right at this moment, smoke is filling the halls of the fortress of Nadirizi,” I said. I sure as hell hoped that was the case, anyway. I wasn’t inside and couldn’t know for certain what had become of the fire bombs. “That’s going to drive some of The Devourer’s servants outside the safety of their home. Let’s be there to meet them!” 
 
    The cheers were deafening. Some of the priests that bore shields started clanging their spears or swords against them. At this point I didn’t care if the Thorvinians heard us, I wanted them to hear and come out to see what all the ruckus was about.  
 
    Then, a four hundred pound wolf came charging up, leapt in front of the assembled crowd, and unleashed a primal howl that did a more effective job of making the blood sizzle in everyone’s veins than any number of words ever could. 
 
    My fifth self running behind Lizzy trying in vain to keep up with her had to turn around really fast to avoid getting trampled as my own miniature army sprinted forward. 
 
    One of me stayed behind to guard everyone who was staying in camp, but my four other selves charged, three on foot since I would be entering the fortress and one mounted on Fury that would be wreaking havoc at Thorvinius’ front gates. I wore Polliver at that self’s belt and spurred Fury to try to keep up with Elodette. 
 
    Lizzy appeared next to me in her human form atop Slayer. Her magnificent howl seemed to have expended the last of the wolfishness that remained in her system for the night as the sun rose over the horizon. I didn’t know how she’d managed to get mounted up so fast and guessed that someone smart like Hester must have had the horse ready and waiting for her. Lizzy hadn’t paused for long enough to lace herself back into her red gown, which wasn’t really appropriate fighting garb anyway, but what she had done was flung Willobee’s rarely worn chainmail shirt over her naked curves. The garment’s effect was comical on the gnome and absolutely mesmerizing on the she-wolf. If the Thorvinians were half as distracted by the sight as any ordinary man would be, then our battle was already halfway won. 
 
    Elodette wasn’t exactly bad to look at in her short leather breastplate, either. The black centaur cast me a rare grin over her shoulder as she passed me, despite poor Fury’s best efforts.  
 
    When we reached the fortress, I had hoped at the best to see a bunch of panicked Thorvinians running around like headless chickens, and at the worst to see none of them at all but the standard sixteen sentries. What we got was something in between.  
 
    A gleaming black shield wall of about a hundred Thorvinians waiting for us, like some kind of giant, angry insect. 
 
    I knew that was only a fraction of their force, so we hadn’t instigated any kind of mass evacuation, but the fire balls must have been effective to some extent because they had recognized they had an enemy in the area. 
 
    As soon as we came within range, our archers started raining down arrows on the Thorvinians from horseback. Their shields swung up to form a roof. But, given how mismatched their body size and shapes were, they weren’t physically capable of holding a uniform shield formation, so their roof was uneven and had lots of gaps in it, and plenty of our arrows got through, which created even bigger gaps in their ranks. 
 
    Elodette was the fastest runner among all the equines, so she was the first to crash through their ranks, like a boulder smashing pottery. A graceful pale brunette boulder, that is. She had a sword, but usually her opponents didn’t survive first contact with her hooves long enough for it to become necessary. 
 
    I was close behind on Fury, and so was Lizzy on Slayer and Gavin on his horse. 
 
    The front row of Thorvinians were mostly roughly human-sized, or as near as could apparently be found, and they all wielded matching black shields that looked like they were made of obsidian and long jet black pikes. Behind them more Thorvinians were amassed, larger ones, spinier ones, quadruped ones, and ones without opposable thumbs with which to wield shield and pike, and they were brandishing motley weapons and waiting to pounce on anyone who broke through their front row. 
 
    My self that was mounted on Fury was the first of me to make contact. The powerful destrier planted his hooves squarely in the center of a Thorvinian shield, toppled the bearer over backward, and crushed him to death under his own shield while I lashed out with Polliver in one hand and another sword in the other and simultaneously decapitated the Thorvinians to either side of the squished one. On the left a spurting geyser of red went up, while on the right a sluggish trickle of some kind of foul-smelling gray substance oozed out. 
 
    Fury and I continued trampling through the pikemen, as did Elodette, Lizzy, and Gavin, to give the rest of my army that was on foot behind us a better opening. That included my three unmounted selves. But unlike the priests and vestals, my goal wasn’t to get close enough to inflict lethal damage on the vulnerable parts of Thorvinians without getting skewered by a pike first. My goal was to get inside the fortress behind them, which was filled with thousands more of their kind.  
 
    Lizzy trampled over two pikemen and then stood up in her stirrups, leaped, and flung herself onto the shoulders of a Thorvinian that resembled a toothy armored slug. If you could call them shoulders anyway, since his anatomy wasn’t very clearly defined. Then she sliced across his neck, if you could call it that anyway, with a dagger. As he flopped over, she disentangled herself, sprinted a few steps to catch up with Slayer, and got lifted off her feet by a beefy purple-skinned Thorvinian that could have killed her from behind, but seemed to have other ideas on his mind. I had no such competing considerations when it came to him and buried an axe in his back where it sliced clean through his spinal cord, since stabbing him through with a sword would have risked hurting Lizzy who was clutched to his chest. 
 
    As the purple-skinned hulk released her, Lizzy spun and kicked him in the chest which caused him to topple over onto me and crush me to the ground. 
 
    “Thanks Vander,” she yelled when she caught a glimpse of me. Then she swung back up onto Slayer and charged off as I heaved the massive muscle-corded purple corpse off me and got back on my feet. 
 
    At that point, with the help of the diversion caused by Lizzy, I was close enough to the nearest entrance and none of the Thorvinians were watching me, so I dove inside. 
 
    Another of my selves was already about fifty yards deep into the fortress. 
 
    My third unmounted self had about fifty feet to close between my self and the entrance, so I sprinted for it and wove around several otherwise engaged Thorvinians as I went. Just when I was about to dive inside something wrapped around my ankle and I found myself getting dragged across the ground on my belly. 
 
    I crunched up and twisted myself around to see that my captor was an octopus-like creature, although clearly able to breathe perfectly well on land, that was currently dragging me toward its circular maw. I chopped off the tentacle that was wrapped around my ankle, picked myself up, and sprinted back toward the same entrance. From the corner of my eye I saw another tentacle snake toward me. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” I sighed. The tentacle texture was rubbery and resilient enough that it would have been difficult to cut through while it was still moving, rather than stretched taut, and I didn’t want to let it wrap around one of my limbs again. So I grabbed the tentacle before it could grab me, ran with it until it was skinny as a noodle and the resistance started slowing me down too much, and then let go. The tentacle snapped back into place and whipped another Thorvinian across the face as it went, which distracted him enough to allow the vestal who was fighting him to plunge her sword into his gut. 
 
    My self that was wielding Polliver atop Fury was currently contending with three opponents at once and didn’t have a chance to get a wider perspective on how the battle was going, so I spared a last glance over my shoulder before I darted inside the fortress for the third time. Lizzy and Elodette were of course generating spectacular vortexes of carnage, and Gavin and Hester were acquitting themselves pretty well too. Most of the priests and vestals were kind of flailing from what I could tell, but they seemed to be relying on the tactic of piling onto one Thorvinian in groups of five or six, or huddling in defensive outward-facing formations, and that made the untrained fighters less vulnerable of targets than they otherwise would have been. 
 
    I entered the dimly lit fortress and left my army to the care of their captains and my mounted self. 
 
    Back at the camp a mile away, Ilandere, Florenia, and some of the vestals had set up bedsheet tents, boiled water, and were tending to some of the first wounded to be brought in. 
 
    I saw a groaning priest in blood-soaked robes bumpily levitating along through the air and nearly getting dropped several times. I rushed over to take him from the arms of the invisible god. “Thanks, Tarlinis,” I said. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Tarlinis said. “I’ll go get another one.” 
 
    That priest, as it turned out, actually only suffered from a superficial wound, and the blood that soaked his robes was mostly Thorvinian, a fact of which he was very proud. 
 
    Another order member, however, was carried in soon after that with some kind of venomous black-tinged wound that had already halfway severed his leg above the knee and would require an immediate full amputation to save his life. 
 
    He kept gibbering about the Thorvinian that had inflicted the wound as he was carried into a tent and seemed unaware of the inevitable operation. “Like, like a spider, a monstrous spider, but the face of a woman, and she was so beautiful,” he sobbed. “I don’t know what ha-- hap-- I don’t understand. She’s a demon. They need to know-- not to trust her-- I have to go back and tell them--” 
 
    “They know,” I said dryly, not loudly enough for the delirious priest to hear, not that he was paying any attention to me anyway. I was pretty sure he barely recognized any of us and that his mind’s eye was still just full of the beautiful spider woman that had cost him his leg. I hadn’t seen her my selves, but assumed she must be some kind of female variation of whatever kind of creature Alan the Eukalonian had been turned into. 
 
    Ilandere came up and clutched my arm and buried her face in my shoulder and shuddered against me as the man inside the tent started to scream. I guess whatever sharp instruments the medics were utilizing had finally managed to cut through his spider-induced mental haze. 
 
    “It’s so horrible,” the little centaur princess whispered. “I wish there were some way he didn’t have to lose the leg. It reminds me of what happened to Yuri’s arm from the Pyralian flamethrower in the desert, only even worse.” 
 
    “Yeah, Yuri was a good guy,” I said. “I hope he’s doing okay now. I know his friends in the caravan will take care of him, but I know he’s not the kind of guy that would want to have to be taken care of. I bet he’ll figure out how to do everything with just one arm.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why there are gods like Pyralis, and Hakmut, and Thorvinius,” Ilandere said. “I don’t understand why they would want to hurt innocent people for no reason and cause so much suffering in the world.” 
 
    “It’s about power and resources,” I said. “Sadism might be a factor for some of them, but it’s usually not purely irrational. And good people cause suffering too. Think about your herd. Think how miserable your life was with them, even though they meant well, just because they lived by a different ideology than yours.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Ilandere sighed. She pulled out the golden apple that we had been awarded in Galeurn and clutched it to her chest. I had noticed that she had a habit of doing that and rolling it around in her palms when she got nervous or distressed and needed comfort, which was often, especially as we approached the Cliffs of Nadirizi over the past week. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong,” I said. “I think Thorvinius is a lot worse than most other kinds of power-seekers and that we need to destroy him. Your herd was essentially good from what it sounds like, and Thorvinius is essentially evil. I mean he not only takes peoples’ lives and destroys their homes, he destroys their minds and mutates and enslaves their bodies. It doesn’t get much worse than that. But most mortal and divine conflicts are more… multi-faceted than that, with depravity and heroism on both sides. And destroying Thorvinius isn’t going to eliminate all the evil from the world or even just from Ambria. It’s just going to… improve the balance a lot, for the time being, until the next threat rises.” 
 
    “And then you’ll conquer the next threat?” Ilandere asked. 
 
    “Well, I’m certainly going to try--” I began. 
 
    Then, there was a flash of movement so sudden that by the time it even registered, the arrow had already thudded into the centaur princess’ chest. 
 
    She let out a gasp. 
 
    “Ilandere!” I yelled. 
 
    She swooned and I caught her in my arms. Since she weighed as much as either a very small horse or a very large pony, what I mean by caught is that I slowed her fall and ended up partially beneath her. My legs quickly started to go numb. 
 
    But that didn’t matter at all. What mattered was that when Ilandere passed out, her arms went limp, and she dropped the artificial apple that she had been clutching, and I saw that the arrow head had embedded itself an inch into the solid gold. Ilandere’s ivory chest was completely untouched, so I guessed the little centaur must have just fainted from fear.  
 
    I left her in the concealment of the bedsheet tent that she had fallen beside, drew my sword, and rushed in the direction that the arrow had come from as I called out a warning to the rest of the camp. I could hear shouts of shock and fear coming from elsewhere in the camp and knew that the arrow that had nearly killed Ilandere hadn’t been the only one just aimed our way.  
 
    There was a party of Thorvinians less than a hundred feet away charging at us through the trees. 
 
    I spotted the crumpled arrow-pierced bodies of the four priests and vestals that had been posted on watch, so that was why we hadn’t received any earlier warning. But I didn’t know how the Thorvinians had gotten out here or found us in the first place. Either they must have been already out patrolling when we launched our attack on the fortress, or they had used some kind of emergency side exit and managed to circumvent the battle in front of the fortress in order to comb the woods for our camp. Either way, they were here now, and there looked to be about thirty of them, which put us at roughly even odds. 
 
    That is, if you were counting each relentlessly bloodthirsty, inhumanly fast and strong divinely powered hybrid beast slave warrior as equal to one terrified soft bodied noncombatant priest or vestal. Or duke’s daughter or gnome. 
 
    And if you were counting the unconscious centaur princess. 
 
    Hell, if you counted the moaning casualties that had started to accumulate inside our medical tents, then our odds were better than even. 
 
    The leader of the Thorvinian unit appeared to be a centaur type carrying a bow, and in my personal experience, you didn’t want to be facing down a centaur archer. So I ran straight at him like a berserker while he also charged toward me, and I zigzagged to make myself a harder target. He got off a few shots that whizzed past me into the camp behind. I could only hope that the priests and vestals had all taken cover by then. Then at the last minute, I sidestepped to avoid being trampled or kicked by the Thorvinian’s hooves, since I already had a pretty good idea of their anvil like weight, and swung myself up behind him with my arms around his waist to stabilize myself. For a moment there, the Thorvinian centaur and I must have looked like a pretty affectionate pair. 
 
    Then, I cracked his neck from behind with a quick twist. His torso went limp and flopped over grotesquely. His horse hooves took one or two more uncertain steps, then paralysis set in, and his entire body thudded to the ground. 
 
    I grabbed the bow out of his dead hand, which already had an arrow strung, turned, nocked it back, and unleashed it at the gargantuan shaggy Thorvinian that was stomping up on me from behind. I wasn’t sure what kind of creature exactly he or she was based on, but he or she sure was ugly, and his or her forehead proved luckily quite pervious to the steel head of the centaur’s arrow. 
 
    I didn’t know what I was going to do. It had taken Lizzy in her giant wolf form and two of my selves with all our combined might to handle about forty Thorvinians at that outpost in Kanminar, and now here were about thirty-- now twenty-eight-- for one of me to handle by myself. All the priests and vestals here in camp, after all, had specifically opted out of combat duties, and I felt responsible for protecting them from that. Not to mention protecting Ilandere, Florenia, and Willobee. And three of my other selves were deep inside the fortress of Nadirizi, and the fourth one wielding Polliver was needed to sustain the attack at the front gates, especially as more reinforcements started pouring out to replace the Thorvinians that my forces had slain. To call back any one of my other selves could jeopardize our entire mission of destroying the transfiguration shrine. 
 
    Then, young Lily, the vestal who wore her hair in two twin braids, ran past me screaming to dash a bucket full of boiling water into the warty green face of an unprepared Thorvinian. 
 
    The Thorvinian’s skin tone and texture made it difficult to tell, but I was pretty sure that it immediately started blistering and peeling as she screeched in pain and fury and clawed for Lily. The  vestal scrambled backward, and a priest stepped in to run the partly boiled Thorvinian through with a spear. 
 
    A matronly looking middle-aged vestal stampeded past me waving an axe as she bellowed, “How dare you attack a medical facility! This is a flagrant violation of every convention of human decency!” and proceeded to bury the axe head in the belly of a troll-like creature that was twice her height. 
 
    The rest of the priests and vestals seemed to be inspired, and rightfully so, by these two examples. The majority of them rushed forward at that point wielding either conventional weapons or things like pots, pans, scalpels, and bone saws. When I saw a bone saw dripping in gore being carried past me, I hoped for the recent patient’s sake that the operation had been completed before this unfortunate interruption. 
 
    Under the circumstances, I didn’t take the same aggressively offensive approach that I was naturally inclined to by seeking out the most powerful Thorvinians to pit myself against them. Instead, I tried to position myself somewhat centrally in the fray, keep a roving eye over the proceedings, and fling myself in to intervene wherever possible to save whichever of my people were in the most vulnerable position at the time. 
 
    I couldn’t be everywhere at once, at least not without abandoning the fighters in front of the fortress and the critical mission of reaching the shrine inside the fortress which was a chance I might never get again, so it wasn’t possible for me to save every single one. The helplessness of that wrenched my gut and made me wish for another ten selves, another hundred, yet at the same time I knew that no matter how many selves I ever acquired, I would always be outnumbered by the vulnerable portion of the populace in need of saving in one way or another. 
 
    But in that unexpected and unwanted fight, the nurses, cooks, laundresses, personal assistants, and moral supporters among the ranks of my order proved that they weren’t nearly as helpless as they looked, or as they might have regarded themselves as being. They fought with the scrappy fury of small cornered animals with nothing left to lose, and together, we cut down the Thorvinians without letting them reach our wounded. 
 
    I even saw Tarlinis himself help out in the form of Thorvinians whose heads suddenly got yanked back by an invisible hand to bare their throats for the blade, Thorvinian archers whose bows suddenly flew out of their hands before they could shoot, and Thorvinians who lunged at Qaar’endothians only to trip suddenly over nothing, fall on their faces, and get promptly and unapologetically stabbed in the back. 
 
    When it was over and the priests and vestals stood over thirty Thorvinian corpses staring around in shock and disbelief, many of them trembling and all of them heavily spattered in blood of various hues, there was no time for them to process what had just happened, much less celebrate their victory. 
 
    Instead they immediately and without needing to be told by anyone set about the grim work of determining who was dead and who was not, who could only be given water and solace and who could still be saved, and rushing to prioritize the care of the latter categories. 
 
    I didn’t have any medical expertise, so I took on the job of carrying people into tents where the nurses waited to stanch bleeding, bind and cauterize or poultice wounds, reset broken bones, extract arrows, extract venom or administer antidotes as best as they could manage, and more. 
 
    In the middle of all this commotion, Ilandere woke back up and tottered on her hooves. She was clearly dazed and distressed by the sights, sounds, and smells that greeted her, but she didn’t waste any time feeling sorry for herself when confronted with the clear evidence of all these people who were so much worse off and needed her help. The princess didn’t really have any medical expertise either, Elodette knew much more about such things, but Ilandere started doling out water and applying cold cloths and assisting the nurses with whatever other small tasks they requested of her. I was glad to see Florenia busily doing the same and know that she was safe. Willobee was the last of my three friends in camp that I was able to account for, but eventually, he sidled out from behind a large tree where he had clearly spent the entire battle with a shamefaced expression. 
 
    “Master, I’m sorry I--” he began. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’re fine, just go help the girls,” I said, and the gnome waddled off to obey. 
 
    A while later when there was a lull in the work that was time critical for her to fulfill, Ilandere came up to me with brimming dark eyes and whispered, “You saved me, Vander.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. “No, I didn’t. It was the apple that blocked the arrow.” 
 
    “Yes, the apple that you won for me in Galeurn,” she replied. 
 
    I didn’t really think I could take credit for that stroke of sheer luck, but Ilandere clearly preferred to see it that way as me having indirectly been her rescuer, so I didn’t argue with her. I just kissed her and stroked her luminous cascade of silvery blonde hair from her head to the small of her back until her trembling lessened.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, inside the fortress, I made a mad dash for the shrine where the transfiguration of the Eukalonian captives into mutant Thorvinian slaves had taken place. 
 
    I had three chances to get it right, and I had a feeling I was going to need all of them. 
 
    I didn’t perfectly remember the extremely and perhaps intentionally circuitous route that the guards had led us on to get to that big waiting chamber, and two of my selves hadn’t even entered from the same door that I had gone through that first time anyway, but I tried my best to follow it. 
 
    Early on, one of my selves ran into a passage blocked by rubble that had partially collapsed and was clearly no longer in use. So I reassimilated that self and sent out another self from one of my other bodies that was currently deepest into the fortress.  
 
    Those two selves had run along together for a while, when I heard Thorvinian voices approaching me from the opposite direction, and I quickly used a set of handholds cut into the wall to climb up through a hole in the ceiling and emerge on the level above. 
 
    Four Thorvinians who were already occupying that hallway stared at me. 
 
    Then they charged. 
 
    The hallway we were in was about five feet across, and half of its width was taken up by the hole. I both quickly retreated to the other side of the hole to put it between me and my opponents. 
 
    The first one to reach me was eight feet tall and had only one eye in the center of his forehead. He just strode right over the hole instead of going around. Only one of me had a weapon which was a sword, since the other had been reassimilated and sent out again since I armed my selves at camp that morning. So that self went after the cyclops, ducked low to dodge his hammer swing aimed at my skull, and hamstringed him by slashing him behind both knees with my blade. 
 
    As the cyclops crashed down roaring, and I drove my bloodied blade into his single eye, my other, unarmed self was grappling with a smaller, goat-legged and goat-horned Thorvinian who wielded twin daggers. First, he stabbed me in the right side of my stomach. I grabbed onto his wrist to stop him from yanking the dagger back out and delivered a left hook to his temple. The blow dazed him, and I felt his grip relax on the hilt of the dagger that was buried in my side, so I pried his hand off and yanked the dagger out myself. When he felt himself lose control of that blade he slashed wildly with the other one and cut my stomach open, which created the kind of wound that took hours to die from. All I needed, however, was another five seconds to slash his throat open, then kick his body through the hole so that it fell down to the level below. 
 
    Then I dropped the goat-man’s dagger, reassimilated my mortally wounded self, sent out a replacement self, picked his dagger back up, and resumed the fight. My sword-wielding self had already dispatched a third Thorvinian in the meantime, so we had just one left to tackle together, a big red beast with a sort of spiny turtle-like armor that covered both his back and chest and a spiked tail. 
 
    He whipped his tail at my dagger-wielding self and sent me flying through the air and crashing into one of the walls with rib-cracking force. My sword-wielding self retaliated with a stab aimed at the heart, but the sword didn’t penetrate the Thorvinian’s natural armor. The Thorvinian seized my sword-wielding self by the throat in his hand, which was like a scaled gauntlet. As I choked, my dagger-wielding self got back up and started running away from us down the hallway. 
 
    The Thorvinian roared in anger, threw me on the ground, and stomped after my fleeing self. I turned around and sprinted to close the gap between us while my other still weakly coughing self crawled after the armored Thorvinian. My running self leapt into the air at the last second and slammed into the Thorvinian’s chest and head with all my momentum while at the same time my crawling self behind him pushed my self up onto my hands and knees into the shape of a table. The Thorvinian tipped slightly, then hit my tabled body behind him, and his stocky knees folded, and he went down hard on his back. A few pebbles rained down from the ceiling. 
 
    The downed Thorvinian started roaring and thrashing with all his might, but his cumbersome anatomy prevented him from being able to right himself. I both climbed on top of him and drove my blades into both sides of his leathery neck at the same time above the point where his armor ended. He gave a moan of what sounded more like disappointment really than anything else, and his limbs stopped moving.  
 
    “Wish I had time to make a shield out of that body armor, I think it’s tougher and lighter than steel,” I remarked to my self. 
 
    “Bulkier though,” I pointed out. 
 
    I both stood up and dropped my weapons. Then I took turns with my self reassimilating and reappearing so that I had two fresh selves. I picked my weapons back up and kept running down the hall, aware that all the noise my opponents had made, especially the giant turtle type at the end, probably hadn’t gone unnoticed by other occupants of the fortress. 
 
    When we came to a fork between two tunnels, and I wasn’t sure which one led toward the shrine, one of me went left and one of me went right. 
 
    My other self that had been solo the whole time descended a narrow staircase, squeezed through a passageway that was almost but not quite entirely blocked by one of those huge circular rolling stone doors, and climbed up a level through a hole. Then I started choking on acrid smoke that filled the entire hallway and I heard screaming about a hundred feet away. Clearly, this was the location where one of the fire bombs that Lizzy and I dropped through the ventilation shafts had landed. 
 
    I turned around and was going to retrace my steps until an alternate route presented itself, but then I heard the rhythmic tramping of a large group on the march, and a horde of Thorvinians appeared to block my retreat. The hall was narrow enough that I couldn’t tell how many there were, but probably at least two dozen. I didn’t know whether they had been sent to extinguish the fire or to extinguish the instigator of the fire, but either way, as soon as they laid eyes on me trapped in the middle of the hall between them and the clouds of smoke, I instantly became their top priority. 
 
    I debated whether I should run into the smoke and see if an exit presented itself before I reached the flames or asphyxiated, or attempt to take on at least two dozen Thorvinians and maybe more single handedly. I didn’t want to leave, because this route looked promising and I thought there was a good chance I might be getting close to the shrine. 
 
    But then, one of my other two selves reached a chamber that was distinctly familiar. I recognized the position of a staircase in relation to a stone door and realized that I was only about a hundred feet away from the giant chamber with the shackles. I immediately recalled my other two selves from elsewhere in the fortress and sent them out again alongside me. 
 
    We clambered through a few more passageways and up and down a few more sets of stairs that were all much easier to navigate when not surrounded by a crew of chained-up, distraught Eukalonians that kept tripping all over themselves and each other. 
 
    Then, we reached a stone door that hadn’t been there when I passed that way as a prisoner. That is, it had been there, but it had been positioned off to the side, and now it was rolled into place to seal the passageway completely. All three of me pushed on it with all my might, and I couldn’t feel even the slightest trace of the potential for an inch of give, which was as I would have expected. The thing was massive and clearly not built for three men or even six men to move alone and without some kind of specialized equipment that I guessed they probably had to use for the task. 
 
    It was more than six feet in diameter. However, from having seen it and passed by it before, I knew that it was only about three or four feet deep. So, I reassimilated one of my selves and reappeared on the opposite side of the door. Then I reassimilated my other two selves into that self and sent them both back out again. I preferred not to use that trick since it necessarily left me weaponless, but it was still a convenient way of bypassing barriers that I couldn’t overcome physically. 
 
    I ran down one more tunnel side by side with my selves and burst into the huge hall where the Eukalonian prisoners had awaited their fates. The rows of shackles along both sides were empty now, but about twenty Thorvinians were formed up in front of the door to the shrine, weapons leveled at the entrance I had just come through. I don’t know if the Thorvinians had been expecting me exactly, but they certainly must have recognized that it was a possibility the altar would come under threat to have stationed guards there. 
 
    I’d encountered greater numbers of Thorvinians in the past, of course, while accompanied by one or more allies, and as far as the numbers went, I didn’t think I was facing too bad of odds here. However, these didn’t look like twenty random Thorvinians. They were all mutant super powered killing machines, of course, but these particular twenty looked even more lethal than the rest. Through my experiences fighting them, I had found that the biggest and the strongest Thorvinians weren’t necessarily the hardest to beat, although they could be. It was more about the ones whose bizarre anatomy made some kind of perverse sense and gave them the maximum physical coordination and agility. And of course the ones who had naturally inbuilt weaponry like the scorpion type that had almost taken out Elodette. 
 
    Well, from what I could tell at a glance, this was a roomful of those elite types. 
 
    None of me had weapons, so as a gator type that however stood upright on a humanoid body tried to snap one of my selves’ heads off with his massive chomping jaws, I did the only thing I could think of to protect my self, which was to jam my entire forearm between his jaws vertically with my fist clenched against the roof of his mouth, and my elbow planted on his tongue so that he wouldn’t be able to close them. The pressure was immense, and I knew that if my arm slipped even slightly from a vertical axis, it would be game over, but that defensive move gave another of my selves the chance to obtain someone else’s sword, hack that Thorvinian’s hand off, and hand my gator-trapped self the severed hand. It was a thick hand with a texture like tree bark, and the wrist was a gory stump. I stuffed it down the gator’s forcibly open mouth and punched it down his throat as far as I could before yanking my arms clear. The Thorvinian that had almost bitten my head off fell to the ground with his eyes and veins bulging and ruptured blood vessels causing dark splotches to appear across his skin as he choked to death. 
 
    Another of my selves that hadn’t obtained a weapon yet got forced up against the wall by a lean, sinewy, silver-skinned humanoid that seemed to have an unnatural degree of joint mobility to the point where she could rotate her twin blades virtually three-hundred-and-sixty degrees from any position. That was why, the first time the dual-wielder brought a blade toward my chest, I didn’t dodge fast enough, because I was confused by the fact that the blade was extending away from me and she hadn’t switched her grip. So I tried to grab her wrist with the thought that I could easily wrest the sword away from her. Then the blade swiveled toward me without her having to flip her grip, and I moved, fast enough to avoid a chest wound, but not fast enough to avoid getting stabbed through the arm instead. 
 
    This metallic-skinned, bald-headed humanoid was exceptionally fast, but that was partly because she was so much lighter than most of the Thorvinians, so when I kneed her in the crotch and then kicked her in the stomach, she went flying a good five feet backward. She still had one of her blades, but the other remained implanted in my arm. Luckily it was my left arm, so even though that arm was useless when I yanked the sword out of it, I still had my dominant arm to wield with. 
 
    The Thorvinian somersaulted back onto her feet to confront me again. In some ways her appearance was sort of mechanical, with the silver skin, the bald head, and the weirdly flexible joints, but the way she snarled as she fought was animalistic just like the other Thorvinians. Her eyes were black and full of mindless hatred. 
 
    I feinted low with my sword, the sword I had taken from her that is, and then went high for her chest, but she seemed to have read the movement beforehand and leaned back out of the way while already bringing her own sword around in a potentially head-severing arc, which forced me to duck.  
 
    I thought I saw an opening for a thigh slash, but my blade never made contact. Instead of blocking or sidestepping, she leapt above my sword and tucked her knees up almost to her chest. She was already extending her blade again as she landed in a crouch, and I was the one who had to sidestep since I lacked her acrobatic abilities. 
 
    “Never met a Thorvinian who was as much of a showoff as you,” I yelled as I tried to stab her eye out. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment,” she replied as she rotated her neck at a horrific angle that shouldn’t have been physically possible to avoid my blade, instead of parrying it. 
 
    “So do you still have a sense of humor, or did Thorvinius suck that out of you along with your basic human decency when he transfigured you?” I asked and winced as her counter strike grazed my side. 
 
    “I don’t know what your definition of basic human decency, or of human, is, but Thorvinius didn’t take anything away from me,” the creepy bald metallic woman said and hissed with frustration as I forced her blade aside. She was a little faster than me, but I was significantly stronger, and whenever our two blades met, she was always the one who ended up having to give ground. “I’m not like one of those blubbering captives that get dragged in here when he wants more bodies fast. I became his follower of my own free will, and I have been rewarded with more power than I ever imagined possible.” 
 
    “Power to do what?” I asked as I slashed at her with frenzied frustration. “Slaughter innocents? Lurk around in these caves? Worship a god to whom you are nothing but fodder for his war games?” 
 
    She skipped lightly out of the range of my furious blows but didn’t make any serious attempt to return them, as if she were just waiting for me to calm down or get tired. “Power to indulge all my instincts without judgment or restraint. Power to make all weaker creatures tremble before me. Power to cull all useless creatures from the earth.” 
 
    She raised her sword with a gleam in her black eyes and rotated it toward me. Then, my spear burst through her belly and stopped just an inch short of skewering me, too. 
 
    “Damn I almost did something really dumb,” I confessed to my dying opponent as she gasped in shock. My other self that had impaled her with the spear whirled around to block someone else’s downward sword swing, but I waited for a few more moments to hear her last words. It was only polite, and I thought she might provide useful information about her master. 
 
    “Thorvinius will destroy you,” she declared as the blood bubbled from her lips and ran from her nose. “This is only the second of his bases, his high temple is ten times stronger. And he knows the law of nature. Might makes right. No one can stop us. My vengeance… is… assured.” 
 
    “That’s just typical villain shit,” I scoffed as I grabbed the other sword from her limp dead hand. “If you can’t say something interesting, it’s better not to say anything at all.”  
 
    Then again, if she’d really meant “ten times stronger” in a literal and precise sense and not just as hyperbole, I guess that wasn’t zero information. There was no time to consider that now, though. After sending out fresh body with two working arms, I had two swords in hand and more Thorvinians left to kill. 
 
    My other selves had already dealt with most of them, which had been more straightforward than with the bendy Thorvinian volunteer. My most prominent kill was of a huge armored reptilian creature that lay sprawled in the middle of the hall like a small mountain. 
 
    I engaged with a two-headed humanoid that was almost as fast as the silver-skinned lady, and even stronger than I was, and wielded an axe in each hand. He got me backed up against the huge armored corpse, so I leapt on top of it in order to slash at him from above. Then I had to jump to avoid getting my feet sliced off and almost slipped off the dead creature’s reptilian scales, and while I was recovering my balance the two-headed Thorvinian managed to climb up next to me, so we ended up dueling our way along the entire spine. We were pretty evenly matched as swordsmen, but then the Thorvinian swung his axe a little too hard, and when it failed to connect with me, the momentum sent him toppling off the corpse. I jumped off on top of him and stabbed one of the heads through the middle of the face. The other that I hadn’t gotten to yet sunk its teeth into my hand, which was fucking disgusting, so after I had stabbed it through the middle of the face too to restore the Thorvinian’s physical symmetry, I reassimilated and replaced my self before the bite marks could start to fester. 
 
    Meanwhile, the last surviving Thorvinian, which my other two selves were fighting, carved a deep gash from one of my necks down to my groin with his bear claws. The majority of my organs were compromised, and a substantial portion of them slopped out onto the floor, so I died within seconds. My other self backed the Thorvinian against the wall by dueling him daggers against claws. Then I sent out an unarmed replacement for the recently deceased self behind the Thorvinian’s back, and my first act in that body was to grab a set of the shackles that were bolted into the wall and loop them around the clawed Thorvinian’s thick neck. Then, both of me pulled on the shackles with all our might until the Thorvinian’s windpipe had been crushed, and the chains started shredding his leathery skin. Then his heavy corpse just hung there by the neck in a sort of gruesome homage to all the prisoners who had occupied those shackles before him. 
 
    With no one left to stop me, all three of me picked up hammers and axes and charged into the smaller chamber that contained Thorvinius’ shrine.  
 
    One of me hacked apart the grinning ape statue with all the extra arms, while two of me focused my efforts on dismantling the altar which was made of wood reinforced by steel. I was stunned when the altar broke apart and I saw what was inside. A giant crystal ball that I could barely have encircled with my arms, filled with an eerily radiant green substance that reminded me of the flashes of light that had flared up during the transfiguration rites. I guessed that the substance must be some sort of kerinyet-based potion, in a mass dosage that by some kind of divine means Thorvinius must have been transmitting to his slaves continuously. 
 
    I raised a heavy Thorvinian axe above my head in both hands and then I brought it down squarely in the center of the fluid-filled glass orb. 
 
    The orb shattered.  
 
    The kerinyet spilled out and emitted a horrible brimstone smell, and I all jumped back to avoid coming into contact with the spreading pool. I had no desire to go to the effort of penetrating Thorvinius’ fortress and destroying the core of its power, only to turn myselves into his three newest mutant slaves accidentally. 
 
    Inside that little chamber, which was at the back of the now corpse-filled great hall that was sealed by the stone door, nothing changed. Everything remained still and quiet. I was the only living soul there.  
 
    But outside Thorvinius’ front gates, where my Polliver-wielding self mounted on Fury was still in the thick of battle alongside Lizzy, Elodette, and the priests and vestals, everything changed. 
 
    Our opponents, who had continued pouring out of the doors in never-ending waves every time we managed to kill most of the ones on the field, suddenly started shriveling. At least that was what it looked like at first. The horns and tusks retracted. The fur and leathery or scaled or warty or toxically colored skin sloughed off to reveal normal human shades of white, black, and brown. Musculature contracted back to a human scale. There were no more tentacles or pincers or stingers in sight, except for the bloody severed remnants that were strewn on the ground. 
 
    And the expression in the Thorvinians’ newly humanized eyes changed completely from one of murderous bloodlust to a range of reactions like fear and bewilderment and horror.  
 
    They backed away from us, and some of them dropped their weapons and put their hands up in surrender. There were two that kept fighting with even more desperate rage than before, and I guessed that they must have been volunteers of a similar mindset to the agile silver-skinned lady inside the fortress, but they no longer had the superhuman physical traits to inflict the kind of damage they wanted to, and Lizzy casually sliced off one’s head while Elodette caved in the other’s skull. In the sudden stillness that followed, some of the Thorvinians started whimpering and sobbing.  
 
    “Please don’t hurt us,” begged a young girl, quite unnecessarily. My followers weren’t Thorvinians, and they weren’t out to slaughter the helpless, which is exactly what these formerly monstrous warriors had suddenly become. The priests and vestals were just gaping open-mouthed and trying to figure out what the hell had just happened and whether they had dreamt the whole thing. 
 
    “What have we done?” one frail elderly man choked out. If I recalled correctly, he had been a ferocious gargoyle just a minute ago. 
 
    “It wasn’t you, it was Thorvinius,” I said. 
 
    “We lost our minds,” a woman said. “We weren’t ourselves.” 
 
    “Emily?” gasped a nearby man. “Emily… from the village of Talmoril?” 
 
    She stared at him and then after a moment she exclaimed, “Sean!” and the two embraced like old friends. A minute ago, a hug from either one of them would have inflicted lethal injuries. 
 
    “I don’t even remember where I’m from,” another man said. “I think I lived in a village once, but I don’t know where. I don’t even know my own name or if I had a family.” 
 
    “I bet your memory will come back,” I said, “but either way, you can have a home with my order if you want it. You are not our enemies anymore. None of you are, except those who chose to serve Thorvinius voluntarily. As for the rest of you, you are free to return to your homes, wherever they may be, and if you need help to get there, we’ll help you in any way we can.” 
 
    “And if you wish to stay, you can help us finish what we started here today,” Gavin said. The priest was so heavily blood-spattered at this point so that I couldn’t even see his distinctive eyebrows or jawline but I recognized him easily by his confident voice. “You can join us and help us destroy the monster that erased your identities and stole your lives. You can stop being The Devourer’s victims and become the agents of his downfall.” 
 
    “That way you can regain your honor,” Elodette said. 
 
    “Plus killing Thorvinians is lots of fun,” Lizzy added cheerfully. The sunlight glittered on her chainmail and drew attention to her even more dazzling curves exposed beneath the metal. “I mean… not you guys. Well yeah, you guys, but like, how you were before, you know what I mean. I ain’t gonna harm a hair on your heads now so stop looking at me like that!” 
 
    “You’re welcome to join if you want, but you don’t owe me anything,” I said. “You’re free to go on with your lives however you see fit.” 
 
    “What if I don’t know how to be human anymore?” a man asked sadly. 
 
    “Most humans are pathetic, why would you want to be one anyway?” Elodette asked. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought the fierce warrior was actually trying to be nice that time. 
 
    At that point, my three selves that had been inside the fortress emerged from one of the doors. It hadn’t taken me long to sprint back now that I knew the way, and there were no homicidal maniacs to avoid in the hallways. Just a lot of disoriented and distressed humans clinging together in groups and gradually wandering outdoors, or sometimes huddling alone in corners first and taking the time to try to adjust back to their old bodies and identities. I just yelled at everyone I passed, “You’re safe now! Meet us outside!” and hoped they would pass the word.  
 
    “We won’t harm you as long as you don’t try to harm any of us,” I added. “We’ll do our best to take care of you and get you all back on your feet.” 
 
    The former Thorvinians stared around at my four identical selves. The world probably already didn’t make much sense at all to them at the moment, and the sight of all of me minus the one back at camp probably added further to their confusion. 
 
    Finally a woman asked me hoarsely, “Who are you?” 
 
    I answered, “Qaar’endoth the Unvanquished, fourth son of the Fairlands, defender of the righteous and destroyer of the malevolent, twenty-three times incarnated, sire to untold thousands, first earth-walker since the age of Luma. But you can call me Vander.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    One of me stayed at the fortress to help coordinate search parties. Some of the priests and vestals stayed with me and remained armed and at the ready to deal with any holdouts who hadn’t just been brainwashed, but still remained loyal to Thorvinius, and posed a threat to us and to their former fellow order members. 
 
    Another continued making trips back and forth to help escort some of the bewildered recently restored humans from the Cliffs of Nadirizi to our camp in the woods a mile away. Some of them gathered supplies from the fortress and immediately set out for their homes in nearby or faraway villages and towns. Others wanted to stop at our camp first to rest and recuperate. We didn’t have enough resources to provide for them all, so I made sure that some of my followers were also making supply runs from the Thorvinian stores. 
 
    My third self oversaw the posting of sentries around our camp. We had been surprised once by the Thorvinians, and I wasn’t going to let it happen again, even if they were only a shadow of their former power and consisted of a handful of human psychopaths instead of thousands of mindless mutant slaves. 
 
    As for my other two selves, I enjoyed the celebrations of our victory. 
 
    The former followers of Tarlinis, and even the invisible god himself, were absolutely ecstatic with how this campaign, which for many of them was the most adventurous thing they had ever done in their lives, had turned out. The former Thorvinians were mostly still a bit shell shocked, but they had even more reason to rejoice in the restoration of their own minds and bodies. The priests and vestals were all quite kind and friendly to them, and they were thankful to the priests and vestals for their rescue, once they began to understand what had happened to them months or years ago and the sequence of events that had liberated them from The Devourer’s grasp. 
 
    Some kind of alcohol had been brought back to camp from the Thorvinian fortress, and although it tasted rather foul, it certainly served its purpose. Willobee was, of course, among the first of the conquering army to sample it. 
 
    “Elodette, do you think you could find a way to sweeten this using your herbal knowledge?” he inquired of the centaur.  
 
    “I have only been trained in the practical applications of herbs, I am not a brewer or a royal chef,” the gray-eyed beauty replied haughtily. 
 
    “But what could be more practical than drinking and eating?” Willobee protested. 
 
    “Of course eating and drinking are practical necessities to fuel our bodies,” Elodette agreed. “But there’s no need for all the elaborate spices that you and Florenia like to talk about.” 
 
    Willobee held up a mug full of the Thorvinian liquor and grumbled, “You try this and tell me that.” 
 
    Elodette sighed, rolled her eyes, shoved the proffered mug away, picked up a half-full barrel of the same liquor instead, and proceeded to chug its entire contents while an admiring and slightly horrified crowd looked on and started whooping and either calling out encouragement or worriedly pleading with her to stop. She stopped only when the barrel was empty and slammed it down on the ground triumphantly so hard that the wood cracked. The powerful centaur had a human mouth and throat, but apparently, she had a horse’s drinking capacity and then some. 
 
    Willobee just gaped in speechless astonishment. Then, he brought his knobby little hands together and started clapping so hard that it made the ostrich plume in his cap bob wildly. 
 
    “To the finest archer in Ambria!” Gavin shouted as he raised his tankard for a toast. “You were magnificent today!” 
 
    “You’re magnificent every day,” I told Elodette as the enthusiastic yells and tankard clanking of the crowd nearly drowned me out. She flashed me a sideways smile. I mustered up more courage than it had taken to storm Thorvinius’ fortress and patted her on her glossy black horse's rump. She narrowed her gray eyes at me in warning, but the fact that I didn’t immediately get that body’s brains dashed out indicated to me that she secretly didn’t mind at all. 
 
    “And to the she-wolf!” Hester yelled as she pointed at Lizzy, who was still naked under her chainmail gown and still wearing the ruby necklace from the vender in Bjurna as well, which nicely matched the blood spatters on her skin. All in all it might have been my favorite outfit yet that I’d ever seen on her. “You’re a fucking inspiration!” 
 
    The priests and vestals cheered Lizzy just as raucously as they had done Elodette, and a lot of them seized the opportunity to ogle her too. 
 
    Florenia, who was standing hand in hand with the other of my selves that was watching the scene, arched one of her dramatic dark eyebrows at me and pulled me into a nearby tent. It contained a crude wooden chair that I guessed had been constructed since our arrival. 
 
    The exquisitely beautiful duke’s daughter undressed me, which at this point she had gotten very efficient at since I continued to wear the same leather Qaar’endothian novice’s uniform that she was well accustomed to by now, and pushed me down into the chair. Then she pulled off her undergarments so that she was naked beneath her golden dress, lifted the skirt up, and straddled my lap. 
 
    She was positioned in such a way that my cock was pressed flat beneath her, so her wet entrance rubbed against its length as she clutched the chair back and rocked herself back and forth as she emitted faint moans, but the tip was prevented from penetrating her. I reached my hands under her skirt to grab her ass and stroke the top of her cleft as she continued to whet both of our appetites in this way until I was so hard that my shaft was practically lifting her whole body. 
 
    Then when we couldn’t bear it for another second, she stood up by a few inches, which gave my cock the space that it needed to spring up from my lap, and slid herself onto it with a cry. When she had worked herself all the way down my length, she flung her arms around me so that our torsos were pressed together as close as they could be. I kept my hands positioned on her buttocks so that I could feel the way they clenched and unclenched as she rocked back and forth on my cock. Then I squeezed harder, lifted her up a few inches but not far enough to slide off me, and lowered her again. She took the hint, relaxed her embrace, and started bouncing up and down. 
 
    By then I was certain there was no way that the people outside couldn’t hear her yelps, but I didn’t think it mattered much, because many of them were starting to engage in similar activities. Tarlinis hadn’t really enforced celibacy very strictly among his order, and his former followers had been glad to find out that I didn’t impose any such restrictions at all. 
 
    Soon after we both climaxed, another of my selves returned to camp leading another group of liberated Thorvinians, and Lizzy immediately grabbed me and kissed me so fiercely that it was almost an attack. My followers that surrounded us cheered us on loudly. There was a limited supply of tents, especially now that the camp had so many new occupants, so I indicated to Lizzy the one that Florenia and I were already in. 
 
    Florenia and I watched from our chair while I stripped Lizzy of her chainmail, got her down on her hands and knees, penetrated her from behind and rhythmically slammed my cock into her. The sight of that got us both hotly aroused and ready to go again much sooner than usual. 
 
    One of my two selves that were outside in the camp was surrounded by my followers as they exchanged drunken tall tales and boasts with the former Thorvinians that had just been their mortal enemies that morning, and Elodette was among us, and casually continuing to down a barrel of Thorvinian liquor per everyone else’s tankard.  
 
    “Do you know what my favorite part of these last few weeks has been?” I asked her. 
 
    The sharp-featured huntress considered for a moment, then asked wryly, “Fucking that flaming bird lady in midair?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, that was an interesting night,” I mused. “But that wasn’t my favorite.” 
 
    “Destroying one of Thorvinius’ shrines just now?” Elodette guessed. 
 
    “That would be the most rational preference,” I said. “But that wasn’t it either.” 
 
    “Well, how am I supposed to know?” Elodette huffed. “Humans don’t make any sense.” 
 
    “It was by the dam above Tarlinis’ temple, right after we unleashed the waters,” I said. 
 
    The stern warrior centaur’s pale chiseled cheekbones actually flushed for the first time that I had ever seen, so I knew that she remembered our unexpected first kiss just as vividly as I did. 
 
    “Oh, that,” she muttered. 
 
    “You don’t have to be embarrassed,” I said. “I know it was a pretty emotional, chaotic moment. So if it was just a one-time impulse, and you just want to forget about it, I won’t mention it again.” 
 
    She hesitated before she replied, “... It wasn’t just a one-time impulse. But it’s a violation of centaur morality for me to be… interested in someone of a different species.” 
 
    “I don’t think centaurs and humans are as different as you think,” I said. “But more importantly, I don’t think it’s wrong to be with whoever you want to be with, as long as they want to be with you too. And I do want to be with you, Elodette. Nothing would make me happier.” 
 
    Her icy gray eyes narrowed. “Of course you do. You want to be with every attractive female you lay eyes on.” 
 
    “Well, sure, to some extent,” I admitted. “But not the same way I want to be with you. You’re not just beautiful, you’re a badass. There’s no one with more honor and integrity. No one I trust more to have my back, and even when you’re busy bitching me out, I know you’re still watching it. That’s something special. You’re really fucking special, Elodette.” 
 
    She leaned in and at first I thought she was going to kiss me again, but then she bypassed my mouth and brushed her lips along my jaw to whisper in my ear, “...I’ll think about it.” 
 
    That sent a tingle down my spine. Other parts were tingling too, actually. “Don’t take too long thinking,” I groaned. But by then my new followers, oblivious to our exchange, had started up a chant for Elodette to perform her barrel-draining stunt again, and she shrugged her chiseled shoulders and trotted over to oblige. 
 
    Meanwhile my other self was still standing watch with some of the priests and vestals in case any of the elective Thorvinians showed up. 
 
    Ilandere came up to that self on the quieter outskirts of the camp, put her slender white arms around me, and nestled her silvery head against my shoulder. 
 
    “I used to wish we could just settle down in some idyllic place like Galeurn right away, where we would be safe from the rest of the world’s troubles,” she said. “But now I think I understand that that would be selfish, after seeing what you accomplished today for all those enslaved Thorvinians. I understand why you have to keep fighting evil first. And once we earn it, the peace and quiet will be all that much sweeter. And, I’ll bake you an apple pie every day.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’d like that, Princess.” I turned my head to kiss her tenderly. 
 
    A familiar voice interrupted our kiss by saying, “No retirement for the next ten years though, please.” 
 
    I looked over at the gnome and exclaimed, “But Willobee, I thought you hated danger and discomfort. I thought you’d just want me to set you up in a cushy spot somewhere you could play card games and drink honey mead all day.” 
 
    “I do want to play card games and drink honey mead all day,” Willobee agreed, “but I like doing it in a different inn with new faces every night. That way no one ever has a chance to get wise to my tactics, you know. And if someone does notice something, well, we can be miles away by morning with our newly fattened purses. Besides, if I am your right-hand gnome when you complete your defeat of Thorvinius? Then I, Willobee, will become the most famous gnome that Clan Benniwumporgan has ever produced. They shall sing songs of me throughout Ambria.” 
 
    “Songs that you composed, you mean?” asked the luminous princess. It was a gentle jab at the gnome’s vanity, but I appreciated the fact that the timid little centaur was gradually learning to banter with him. 
 
    “But of course,” Willobee replied without even seeming to recognize the intended mockery. “Who else could possibly do my exploits full lyrical justice?” 
 
    “As long as you don’t forget the saga of the toad,” Ilandere said. 
 
    “Oh, that arrogant charlatan shall never receive the undue honor of his name being uttered by my lips in song!” Willobee said indignantly. 
 
    “What about Vander and me?” Ilandere asked shyly. “Will you sing about us?” 
 
    “Of course I will,” Willobee replied. “How could I pass up such a peerless subject matter? The finest master that ever a gnome has served, and the most incandescently beautiful and pure-hearted angel ever born to the centaur species. Your handmaiden, now, would not be bad looking at all either, except for the fact that she has such unpleasant manners. Calling everyone lazy, and cowards, and cheaters, and alcoholics all the time… it really does detract from the effect of her genetic gifts, you know.”  
 
    Ilandere giggled and glanced at me mischievously. It certainly didn’t reflect our experience that the stern huntress applied those particular pejoratives to “everyone,” but neither of us said anything to correct the gnome’s assumption. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “I just hope that someday, you will sing of the final downfall of The Devourer.” 
 
    “At the hands of Qaar’endoth,” Ilandere added. “Ten hands and counting.” 
 
    “I’ve already started composing that song in my head,” Willobee replied. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to hearing it,” I said. 
 
      
 
    End of book 3 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Hey! Thanks for reading God Conqueror 3. Did you like the book? If so, please leave a 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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