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            Bad Ending

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Listen to me, Mack. I gotta lotta money ridin’ on this so let’s keep it simple. Crush this guy, and you and your sister are free to go. You lose, and she'll be scrubbin’ my toilets and suckin’ the chrome off my tailpipe long after you’re dead and buried.

      Now go get ‘em kid.’

      Victor slipped two rapid-fire punches and measured the distance with a quick left, then struck hard with the right. He closed and locked his hands behind his opponent's head, jerking him down into a rising knee. Blood spattered across Victor's face as the man staggered back, semi-conscious, nose broken.

      He followed, landing a quick combination to the gut and then turning with all his might into a spinning backfist that caught his opponent across the temple and sent him staggering away to slam against the cage where he sagged, then fell.

      The ref stepped in between the two fighters, but Victor was already walking away. He raised a taped fist in a pro-forma gesture toward the roaring crowd that surrounded the cage, but he couldn't see anyone or anything past the glare of the lights that shown down on him from every direction.

      I can't believe I'm here. Can't BELIEVE she got caught up with a mobster. Can't believe she caught ME up with him. I won't make a DIME off this fight.

      He came back to the center, waiting patiently. They cleaned up the other man and the two stood on either side of the announcer, who in due course raised Victor's hand. He nodded, not even bothering to take his mouthpiece out. He had nothing to say. Another roar from the crowd, and with an adroit leap Victor caught the top of the fence and hauled himself over and out, dropping onto the lane cleared for him. Pats on the back followed him into the locker room, but he didn't know these people, didn't care. All he wanted now was his sister, and the door.

      Five fights in five nights with no recovery time and very little sleep. He needed food. Truth be told he probably needed a doctor. He suspected at least two of his ribs were fractured, and his own nose had been broken on the third night and poorly set. He had deep purple bruises all over his body, and he'd had to sleep in hidden corners like a vagrant to keep hired thugs from crippling him in a bid to fix the fights. These underground tournaments were big money, but Victor knew he'd be lucky if he didn't have another fight coming just to make the boss he'd been forced to work for pay his dues.

      Then again I've got more than just luck going for me tonight.

      If he hadn't been so hurt, and so pissed, he might have smiled. One way or another this shit would end.

      No one messes with my family. They may be just about worthless, but they're all I've got.

      The locker room reeked of stale sweat and moldy towels. Boss man Voight was waiting for him, along with four of his bodyguards, and Lisa.

      Victor immediately knew something was wrong. Lisa was draped across Voight as though she were a trophy wife. The mobster was smiling brightly, though Victor knew enough by now to recognize that the smile was skin deep.

      "So, ya did good kid. Ya paid off your sister's debt. This is the part where I'm supposed to pull something crude, you beat me and everyone else in the room up, then escape with your grateful sibling, roll credits. Right?"

      His thugs chuckled as Victor's fists tightened, but he forced himself to relax again as he said, “Got an option b? Beating up all your thugs sounds like a lot of work."

      “Hah! Well actually, I say we go with your sister’s idea. Whaddya say, Lisa?”

      Voight wrapped a hand around her and she snuggled in as Victor trembled with barely suppressed fury. His eyes found hers, and the sparkle in them dimmed a bit as she glanced away, then looked again, defiance in every line of her face as she said, "I'm staying, Vic. I like it with Ben. He's been good to me. The last week has been better than anything you or anyone else ever gave me. I'm not throwing it away."

      "You can't be serious, Lisa. I'm not taking you back to Dad! I wouldn't do that after -"

      She made a chopping gesture to interrupt Victor and said, "I don't care about that. Not anymore. Dad selling me off was the best thing that ever happened to me! I'm sorry you felt you had to go through this, but I never asked for you to rescue me."

      "Never asked?!" Victor stared at her in confusion. "You think I'd wait for you to ask? You think I'd just let some pusher take you away?!"

      "Well I didn't!" She glared at him. "Go home, or go away! There's no debt anymore. I can come and go as I please, so thanks!"

      "There's no debt because I fought for you! If you wanted to stay why didn't you tell me before I risked my fucking life to get you out of here?!"

      Rage and confusion suffused Victor as he watched his sister curl back into Voight's embrace, glaring at him.

      She doesn't even look guilty anymore. SHE played me as much as Voight did!

      He couldn't help but notice the glint of diamonds in her ears, and around her throat. It was obvious what was going on, at least to him. How could his sister not see it?

      Voight leaned down and kissed the golden curls atop Lisa's head before shifting her back behind him and spreading his hands. The four men flanking him spread out, and drew back their coats to reveal pistols couched in waistbands as the mob boss said, "So there ya have it. I like this ending better. This is the part where you grab your shit and get out. I'll even pay ya bill if ya check into the hospital before dawn, as a thank you for makin’ me what is quite frankly an astonishing amount of money. Five fights in five nights? I mean come on Vic, you're a beast! I'd never have thought a coal-miner's son could really go the distance. Sure you don't want to work for me? I can pay ya way more than you'll make slaving away in the circuit, getting conned by one promoter after another."

      "Fuck you, Voight. How many kids OD'd for those diamonds on her neck, huh? How many bodies bought the ones in her ears?"

      The mobster shrugged. "C'est la vie. I'm impressed, so I'll give ya an out. Get to the hospital and as they fix ya up ya can wonder how much product I shifted to pay ya bills. Do anything else ..."

      His fake smile vanished. The sneer that replaced it was obviously more his speed. “Do anything else, and the only medical treatment I pay for ya ta get’ll be a lead cranial injection.“

      Victor didn't know whether to laugh or cry. As he trembled, struggling to contain his rage, he heard the tenor of the crowd's roar change, heard people beginning to panic. Over the crowds, faint but growing louder, was the unmistakable sound of police sirens.

      Finally, FINALLY they're here.

      Voight's eyes flickered past him toward the door leading out toward the cage, and the attention of his bodyguard's wavered as well. Victor saw a chance and took it. He lunged toward the man on his right and got to him before he could draw. Victor's punch caught him in the throat an instant before his knee crashed into the thug's privates. He pulled the gun from the downed man's waistband and aimed at Voight, but the mobster jerked Lisa in front of him to shield himself from Victor's bullet. She shrieked as Victor shifted his aim to the second gunman, but the pistol wouldn't fire.

      Time seemed to slow as he watched the other man flick the safety on his weapon, then pull the trigger. The fiery bloom of the bullet leaving the barrel should have been the last thing Victor saw in life.

      It wasn't.
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            Why's It Always Gotta be a Cave?

          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of waves crashing against rocks gradually brought Victor back to consciousness. He stirred, felt the damp sand beneath him. The unmistakable scent of the ocean finally convinced him to open his eyes, and he sat up.

      The light was dim by contrast with the brightness beyond the mouth of the small cave in which he found himself. Behind him there was a rough rock wall, and he sat on a narrow bar of sand that curled around and out past the lip of the cave. Blue-green water rose and receded not more than a foot from him, and beyond the entrance the bright light of the sun shone down on a distant ridge of rock in the water a few hundred yards away.

      His first thought was that he'd died and gone to heaven. There was no hint of pollution in the air or in the water, and he felt no pain. Gingerly he examined himself and found no trace of bruising. The ribs he'd been convinced were cracked no longer pained him. He felt at his nose and found that it was whole, though he could tell it had been broken and reset. It was when he felt at his forehead that thoughts of heaven faded.

      There was a blaze of scar tissue about an inch above his gray-green  eyes, almost centered in his forehead.

      So I WAS shot. In the head. Why am I not dead then? Somehow I don't think I'd have scars in heaven.

      A more thorough examination of his body showed him that new scars weren't the only one's he'd kept. There was a long gash across the top of his right thigh that he'd gotten from a fall off the roof a few years back, and other nicks and cuts picked up from a rough life lived half on the streets were all still very much in evidence as scars across his arms and torso, each a reminder of a mistake, or of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      He ran his hand over his head and found that too was just as he remembered. His black hair was shaved almost to the skin on the sides and back and was too short to grip on top. He had a bit of stubble on his face, but no more than a day's worth.

      He was still dressed in the blue and green trunks he'd fought his last fight in, and in fact his hands and feet were still taped. Unfortunately, there was no trace of the gun, or of anything else. His gym bag with his phone, wallet, even his shoes, was nowhere in evidence.

      Victor stood, stretched, and looked around again bemusedly as he dusted the damp sand off his limbs. His circumstances were so far beyond any rational explanation that he quit trying to think of what must have happened to bring him here and — stepping carefully along the edge of the water — left the cave, shielding his eyes against the bright sunlight outside.

      Man I don't think I've ever seen a sky so blue.

      He was on a beach. Glancing behind him revealed that he stood at the edge of a line of cliffs that rose up and away to the south. The tops of the cliffs were at least three hundred feet above the waves, but near him they were only about thirty feet high, and petered out into foothills to his left. With the sea to his right, the beach ahead of him was pure white sand for a good thirty feet before rising into rough sand dunes held in place by scrub brush.

      The temperature felt like it was in the high sixties to low seventies, and there was a stiff breeze gusting in off the water.

      Maybe not heaven, but I'm pretty sure I've seen post cards that weren't this pretty.

      He started to walk down the beach, more for lack of any better ideas than any specific thought of getting somewhere. He looked out toward the sea wall of rock again and noticed now that he had a wider view that there were people out there. They seemed to be relaxing in various attitudes, but there was no way his voice would carry that far across the pounding surf. He waved, but they didn't seem to be aware of him yet, and so he resumed his walk.

      The cliffs receded behind him, and after about a quarter mile he noticed that there were people swimming toward him.

      I guess they spotted me after all.

      He paused and turned, waiting for them to get to him. Three women got to their feet in the shallows and approached, but as they did so he began warily backing away. It was clear at a glance that none of them were human. Sunlight glinted off more than water droplets. Their lower legs seemed to be entirely scaled, and scales striped their abdomens and arms. One had silver scales, and the other two had scales that seemed to be a mixture of green and gold. Their hair was uniformly black and what flesh he could see was darkly tanned. Their breasts were demurely covered with sea-shell bikinis, but none of them had anything covering their lower bodies.

      The women paused at the edge of the surf and stared at him, each tilting her head this way and that as though to gaze at a curious creature. He got the distinct impression that he was as odd looking to them as they were to him.

      The silver-scaled one began to sing, and the other two picked up the wordless tune a moment later, harmonizing perfectly. It was a lovely sound and Victor smiled despite himself as he listened. It was a wordless aria that fit in perfectly with the sound of the surf, and time seemed to slip by unnoticed as Victor listened to their sounds. His mind drifted, and thoughts came and went unnoticed as he focused on the beautiful song.

      One of them beckoned to him as she sang, but her alien appearance snapped him out of his reverie and kept him at bay. He blinked hard and shook his head. He enjoyed their song, but his native caution, graven deep into his soul by the rough life that he'd lived, kept his feet firmly planted where they were.

      He also noticed that there were other people out in the ocean, heads bobbing as they stayed in deeper water, observing him.

      Not a single one of them looks human.

      Victor recalled the story of Odysseus, and was powerfully reminded of the sirens from that story, luring men to their deaths with the power of their song. His wariness went up another several notches as he took a step back.

      The singing stopped, and one of the three women turned to the others and said, "He isn't entranced. Something is wrong."

      Another pointed as she said, "Look at his hands and feet. Look at his ears and eyes. I think he's a template."

      "Template?" he asked. "I'm human. What are you?"

      When he spoke to them all three seemed both startled and excited. "He is! He speaks our language! He's a template! Sisters! It's a template! Call for Cecaelia!"

      There was a murmuring loud enough to be heard over the waves as the crowd gathered out in the water spoke amongst themselves. Several of the heads dipped under the water and out of sight. The silver scaled woman took another step forward and beckoned Victor again as she said, "There's nothing to fear. We only want to touch you, to spend time with you. Won't you come to us?"

      Victor looked down and noticed that her feet were still in the water, and began to suspect that these creatures wouldn't be able to leave the surf, or at least wouldn't be comfortable doing so. All three of the women were pretty, in a weird sort of way, but there were simply too many warning bells going off. He waited to see if she would come any closer.

      Instead, one by one the heads bobbing out in the waves vanished, and a new face appeared. As she rose from the surf, Victor's eyes widened in shock. Instead of legs, she carried herself forward on the lower body of an octopus, the many black tentacles writhing as she moved with an unnatural smoothness to stand at the edge of the surf. She had pale skin — unlike the tanned skin of the scaled women who'd first approached him — and her features were aristocratic somehow. Her black hair hung to her waist, and her bangs were hooked back behind long, pointed ears.

      "Won't you come?" this new woman asked, stretching out a hand to him. "We truly mean you no harm. No woman on all of Celestine would wish you ill."

      "I ... think not." Victor gestured aimlessly over his shoulder at the dunes behind him. "Need to go that way. Thanks for the song, it was nice."

      A cascade of feminine protestations chased him up the beach and into the dunes, but he didn't look back, and they didn't chase him. Fifty yards took him past the dunes at the edge of the beach, and he glanced left and right. The land to the left rose up and away, and Victor could see the dark line of a forest that way. He stood on sandy dirt now with grass that grew in patches almost to waist height along with the strangely twisted scrub brush that had begun in the dunes.

      To the right and away in front of him were rolling grasslands, and after a moment's hesitation and a glance back to ensure no one followed him or watched from the dunes, he turned right. He was beginning to get thirsty, and needed to find water. He didn't know much about geography, but thought it more likely he'd find a river if he stayed in the lowlands.

      The sand was beginning to chafe at his feet, and he paused long enough to take the tape off, though he didn't discard the wraps. He had literally nothing but what he wore, and he wasn't about to throw anything away that he didn't have to. The wraps could be reused, and he might need them for something else later, so he wound them loosely around his neck to keep them out of the way as he began to jog north. At least, he thought it was north, given the sun was over the ocean and looked to be tracking higher toward the land. Morning then, somewhere between nine and ten?

      Not that it matters. I've got nowhere to be.

      He wondered what he was supposed to do now. Aside from his meager belongings, he felt no pressing need to go home. After all, his parents had sold one of their daughters for cash, a daughter who had in turn sold him out at the first chance. He had friends, but after high school there'd been no hope of college without money, and he'd been moving from one manual labor job to the next to finance his time in three dojos across the city, hoping to get a professional booking and move up from there. The five consecutive fights he'd been forced to win had solidified his opinion of his own ability, but now that he was here all that training seemed a bit of a waste. He had a high school education, peak physical conditioning, and knew how to brawl, but that was pretty much it. He didn't have any outdoor survival skills, and he was fairly sure there wouldn't be any supermarkets in his immediate future.

      It'd freaking suck if there were come to think of it, I'm broke. I don't even have my crap-ass phone.

      The thought that the sea people might feed him crossed his mind, but he felt that was a chance best left to last. They weren't human, and despite what they'd told him Victor was too jaded to believe that they meant him no harm. Everyone always had an angle, and the only thing you could really count on with other people was that they'd serve their own self-interest first. Victor manifestly had nothing to offer in trade, which meant that if they wanted him it was probably as prey.

      Don't want to be eaten and I'm done being used. Fuck that noise.

      He tried not to think about that last woman, the one with the lower body of an octopus. That shit would be giving him nightmares.

      He made decent time and covered what he estimated to be about four miles before the land in front of him dipped and turned sandy again. He paused at the edge of what turned out to be a vast estuary at least a couple miles wide and glanced around. To the west a broad river cut through the hills before breaking up into rivulets interspersed with mud and sand bars, some big enough to be topped with grass, others not. As he looked west, he thought he could make out a rising column of smoke, and turned to head that way, though he backed away from the edge of the estuary, not wanting to be seen before he had a chance to do some recon himself. After running into fish people, he wasn't keen on being surprised again.

      A quarter mile brought him to a small hill that he crested cautiously, crouching behind a low shrub to look down on what turned out to be a primitive fishing village of huts clustered at the near bank of the river. The buildings were built on stilts and seemed to be primarily constructed of reeds and grass. There were people working throughout the area, and it was readily apparent after a moment's examination that these folk weren't human either. The tails were what gave it away, though most of them also had furred extremities and other odd bits about them.

      They weren't all women either, unlike all the fish folk that had talked to him. It looked like about half and half though, and that seemed a little odd. Victor seemed to remember from history class that during the westward migration it was the women who caught the worst of it in terms of disease and disaster, and that the frontier had been pretty much male dominated. This village was the very definition of primitive, so he'd expected more men than women. Then again he knew fuck all about this place other than that the nightmare fuel on the beach had called it Celestine.

      He settled down on his belly and continued to watch, trying to get a sense of these people. Most of them seemed to be of the same species or race, with broad tails and brown fur that covered their extremities. A few though seemed to be built differently and seemed much larger. They had cloven hooves and short, thick horns curling up from behind long, drooping ears. Even considering their much larger frames, Victor could tell from here that this second race were all ridiculously gifted in terms of feminine endowment.

      Despite their many differences though, the people in the village below looked much more human than not. No tentacular horrors or other Lovecraftian weirdness.

      Doesn't seem too bad ... Maybe I can work for food and a place to spend the night.

      Just as he'd resolved to go down and reveal himself, he spotted a group of villagers knee deep in the water of the river talking with several fish folk. The latter were gesturing toward the hills where he lay hidden, and word seemed to spread through the village like wildfire. Within another minute people were leaving the village, headed toward him. Several had weighted fisherman's nets in hand.

      ... Or I could back away and run like hell. Again.

      Victor backed off the hill and began to jog south, heading as quickly as he dared for the forest. A shout went up behind him a few moments later and he glanced back to see at least six people running after him.

      Throwing caution to the wind, he poured on the speed. The grass had to be avoided as it grew in hard clumps, and his stride was uneven as a consequence, but when he wasn't immediately caught and one minute turned into four, then six, he dared a glance back and found to his surprise that he was easily out-pacing the pursuit, with one notable exception.

      A woman with brown hair bracketed by a pair of longhorns that could have come straight off the grill of a Cadillac was gamely keeping pace with him. She must have been at least six and a half, maybe seven feet tall, and took one step for every three of Victor's. She had no weapon, but she did carry a net slung over her shoulder. She was more than just tall though. She was big. Herculean in fact. With her great stature and cloven feet, she seemed able to ignore the grass entirely as she charged after him.

      She noticed him and waved, then shouted, "Stop! We won't hurt you!"

      Then why the hell are you chasing me?!

      He didn't waste breath asking. Instead he lowered his head, poured on the speed, and ran hard for almost twenty minutes. When he reached the forest he turned to look again. This time there was no one behind him, though the rolling hills kept him from being able to see more than half a mile back. He'd apparently managed to out-distance his pursuit. The majority of the natives in the village had looked to be shorter than he was, and their physiques had suggested they were at home close to the water, so he wasn't surprised they hadn't been able to run very fast. The others, that last pursuer included, had seemed more ... bovine? It didn't surprise him that one of them had been able to keep up for longer, but apparently he had more endurance.

      This place just keeps getting weirder and weirder. Aren't there any actual human beings around here? I mean, I'm here right? So if I'm here, there must be others. What the hell am I going to do if I run into wolf people, or tiger people? Something tells me outrunning them wouldn't be so easy.

      Though he'd left them far behind, he wasn't willing to trust that they wouldn't try to track him, so he kept a jogging pace as he entered the trees. It was still late morning, so he pressed into the forest for half a mile before slowing down to a walk. The ground under the trees was carpeted with loam and the trees themselves were vast old things. There was very little undergrowth, but the roots of the trees were often gnarled and extended some distance from the bole, forcing Victor to be careful where he put his feet. Fortunately perhaps, the old growth forest was healthy and there wasn't much debris.

      He made something of a game of leaping from one root system to the next in a rather half-baked effort to leave fewer tracks. Whether it would work or not was anyone's guess, but the going got notably harder as the land began to rise around him. He was often forced to use his hands as well as his feet to climb the slopes he encountered, and most of an hour went by before he finally paused to take a breather. He was at the crest of a rise and turned to look out over the land behind him. The forest's canopy had a gap here, and he was able to see all the way to the estuary due to the elevation. He narrowed his eyes in an effort to make out whether there was any pursuit, but if there was he either couldn't see them or they'd already entered the forest. He wasn't sure which, but he rather hoped that they'd give up like the sea folk had. Then again, the sea folk looked unable to leave the water, so instead they'd spread the word and the reaction had been pretty immediate.

      I really doubt they'll give up that easily. I just wish I knew why they thought I was worth chasing. I haven't GOT anything.

      His stomach chose that moment to growl, and he'd been thirsty since before he'd found the village. Turning, he resumed his sojourn, hoping he would find a creek or something. He could see ahead of him that the cliffs — as tall as they were — fronted a mountain range that dwarfed them, so perhaps there would be water running down from the snow-capped peaks he could see in the hazy distance.

      I may not be a botanist, but I'm pretty sure forests like this don't grow without water.

      Noon came and went as he moved through the ancient wood, but eventually he noticed that the incline had faded and he now found himself on relatively flat ground. Curious, he turned and began making his way toward the coast.

      The roar and crash of the waves was deceptively distant as he reached the edge of the tree line and looked out over the water. From this high up he could see that the seawall where the fish people had been sunning themselves extended as far as the horizon to the north but petered out at around the same point that the cliffs he now stood on began to climb. There were no details he could make out though, and he couldn't tell if the sea folk were still on the wall. Turning to look south, he saw that the cliffs continued to rise gradually in that direction for another mile at least before dipping suddenly in a great valley, out of the center of which a great waterfall cascaded at least five hundred feet into the ocean below.

      There's the water I've been looking for. Let's hope this valley isn't full of monster people too.

      Destination now in mind, Victor slipped back into the trees and moved with a sense of purpose.
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            It's a Trap!

          

        

      

    

    
      Well, so far so good. The valley is just as photogenic as the rest of this place. If I thought there was any real chance of getting back to earth — which this certainly isn't — I'd wish I had a camera. Also deserted, which somehow is both surprising and makes me vaguely nervous.

      Victor sat just back from the edge of the woods staring out across the breadth of the valley. The whole thing was perhaps half a mile across, and the floor of the valley where the river ran through was about fifty feet lower than where he stood. A greensward dotted with wildflowers extended a couple hundred yards from the tree line to the river, and rose again on the far side up into more trees. Toward the head of the valley younger trees seemed to have invaded the space, growing up around and obscuring the base of a waterfall that Victor could hear, but not see from where he stood.

      Why aren't the trees growing out there?

      The sight and sound of the water made Victor's insides grumble, but his native caution kept him from leaving the trees. Something about the valley's sheer emptiness bothered him. The place was beautiful. Given a choice he'd want to live there himself ... so why wasn't anyone else here? It could be as simple as the fact that the people down on the plains weren't like him and preferred the lowlands. Then again he'd seen fish people, octopus people, cow people, and what he'd begun to suspect were otter people. The idea that there weren't wolf people, or bear people, or deer people, or any of innumerable other possibilities that would prefer a place like this stretched the bounds of credibility. So where were they?

      He swept the valley again with a careful gaze. Aside from the grass, there were wild flowers in white, pink, and red that seemed to grow out of creeping vines. No bushes, no young trees.

      What am I missing ...

      Victor followed his instincts and turned west, staying under the forest canopy as he made his careful way toward the head of the valley. As the other side of the space came nearer, he finally caught sight of something that made him freeze.

      A deer, a normal deer, stood at the edge of the trees on the far side, looking down toward the water. It seemed to be alone, which was odd, but as he watched it stepped out onto the greensward and began to amble down toward the water.

      As it stepped over one of the flowering vines, Victor's eyes widened as he saw the vine flex. Long tendrils curled up behind the deer. It startled and leapt away, but the entire field abruptly came alive as tentacular growths whipped up in a frenzy of movement. The deer was struck once, then again as it tried to flee. A vine whipped up in front of it, catching its front legs. It stumbled and fell. An instant later the thrashing vines were coiling around it and blood sprayed as innumerable cuts and wounds appeared across its hide, opened by thorns that seemed to shoot from the body of the vine like the claws of a house cat when it flexed its paws.

      Within thirty seconds of entering the clearing, the animal was clearly dead and its body seemed to pulse as the vegetation enfolded it, coiling and writhing in an orgy of movement.

      Victor's mouth hung open as he stared, then looked again at the near side of the valley. Not ten feet away the creeping vine seemed to peter out at the base of a big tree. He stood only a few feet away from a deadly predator. His eyes flickered back out toward the deer in time to see the vines carrying the bulk along to the water. What it dumped out looked like a dessicated husk of skin and bones that the water carried away and out of sight.

      The vines rustled for a few moments and then were still once more. Only because he knew where the kill had occurred was Victor able to spot the blood on the grass.

      That could have been me. This place is a horror show!

      Staying well within the trees and watching the ground for any sign of the predatory plant, Victor continued to move toward the waterfall that fed the deadly valley. If he hadn't been looking out for vines on the ground all around, he'd have missed the body.

      It was more of a skeleton really, obviously long dead and with virtually all the skin gone. Rotted bits of cloth hung from the frame and the lower limbs were scattered between the trees, many of the larger bones cracked open and gnawed upon.

      The skull and hands made it clear that whatever this thing had been, human wasn't it. The hands were larger than they should have been and the fingers ended in claws, while the skull itself had a muzzle. The lower body was too scattered to make any other conclusions, but the remains were a mute testament to the perils that lay in silent wait only a few feet away.

      He must have managed to drag himself out, but died of his wounds.

      Victor swept the area around the body and found a sturdy six foot long spear with a well-worn haft of wood that was so dark as to be almost black. The blade of the spear was iron or steel — Victor had no way to know which for sure. It showed traces of rust, but the weapon wasn't too degraded. It was certainly a world better than the nothing he currently had.

      He also found the remains of a backpack under the upper body of the skeleton, but the only things within that hadn't been either eaten or rotted beyond any use were a spoon, a double-bladed dagger about twelve inches long with a full tang and yellowed bone handle, and in the remains of a rotten pouch he found a flat gray stone about eight inches long and two wide that he suspected was flint along with a curved piece of metal that almost fit his hand like brass knuckles ... would have fit, if his hands had been twice their current size.

      Flint and steel right? So in theory — if I knew what the hell I were doing — I could make fire.

      Supplies and weapons were well and good, but there was still a problem: Victor wore fighting trunks. He didn't even have a shirt, much less pockets. The only thing he had that might let him carry something and keep his hands free was the tape he'd unwound from his feet, and he wasn't sure exactly how to make it work. He tried picking the backpack up, but it simply fell apart when he did so, and nothing within it could be made into a pouch with what he had on him.

      In the end he wound up securing the knife, spoon, flint, and steel striker together with the sports wrap and using the long end to make it something of a necklace. It took a bit of finagling, and he wouldn't trust it if he had to run, but for the moment it worked.

      Now armed, Victor reached the edge of the portion of the valley that was grass and saw that the trees were gradually filling things in, but they seemed to be doing so only from the high end. Watching carefully for the carnivorous vine as he advanced through the much younger trees, he finally, finally made it to the water.

      Probably going to catch some horrible parasite and die screaming from this, but since I'm already supposed to be dead and some monster's probably going to kill me way more dramatically in the next few days anyway — supposing I don't starve to death — fuck it. Bottom's up.

      The river was crystal clear, cool, and tasted better than he ever remembered water tasting. Then again he'd grown up drinking from the tap in a coal mining town. What did he know about good water?

      He leaned back, wiped his mouth, and took another long look around. There were birds calling throughout the forest, and though he could still smell the salt water, the air here also had a subtle flavor to it that gave him a strange feeling of nostalgia. He'd never been an outdoors type, but supposing he could make it through the next few days ...

      I'm really here. This isn't some fucked up last second dream I'm having is it? Surely it wouldn't have lasted this long, or been so unrelated to anything else I've ever experienced.

      It was early afternoon now, and though he knew he was hungry, since he had no food he drank again instead. It wasn't a good solution, but it was the best the situation allowed. There was bushy undergrowth here among the younger trees, but nothing that looked particularly edible, not that he'd know what that looked like even if it were staring him in the face. Outside of stumbling upon a conveniently labeled garden patch, the only edible plants he felt he had a decent shot at recognizing were strawberries, blackberries, or dandelions — which he knew had been brought to America as salad greens, thank you random wiki-surfing.

      None of these readily recognizable edibles were anywhere in evidence though.

      Picking up his spear, he followed the stream back toward the sound of a waterfall. The trees had hidden it from him thus far but he'd been listening to the rumble of the cascade for some time. By the time he caught sight of it, the sound pretty much drowned out everything else.

      A low ridge about forty feet high cut through the forest here, and the water of the river had cut a U-shape into the cliff and thundered down onto a cluster of boulders below. A rainbow danced in the spray, and the shadows behind the cascade suggested there was an amphitheater or cave beyond. The pool at the base of the falls was about a hundred feet across and roughly circular. A single weeping willow stood just next to the outflow, its innumerable tendrils drooping down into the water. The foliage of the tree was vibrant and profuse, and some of the roots on the water side looked to have been exposed by the gradual erosion of the bank.

      There was a rough, narrow strip of glacial sand ringing the pool, and beyond that on all sides was a veritable wall of shrubs and bracken taking advantage of the hole in the canopy afforded by the water.

      As they spotted his presence, a small herd of deer drinking from the pool and grazing on the bushes nearby raised their heads and turned tail, fleeing into the forest on the far side of the pool.

      That explains the loner from earlier ... and since they were drinking I'm pretty sure there isn't some monster in the pool waiting to snatch the life out of me. Go team.

      He also realized that since the deer had startled and run away upon spotting him they knew his shape, and associated it with danger. This place wasn't the deepest darkest forest, where herbivores grew up, got old, and died without ever seeing a hunter. There were other humanoids nearby — the kind that ate meat.

      Part of him wanted to go behind the waterfall and explore, but again his native caution warned him against it. If he slipped and twisted his ankle or worse, there'd be no hospital, no doctors, not even a friendly face anywhere.

      Instead he approached the willow tree and warily brushed its tendrils aside with the spear. He'd already seen one seemingly harmless plant go murderous; he wasn't about to walk into another. Yet the willow tree gave no indication it wanted to eat him, and he slipped past its dangling tendrils and moved to the edge of the pool. A moment of study was all it took to learn there were fish in the pond, and he had a spear.

      He thought to fish, but realized that he had no idea what he'd do if he caught one. Even though he had the tools he'd no idea how to start a fire to cook the thing even if he had known how to clean it.

      I really am probably going to starve to death in the midst of plenty. Why couldn't I have been obsessed with prepping for doomsday instead of beating the tar out of people? At least then I'd probably know how to start a fire and prepare a meal. Not like I can pummel or choke the nutrition out of my food.

      Victor pressed his back to the willow tree and sagged until he came to rest. He put his new spear across his knees and leaned back, staring up through the branches of the willow. He didn't know what to do, or where to go, or how to find people he could trust.

      The giant woman with the horns had shouted that she didn't want to hurt him. The sea folk had said something similar, but they'd both given chase, and Victor had long since learned to pay more attention to what people did than what they said.

      The fish folk had gone so far as to spread word of his presence, and that'd been all it had taken to put the village in a frenzy. He thought about it, and decided if he couldn't find a better alternative in the next few days, he'd go back down through the forest and submit himself to the people at the estuary. On the off chance they hadn't been lying, it would at least get him fed.

      Hot on the heels of that thought was another. He'd easily outrun his pursuit. Perhaps he could sneak into the village at night and steal food, thus getting what he needed without risking a confrontation or surrendering.

      No. I'm not a thief. No matter how bad things get, I do things the right way. I worked too hard to stay clean in body and clear of conscience to give up on it now. I'll bet Voight started out a self-justifying, thieving little bastard too.

      The warmth of the dappled sunlight on his skin and the roar of the falls conspired to make him drowsy, and his eyes drifted closed as his focus fractured and was carried — along with all his worry — into slumber.
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      When Victor woke, it was all at once. There was no transition, no lazy half-sleep. One moment he was asleep, and the next he wasn't. His instincts warned him to remain still and he did, cracking his eyes just enough to get a sense of his surroundings. He couldn't hear anything over the roar of the falls, and the scent of the water and the forest filled his nostrils.

      It was night. He had no idea what time of night, but there was a silvery glow beyond the veil of the willow branches that suggested the moon was up.

      So what woke me?

      Hunger maybe. His stomach was tying itself in knots, but he put that aside as his eyes shifted, looking for something, anything that may have been the cause of his sudden awareness. It finally occurred to him that he couldn't feel the tree behind him, or the hard wood of the roots beneath his butt. Instead his head was cushioned against something pliant, soft ... and warm.

      With a startled lunge, he tried to get to his feet, but failed. Arms he hadn't realized were wrapped around his abdomen tightened reflexively and he didn't have the leverage to escape. He wound up half-turned as his spear clattered away, and as soon as he realized he was grappled he slipped his right arm under and behind, then over the shoulder of the person grabbing him. With a twist and violent downward shove that elicited a cry of surprise and pain, he leveraged the arm attached to that shoulder away and out. He was released, staggered to his feet, then promptly tripped over the roots around him and fell backward into the water which — as it turned out — was cold!

      Gasping, he got his feet under him and stood up, staring with wild eyes at the base of the tree and the person still seated there.

      The moonlight filtering through the leaves of the willow revealed a shapely woman clutching her left shoulder with her right hand. Her heart-shaped face was framed by a a rich fall of hair and bore a mixture of surprise and pain. Shadows clung to her dusky skin, but it wasn't so dark that Victor had to wonder what she was wearing.

      Nothing, no clothes. Not a stitch.

      Her look of surprise turned to one of reproach as she asked, "What did I do to deserve that?"

      Her voice was melodious and had a breathy smoothness to it that reminded Victor of the woman who sang Smooth Operator. He was so taken by the sound of it that he was a long moment answering and when he did manage to speak he wasn't proud of what he said, or how it came out.

      "What were you ... how did ... what the fuck!?"

      She blinked at him, then smirked. "I'm guessing you still don't realize just where you went to sleep. My name is Shy. I didn't mean to startle you, but you dozed off in my lap and I just wanted to make you more comfortable."

      She gazed at him curiously as she said, "I don't mean to pry, but are you a template? I've never actually seen one, but you fit the descriptions from stories I've heard."

      Victor opened his mouth, then closed it as he thought through his answer and put it in the form of a complete sentence. Once he was confident he wouldn't sound like a moron, he said, "I'm fairly certain I'd have noticed going to sleep in your lap, Miss Shy. I went to sleep where you're sitting, but I'm sure you weren't there at the time."

      She closed one eye and tilted her head a bit as she considered him thoughtfully, giving him the impression that she was trying to decide whether or not he was being serious. Then she stood up gracefully and took a step toward him. As soon as she did so, the willow tree vanished. One second it was there and the next, not there. Without the shadows it had provided, he saw that she wasn't just dusky. Her skin was the same color as the bark of the willow tree. He could even see wood grain embedded in her flesh as though it were a tattoo that covered her from head to foot. Her hair was the green of the willow leaves. Her eyes shone with a soft silvery-green radiance.

      "You ... are the tree?"

      She nodded, then lifted her hand to touch his cheek. He hastily stepped back out of her reach, then felt a flash of guilt at the hurt look that crossed her features. She lowered her hand and said, "Now you know what I am. What are you?"

      "Human."

      "Is that your name?" she asked.

      He frowned. "No, my name is Victor. Victor Mack. Human is what I am."

      "I know of no species by that name, Victor Mack. I find that strange considering you speak the common tongue."

      "Call me Vic."

      She hesitated, then asked, "How did you get here, Vic?"

      As he thought about how to answer her question, Victor crouched and picked up his spear, which was half-submerged near his feet. He also checked the integrity of the bandage holding his meager supplies. Everything was, thankfully, intact. He then gave Shy a wide berth as he moved to get out of the water. It really was freezing, and he was soaked to the bone and starting to shiver. She watched him curiously, but didn't move to approach him again.

      "I don't actually know," he admitted, setting the spear down and sitting on a sizable rock that had probably washed down from higher up. "I was at home, some things happened, and I woke up here."

      He touched the scar tissue on his forehead as he said, "I'm pretty sure I'm supposed to be dead."

      "You were in a life and death fight?" she asked.

      "Yeah."

      She whistled appreciatively as she took a step toward him. His eyes flickered to the spear. She caught his glance and stopped, then slowly knelt, folding her feet underneath her and resting her hands on her thighs. "I'm not going to hurt you, Vic. If I wanted to, I could have done so earlier."

      Yeah, I guess she could have.

      "Sorry," he muttered. "I'm not very trusting by nature. You're actually the first person that hasn't chased me since I got here."

      "No surprise there. Templates are exceedingly rare and highly sought after. If you were recognized as one, it is no surprise that you were chased."

      "Why does everyone keep calling me a template? Does that mean something different here than it does at home?" he asked.

      She tilted her head curiously and asked, "What does it mean to you?"

      He waved a hand aimlessly as he said, "Uh ... well a template is a framework. It's an outline without any substance. Like a mold or a guide."

      Shy nodded. "That's interesting, and not too far off the mark. Templates are believed to be members of the progenitor race, the basis for all the other races on Celestine. At any given time there are only a handful of them in existence."

      Victor held up a hand, then asked, "Celestine? I've heard that name before."

      Shy nodded. "That's what this world is called by its inhabitants."

      "Okay ... so why's everyone chasing me? Is there some sort of bounty?"

      "A bounty?" she laughed, tipping her head back and literally shaking with mirth. Victor blushed and turned his eyes away as he caught himself staring at the way her bountiful chest bounced while she did it.

      That's ... that's just not fair. How's a man supposed to think with those on display?

      When her rather musical laughter faded, she said, "There is no bounty, Vic. You're being chased because any who lay with you will gain mystic power, and more. They don't want to capture you, dear man. They want relations with you."

      What?

      With some effort, he pulled his eyes away from her chest and met her gaze as he mentally replayed what she'd said. With his eyes on her tits he hadn't really been listening the first time around. Even when he was sure he'd heard her right, the only thing he could think to say was, "What?"

      "Sex, not to put too fine a point on it." Shy's smirk told him she knew why his mind hadn't kept up with the conversation, and heat suffused his cheeks as he glanced guiltily away.

      "Well, shit."

      Shy's expression faded from smug to somewhat confused, and after a moment's hesitation she said, "I ... I'm sorry, are you homosexual?"

      Victor gave her an annoyed look and said, "No, I'm not. I'm also not a virgin so don't ask. I happen to be pretty sure therefore that my cum doesn't cause superpowers."

      She giggled at that and said, "You were also pretty sure you didn't go to sleep in a girl's lap, which you most certainly did. Your record for presumptive accuracy over the course of our conversation is on the low side."

      Also out the window is the idea that a plant woman with the body of a porn star would use simple words, but I'm fairly sure telling her that won't do me any favors.

      Instead he said, "This place is weird ... but I'm still pretty sure sex with me won't give you witchy powers you don't already have."

      "May I touch you? You are wary of me and perhaps you should be. You're in a new place, with new rules, and everyone here will want something from you. Other males will be jealous of you, females of every stripe will desire you, and you are destined to lead a complicated life here on Celestine, presuming it is not cut short."

      She arched an eyebrow at him as she said, "Which — unfortunately for you — is the likelier outcome. I offer you myself, and my service. I will do what I can to ease your way should you accept me."

      His eyes narrowed, and he took pains to look her in the eye as he said with frank cynicism, "What's in it for you?"

      She didn't look away and her voice was steady as she said, "Perhaps quite a bit, perhaps nothing at all. You sought me out, took comfort in my shade. I in turn took great joy in the act of sheltering you, and your being a template or not had nothing to do with it. You're the first person I've spoken with in half a century. You're odd and surprising, pleasing to look upon, and you whet my appetites in more than a simple carnal sense. You may indeed turn out to be a great disappointment to me, Vic ... but I have a feeling about you. I trust my instincts, and right now my instincts are telling me that you need more than just my shelter. I'll give it to you whether you lay with me or not. You have but to accept my offer."

      It was tempting. Terribly so. Victor had no one. He had no survival skills, and knew that he was staring death by any number of means in the face. He doubted that if he got killed here he'd just pop up again somewhere else. This was a second chance he hadn't expected, and he couldn't afford to treat it like he'd get another one if he blew it. Still, he couldn't form a friendship based on a lie, or a fable. His cynical nature was warning him that this was all a ploy of some sort, but for what he couldn't imagine. The only thing he could think of was that she really believed that bullshit story about getting super powers from fucking him.

      I can at least clear that nonsense up easily enough.

      "I need help," he admitted. "I have nothing to offer you though. If you think you'll get something out of having sex with me, I'm willing to at least do my best to make the experience a pleasant one. I have to admit that you've got a body straight out of fantasy but again I have to say; aside from what physical satisfaction I can give, I doubt there's anything in it for you. If you're unsatisfied, you're under no obligation to me. Sound fair?"

      Shy offered him a smile that was anything but shy. "Vic, did you just offer to give yourself to me expecting nothing in return?"

      He laughed, but his his teeth were chattering with the cold as he said, "Hell no. Didn't I just say you're pretty much the hottest girl I've ever seen? If you want me for my body let me tell you, that's mutual. I might die in the next few days, but sex with you would be a good last memory."

      She stood and reached out to him, pulling him into her embrace. Victor was six feet even, and she wasn't more than an inch shorter if that. She murmured against his ear, "You are cold ... let me warm you."

      Shy didn't have a stitch of clothing on, and what little Victor was wearing already seemed constrictive. He slid his hands over her flaring hips, then dropped one to cup and squeeze her bottom as the other rose, tracing the line of her spine as he tilted his head to press a line of kisses over her throat.

      She let out a low sound of approval as his fingers slid into her hair, tightening just enough to turn her face to his so that he could taste her lips.

      Her tongue was tentative at first, playing against his own lightly before the kiss grew bolder. Her taste had a tang to it that was alien but not unpleasant. The feel of her flesh belied its wooden appearance. She was soft and warm and her body molded itself to his.

      The chill of the cold water faded from him as he indulged in Shy's kiss. She was obviously an experienced lover, probably much more so than he, but Victor prided himself on being a gentleman. If he were going to convince Shy to help him, he had to put in his best effort. What experience he had suggested women liked it when a man took the lead, and he did so. When the kiss finally broke, he used his grip on her hair to tilt her head back, exposing her throat. She gasped softly as he brushed his lips across her jawline and up, nibbling at the lobe of her ear, letting a soft breath feather the sensitive spot just beyond.

      "Ooooh, I like you more and more. Assertive, calm, inquisitive." She shivered and wrapped arms around his waist, her hands finding and squeezing his ass with more than a hint of possessiveness. "Experience or instinct, I wonder?"

      He bit her just hard enough to elicit a gasp, then murmured against her throat, "Bit of both."

      He turned her away from the water and gently laid her down on the loamy ground she'd so recently occupied as a stately willow tree, and let his mouth do something more productive than talk. Her breasts were full and soft and he cupped them, fingers sinking into supple flesh as his lips brushed circles around nipples puckered by something more than the chill in the air.

      She whimpered for him, urging him on as she splayed her legs and wrapped them around his waist, pressing herself up against him as his tongue swirled around first one nipple, then the other. He teased her with his teeth, but did not bite. It wouldn't do after all to be too aggressive. There would be time for that later, if she approved.

      Instead he continued to move his attentions lower. Her stomach was taut, smooth, and he was fascinated to discover that she had no belly button.

      Makes sense though if I think about it. She's a tree.

      That thought made him wonder if there were other surprises in store as his hands played over her breasts and then down her sides. She made a questioning sound as he kept moving lower, kissing first the tops of her thighs and then lower still. He wrapped his arms under her legs and spread her a bit as he settled down on his stomach.

      "Vic? What are yo-oooh!"

      Everything here at least seems to be where I expect it to be.

      He took his time, kissing all around the petals of her sex before drawing his tongue over each, bathing her tender pussy with lingual attention before suckling first one fold, then the other. Shy groaned and her bottom flexed, bumping him with her mound as she gasped, "No man has ever ... donNNnnne what you're doing unasked ... oh please don't stop!"

      He didn't. Her sex was swollen with arousal and she jolted when he teased her entrance with his tongue, then slipped it in. He wrapped his arms around her hips and splayed her a bit more as he buried his nose against her slit, taking in her heady scent as he thrust and rolled his tongue inside her. The tang he'd tasted in her kiss was much more pronounced here; she had a citrus flavor to her that Victor found delightful. She was intoxicating, and his cock felt like it would either tear through his shorts or snap in half it was so uncomfortably hard. He wanted to fuck her in the worst way, but forced himself to calm down and do her right.

      Eventually he pulled his tongue out of her. The sound of wanton need he got made him smile, and he ran his fingers over her pouting nether lips, spreading them as his tongue drifted up and began circling her clit.

      Her body dropped abruptly to the turf as all her strength seemed to leave her, and he slipped first one finger, then two into her pussy, stroking slowly as he began tracing the letters of the alphabet across the throbbing pearl at the apex of her sex. He could feel her snug cunt convulsing around his fingers with every stroke of his tongue, gradually getting tighter. He rolled his tongue in circles, then drifted it laterally across, searching for the rhythm that seemed to hit her best. He took his time, enjoying the search for all the buttons he wanted to push, gauging her reactions as she cooed and sighed for him.

      Her breathing grew heavier, until each exhalation was practically a wanton moan. He looked up the length of her body to see her kneading her breasts, squeezing the ripe flesh harder than he might have done himself as her lower body shivered and twitched. Her thighs convulsed, and he focused on the pattern that had done it, curling his fingers just a bit inside her in a come-hither gesture.

      Oh good, that's there too.

      "Oh ... ohh Vic ... please, PLEASE don't stop, just there, a little ... more, right there righttherrighttherrrrrrrrrreaaaaaah!"

      Her pussy abruptly clamped down around his fingers and began to pulse. He covered her clit and rolled his tongue over it once more, then suckled gently, drawing her orgasm out as much as he could. Her entire lower body spasmed and her legs fell weakly to either side as the strong rhythm of her sex began to ease into residual pulses of pleasure.

      She whimpered when he slipped his fingers from her and leaned up enough to slip out of his trunks and underwear. She seemed spent, her eyes glazed as he settled over her, resting his weight on his elbows. He kissed her lightly and began shifting his hips, sliding the rigid shaft of his cock between the swollen lips of her soaked pussy.

      He smiled at her and softly asked, "Are you ready?"

      Her eyes widened slightly as she felt him moving against her, then she wrapped a hand around his shoulder, cupping the back of his head and lifting her own to kiss him with a heat that more than answered his question. He shifted back, tilted his hips, and with one smooth motion hilted himself in her, groaning shamelessly into her mouth as he did so.

      She felt amazing. She was hot, snug, and very wet. Her sex seemed to grasp and clutch at him as he flexed his ass, grinding against her lazily rather than stroking. He knew once he started doing that he wouldn't last. It had been at least two weeks since he'd had any release, and even this much had him rigid and twitching inside her.

      It was soon apparent to him that Shy didn't care. She arched her hips and lifted her legs, moaning brokenly. "Oh please ... I can feel you throbbing. I know you're close ... don't hold back! I want it Vic, I want it right now. Fuck me ... cum inside!"

      Yes Ma'am.

      He shifted to get his knees under him and leaned up, catching her legs and pulling them together in front of him. He held her thighs closed and began fucking her. Hard. Her hot sex, the feel of her plush ass bouncing against his hips ... it didn't take long for him to start that climb.

      With an explosive groan he buried himself inside her and let go, his cock jerking hard as wave after wave of pleasure flooded through his body. The bliss of it tensed every muscle to the very edge of too much. He shivered against her, spending every drop of himself in her.

      As the sensation swirling through him finally began to settle, he kissed her ankles fondly before letting go and settling back onto his haunches, panting, still half-hard and — strangely — energized.

      Shy was shivering in front of him, her legs parted as she cupped her sex, idly slipping her fingers through the rather copious mess they'd made. She brought some of the mix to her lips and sucked her fingers clean, making what Vic was certain were deliberately lewd sounds as she did so.

      He chuckled and took a deep, satisfied breath, letting it out as he said, "So no magic powers, but hopefully worth the time spent, yeah?"

      Shy leaned up on her elbows, looking at him with an arched eyebrow. "Are you seriously telling me you don't feel that?" she asked.

      "Oh I felt it. You're amazing, but sex is like that when both people are into it."

      Shy smirked. "Not that."

      She stretched out a hand and set it on the ground. Plant-life exploded out of the loamy earth, tendrils racing out in all directions away from Shy's fingertips. Within seconds, tiny white flowers bloomed, then fell apart as fruit swelled in their place and grew, shifting from green to a deep red that looked vibrant even by moonlight. What had been a bare patch of ground less than ten seconds previous was now a strawberry patch with fruit ripe for the picking. Shy glanced from the patch back to him, meeting his eyes as she said, "That."

      Holy shit.

      He blinked stupidly, staring at what he could only think of as a minor miracle. His thoughts ground to a halt for a long moment, and then he forced himself to speak.

      "I ... don't feel that, no. Neat trick though." His stomach seemed to agree, taking that moment to make a rather rude statement regarding the fact that it hadn't had anything but water all day. He winced, flushing with embarrassment while Shy laughed and waved her hand. "Eat, silly! This is but a taste of the power you've given me. As long as you stay with me, I'll be able to sustain you in turn with nature's bounty."

      He reached out and plucked a strawberry, bit into it, and moaned as the flavor practically left him drooling. He ate two more in rapid succession, then forced himself to pause. She was looking at him indulgently as he asked, "So ... you couldn't do this before the sex?"

      She shook her head, obviously bemused by the comment. She said, "Are you sure you don't feel different, Vic? Does my essence not speak to you?"

      Victor wasn't sure what to think. He could hear her just fine, but as for the mystical magical? Not so much. He shrugged uneasily and said, "I mean, I can go again if you want. I think I pretty much cheated you on that first one ... it's um, it's been a while. I can usually hold out longer but uh, what can I say? Sorry."

      She laughed at him, pressed herself up just long enough to wrap her arms around him and haul him back down atop her. He grunted in surprise but managed to catch himself on his elbows before he crushed her. She planted a kiss on his lips, and for a moment it was all he could do to fend off her tongue with his own. When she broke the kiss she murmured, "Vic ... I don't want to embarrass you, but in five hundred years of life I have never had such an attentive male lover. Most of the men I have had simply ravish me for as long as I let them, and the few willing to pleasure me simply wanted me to give them orders, which makes it all a bit tedious. I've never even heard of a male willing to do what you did for me voluntarily, and you're good at it."

      He blinked, shifting a bit and shamelessly enjoying the warm softness of her breasts as they ballooned against his chest. "Really? Wow. Men here must suck at sex. Back where I come from I don't know any dudes that won't go down on a woman. You've got an amazing taste. I'd go down on you again right now, mess and all, just to get more of you."

      Shy's eyes widened. "You're not serious."

      "About what?"

      Her breath hitched in her throat as she gazed up at him, then said, "A-any of what you just said."

      He shrugged, grinned, kissed her, then took his time proving the relevant portion.

      The last coherent thing he heard her say was, "I amMmm never letting you go ...  oooh ..."
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      Daylight found Victor rooting through the strawberry patch having a satisfying if rather uniform breakfast. Shy had — sometime during the night — restored her tree, but her humanoid body was also present, laying curled up among its ... her? roots, chest rising and falling in peaceful sleep.

      He smiled as he glanced over at her, then shook his head as he chuckled to himself.

      How fucking lucky does one guy have to be to get what I just got?

      In the sunlight, the wood grain appearance of Shy's skin was even more striking. She had everything, hips, ass, legs, and the most perfectly formed pair of breasts he'd ever seen. He found himself wondering what her cup-size might be, but gave up as he realized both that he'd always sucked at guessing sizes and that she'd probably never even seen a bra.

      He resumed his breakfast, eating methodically until he felt sated, then drank from the pool before retrieving his spear and stepping away to relieve himself.

      When he came back, Shy was awake and reclining against the trunk of her tree, facing his direction. She looked askance at the spear in his hand, then at him as he said, "Morning."

      "Good morning, lover. How do you feel?"

      Her voice was smooth, silky. It seemed to caress him with sound and he marveled again at how in the wide wide world he'd ever wound up where he was. He shook his head and said, "Well. Rested. Going to need to get my hands on something with protein soon though."

      "What is protein?" she asked.

      He opened his mouth, then closed it again, considering how to answer. He wasn't sure if she'd be offended at the thought of him eating meat.

      Shy was watching him closely, and seemed to read his expression well enough to guess. "Are you referring to the fact that you need meat in your diet?"

      "Yeah. Is that a problem for you?"

      She smirked at him. "I can tell by your teeth what kind of food you need, Vic. While I obviously can't grow you a beef tree, there are ways I can help you gather the nutrients you need. Are you familiar with the assassin vine?"

      Vic paled slightly and pointed out toward the valley not more than a hundred feet away as he said, "White, pink, and red flowers? Rips animals up, sucks them dry, dumps what's left in the river?"

      "Oh so you've seen them work? They truly are a marvel, and somewhat misnamed. They're actually animals. If you gather an assassin vine, you can cut it up and grill the slices just like steak. Their muscle fiber is quite nutritious for folk with your needs."

      He stared at her blankly for a moment, then hesitantly asked, "May I presume you know a way for me to get around the whole rips me up, sucks me dry, and dumps what's left in the river part? I'd rather face down a bear than go after one of those things."

      "Oh that's simple. They go completely dormant in the dark. That's why they're only out in the sunlight, and why they kill young trees and bushes that try to take root in the valley. It's fairly safe to harvest them during a new moon, or a particularly cloudy night. Once they're cut into sections less than a foot long they don't have enough muscular tension to spike and are safe to carry. There should be a new moon in a few weeks, and it'll probably rain at least once before then. How urgent is your need?"

      "Well ... I mean I won't die, but I'm going to lose muscle mass." He flexed his chest idly, making his pecs bounce. He grinned as he noticed her eyes bouncing appreciatively along with them.

      It's total cheese, but I still love doing that.

      "My strength and speed will both go down, and since yesterday I've gotten the impression I'm going to need both to live here. Do you happen to know a way to make a bowl, or something I can boil water in? If I can boil them, I can get what I need from soybeans or lentils."

      She tilted her head, "Why do you need to boil them?"

      He frowned. "It gets complicated. Short answer is there are compounds in the beans that will damage my guts, but they break down when boiled."

      "I didn't ... I'm sorry, Vic. I would never have believed that you were a plant scholar, not knowing anything about dryads."

      That made him laugh and he shook his head and waved it away as he said, "I'm not. But I fought other guys for prize money so I could feed my family. In order to be at my best, I had to learn about what kinds of food I need, how much, and how to prepare it. Beans are cheap, so I ate a lot of them."

      "So you're a warrior? A soldier?"

      "Just a fighter. I don't know much about using weapons. I'm handy with a combat knife, short stick, and baton, er, club ... but that's about it."

      "The spear?"

      "Not so much. Pointy end goes into the bad guy is about the extent of it."

      Shy gave him a bemused look. "Your education has some strange holes in it."

      "Yeah, tell me about it. I don't even know how to build a fire."

      "Are you serious? Any child of any race could start a fire. You've got flint and a striker!"

      Victor gave her a pained look, and she raised a hand and relented. "I'm sorry. I just ... you must have come from a very strange place."

      I would say I've come TO a very strange place, but it amounts to the same thing.

      Shy brought his thoughts back to the present as she asked, "Have you given any thought to what I asked last night?"

      He came and sat down next to her with his back against the bole of her tree. "You mean about getting some kind of spooky power from you?"

      Her frown told him she didn't like the phrasing, but she nodded. He gave a one-shoulder shrug and looked away. "Same thing. Having sex with you felt amazing, but aside from the enjoyment I don't think I got anything out of it."

      A thought occurred to him and he tilted his head to look at her as she leaned against him. "Wait a minute. You mentioned getting powers from me, but didn't say anything about giving me powers until after the deed was done. Why?"

      She hesitated just long enough for him to notice, then said, "When you expressed doubt about your ability to grant power to your lover, I didn't want to complicate my offer by promising you something I wasn't sure I could deliver. But both pieces of information come from the same legends. They all say that powers are exchanged with a template. The more women you bed, the stronger you supposedly become."

      "Yeah, I can see why you weren't forthcoming with that. You don't need to worry about it though. You're an amazing partner, but you haven't given me anything I didn't expect to get."

      Shy touched his chest, then let her hand settle. Victor could hear uncertainty in her voice as she asked, "So you are not moved to act by what you have heard?"

      "Why should I be?" He set his own hand on hers. "You think I want to mess up a good thing with you by going after other women trying to chase down power I have no evidence exists? Isn't that a little silly? Even if the power was real and I did get something from you, what the hell would I do with it? I don't know anyone here. I don't know anything about the people who live on Celestine, other than the fact that none of them are like me."

      When she didn't answer he went on. "Hell if I thought I could get away with it I'd build myself a cabin or something and settle down right here! There's food, water, all the necessities, no one to worry about, no one coming after me for something ... that'd be more than I've ever really had, Shy."

      Not to mention the only thing I ever wanted was born of a desperate desire to just get OUT. Well, now I'm out. WAAAAAY out. So now what?

      He expected to feel satisfied, but instead he felt a creeping melancholy. He'd trained all his young life for something he'd never be able to do now. He'd never step into the ring in Vegas, or Monaco, fighting for the title. All that time wasted.

      Again, she seemed to have a read on his thoughts. She asked, "You won't miss people? I'm a tree, Vic. I can go fifty years between conversations. I'm not sure you can."

      "Saying you're going to what, tree up and stop talking to me?" he said. The joke was a feeble one, and it limped to its death in the relative silence that followed. For long minutes, the only sound was the roaring of the waterfall. Victor watched the rainbow flickering in the mist and thought seriously for the first time about the prospect of living a full life here, wherever here really was.

      Shy let her head rest on his shoulder as she said, "I don't think you'd be happy here, Vic. Not for long. I'll gladly stay with you, but I don't want to stand idly by while you waste away. I don't really understand what your old life meant to you. I get the impression it wasn't much, and that you don't miss it ... but you're here now, on Celestine. There is an entire world spread out at your feet. Will you really be content to become a hermit in the woods with only one dryad for company?"

      "I don't know. Yesterday I went to sleep right here pretty sure I'd be dead ... again, inside a week. I guess I haven't given it much thought."

      "I won't rush you, Vic ... but do give it some thought. I've been up here a long time by the standards of most races. I don't know much of what's going on in the wider world, but I do know that one of your kind would be utterly wasted in hermitage. I can live a lonely life, but even I would feel guilty hiding someone like you away from the world."

      "This is so unlike the conversation I'd be having with any normal girl," he said, chuckling. "I mean seriously? I meet a woman who wants to fuck me to get superpowers, really likes what I can give her, and instead of being possessive seems to be pushing me to go get it on with other girls? I feel like I'm in the Twilight Zone or something."

      "What do you know about the Twilight Zone?" she asked, abruptly leaning away from him as she stared at him intently.

      He looked at her incredulously. She gave no hint that she was joking, and she had no way of knowing the reference. It pained him, but he felt compelled to ask, "You mean that's actually a thing here?"

      "It is a domain of evil that covers most of the northern half of the continent. Swirling clouds of ash, dust, and smoke make it a realm of perpetual twilight. It has different names in different places, but yours is one of the most prominent."

      "If you tell me another one of those names is Mordor, I quit."

      She shook her head. "I've never heard that word."

      "Sauron? Peter Jackson? Meet the Feebles?"

      "No ... well I've heard the names Peter and Jackson, but given your inflection I don't think 'feebles' are a real thing in this world or yours."

      "Thank god for small favors I guess. How far are we from there?"

      Shy looked north, but after a moment said, "I have no idea. It's getting bigger all the time though. Fell monsters breed and thrive there, and over time sharing a border with the zone inevitably wears down cities, nations, empires. All fall eventually, and no one has ever reclaimed territory once lost."

      She paused, then went on quietly. "The university where I used to live was swallowed up over a century ago. It was why I came south and eventually settled here."

      Victor didn't know what to say to that, so he didn't say anything at all. The whole idea of this place was so utterly fantastic that his brain was refusing to process it. Magic, dryads, hybrid people, an all-encompassing evil encroaching ... it just didn't compute. It didn't jive with Victor's view of the world, his world.

      But I'm not IN my world. That at least has been made ABUNDANTLY clear. So what now? What if ... What if I was sent here to be a hero?

      As soon as he thought that he put his face in his hand and struggled to stifle a laugh. Failing that, he waved his other hand at Shy's mortified look and said, "Not laughing at what you've told me. I promise I'm not. My mind is just taking me to strange places these days."

      "Don't laugh at those places, Victor Mack. I have a good sense for people, and I have a very good sense of you. I share a bond with you now, one that I cherish. It's possible you know, what you were thinking. No matter what or who you used to be, you CAN make a difference here, I promise."

      Driven by her sincerity, Victor actually wondered. Can I be a hero? Back home I was nobody. Well, to be honest I'm nobody here too, but ...

      "Victor?"

      "Mm?"

      "The trees are telling me that there's a group of folk moving this way in a rough line from the cliffs inland."

      He stood up and retrieved his spear, abruptly wary. He'd run before because he'd had no choice. He didn't want to keep running if he didn't have to.

      "What do you suggest?" he asked.

      "I am ambivalent. I do not know these people, and they do not typically enter these woods. I believe they are probably searching for you."

      "Do you know the fish people?"

      He glanced down at her in time to see her wince. "Please tell me you did not call them that to their faces."

      "I am ... relatively sure I didn't call them that to their faces. Do you know them?"

      "Yes. They are an amoral force, much like the ocean in which they live. They are led by a woman named Cecaelia."

      Victor said, "Let me guess, tentacles for a lower body, creepy as fuck?"

      Shy nodded. "If these people are obeying her wishes, I would not go with them if I were you."

      "Well I already know I can outrun these guys. If I break through their line, can you keep up?"

      Shy stood up, looking at him curiously. He noticed that she kept a hand on the trunk of her tree and wondered suddenly if she could physically part with it. Somehow he doubted it, but then again she seemed able to take the tree with her ... and thinking about THAT made his head hurt.

      This place makes ZERO sense.

      She asked, "Why would you go north?"

      He glanced around, scanning the trees for movement, then sighed. "I ... because I think you're right, Shy. I'm not sure why I think you're right because I think I'm crazy for thinking you're right, but I don't really believe I was meant to live in obscurity here. It feels like, maybe, I was put here for a reason, like this isn't just a second chance I don't deserve to live in a world I don't understand."

      He met her eyes and it wasn't until he spoke the words that he really knew he meant them. "I want to be more."

      She smiled, and it was like the sun coming out from behind dark clouds. She put a hand on his shoulder, and her tree vanished as she stepped up to him and kissed him. "Then for you Victor, I promise I can keep up. Lead on."
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      There was very little air movement beneath the canopy and it felt close and still to Victor as he moved. Unfortunately there was very little undergrowth that he could use to hide from the skirmish line Shy had told him was closing in, and though he might climb a tree, when he'd suggested it Shy had simply given him an odd look and — as though reminding him of something he'd forgotten — said that his scent was very strong, and there was no way the people coming this way would miss it.

      "Telling me I stink?" he said, speaking softly as he advanced, but glancing back at her with a smile to let him know he was teasing.

      "Mm, yes and no. I love the part of your smell that's you, but ... and I'm not quite sure how to explain it, there's more to it than that."

      I am NOT going to have a conversation about what makes men stink with Shy. Not now, and not in the future.

      "Gotcha. Will bathe at the next opportunity."

      She nodded ahead of them and pointed as she said, "You'll be able to see one of them in just a moment. How are you going to handle it?"

      He answered by ducking behind a tree and putting a finger to his lips. He planned to handle it quickly, and if at all possible quietly.

      He considered using the spear, but realized there was too much left to chance if he did. He didn't want to kill anyone, and he didn't know if he could knock out whoever was coming with any certainty, hitting them with the blunt end. He set it against the bole of the tree and flexed his fingers.

      As he listened, he found he could hear people calling out to each other, and he hoped that meant they weren't actually close enough to see each other. If they were, he'd just have to thump the one closest and beat feet. He'd prefer it if he could get a bit more of a head start than that. Knocking out the one coming up to him seemed his best bet, but he had to do it quietly. That'd be the trick. Despite her assurances, Shy didn't look like she was built to run.

      She nodded and pressed herself against him and he couldn't help the tiny whimper he made as he looked down at the way her breasts pillowed against his chest. Her eyes flickered down, then up and he made a face as he saw her smirk. He hissed, "I need to focus and you're not helping!"

      Her smile widened just a little. She leaned up and whispered in his ear, "Your focus seems just fine to me. Twenty feet, eighteen ... fifteen. Coming up on your right."

      He could hear footsteps now, and Shy began slipping to his left to keep herself out of sight. He took a deep breath as he turned his head to the right, his left fist lifting, clenched and ready.

      At the first hint of movement he whirled around the tree and struck hard. His fist cracked against the temple of a creature that looked to have more than a little otter mixed in. He had brown fur across his shoulders and down his arms and legs. Wearing a simple tunic with a rope belt and carrying a net loose in one hand, he barely had time to widen his eyes before the blow caught him and half-spun him around.

      Not one to waste an opportunity, Victor caught him in a clean four-square choke and the muscles of his arms bulged as he hauled the much shorter man up and off his feet.

      Too eas-OW OW OW FUCK!

      He gritted his teeth as the fellow he had up off the ground began clawing at his forearm. Fingernails might have taken off a few layers of skin, but this guy had actual freaking claws! Blood spurted and began running freely. In the seven seconds it took him to lose consciousness, he shredded a good portion of the meat on top of Victor's arm.

      The scrabbling claws lost their strength, and the fellow slumped. Victor held him a few seconds more to make sure he was completely out then eased him to the ground, wincing as his right arm shook with the pain. It was covered in blood.

      Well THAT was ... bad. I have nothing to stitch this with even if I had the skill, and the bandages I have are fucking filthy.

      He glanced around warily as he picked up the man's net, then stepped back to retrieve his spear. Shy was looking at him with wide eyes, but he just pressed a finger to his lips again and waved her forward.

      There is no way that looks good. And there's no way I'm going to try and go easy on someone in this world again unless I can check their hands first. FUCK this hurts.

      He checked for a pulse, held his hand over the man's mouth and nose to confirm his breath, then leaned in and whispered, "Sorry, nothing personal."

      Tossing the net over his left arm, he also put the spear in his left, absently flexing the fingers of his injured right to make sure everything still worked. So far so good. It just hurt, and the bleeding made it look worse than it was.

      I hope.

      Setting off, he moved as quietly as he was able, which turned out to be pretty quiet all things considered. At the least, there was no alarm from the rest of the skirmish line as he passed them. As soon as he couldn't hear them calling to each other anymore he picked up the pace, aware that he was dripping blood and even a city boy could have followed the trail he must be leaving.

      "Are you okay?"

      Shy kept pace with him, seeming to travel through the forest with supernatural ease. He realized it probably was supernatural; her movement wasn't making even a whisper of noise.

      Neat trick.

      He kept moving, not wanting to see her expression. "I'll live until infection sets in at least. Let's go. I'd rather move than talk about how fucking stupid that was. Animal fucking planet and I choke a guy with his hands free. Stupid, stupid. I'm just lucky he panicked and didn't think to reach back a little farther and tear my face off."

      One nightmare scenario after another played through his thoughts as he moved. There were at least a dozen ways a more experienced fighter in the same situation could have inflicted debilitating injuries on Victor given the circumstances.

      "Why didn't you just kill him?" she asked. Her tone held no malice, only genuine curiosity. Even that set him back though.

      He paused, one hand on a tree as he glanced from the game trail he was following to her. "Why would I kill him? He didn't want to kill me. Dude didn't even have a weapon, well, a real weap- you know what? Can we not talk about this? I feel dumb enough as it is. I don't kill people just because they're inconvenient. Hell I've never killed anyone, and the only one I ever really wanted to kill had me shot, so that didn't work out so well for me."

      He reached up to touch the rough scar between his eyes, and wound up smearing blood across it, which made him curse. He set off, jogging down the trail.

      Several minutes later she said, "You have been discovered. They are running after us now."

      "This whole tree telepathy thing you've got going on is pretty handy. I don't suppose you can talk to grass too?"

      When she didn't answer he glanced back to see her giving him an incredulous look. He winced and shrugged. "Just asking. We'll be out of the trees in a few minutes is all. The fuck do I know about magic anyway?"

      Manifestly not much.

      "It's all right, Victor. We have much to learn about each other."

      A sudden sense of guilt washed over him as he heard contrition in her voice and realized how he'd been talking to her. "Pardon my french. I tend to cuss when I'm frustrated."

      His arm was throbbing painfully and every step he took ran the risk of a twisted or broken ankle on the steep, downward sloping, narrow path he was trying to follow. On the one hand he couldn't wait to leave the forest behind. On the other, leaving the woods would mean they had no cover.

      I really hope Shy can keep up when we get to level ground because if she can we are GONE.

      The trail they'd been following trended mostly north, but went west as well, and when it started to go straight west Victor abandoned it and began loping through the trees as he caught sight of the edge of the woods. Seconds later dazzling sunlight caused him to pull up and shield his eyes, blinking rapidly as he scanned around.

      Rolling his eyes in their sockets and sucking his teeth in irritation at the delay, he caught sight of a familiar shape less than two hundred feet away and closing, fast.

      "Ssssshit!"

      It was the huge longhorn woman he'd seen yesterday with the cloven feet and tremendous physique — the one who'd kept up when all the others had fallen away. She was already close enough that he couldn't risk taking off at an angle. The only thing that could make this situation worse than fighting would be getting plowed under from behind as he tried to run away.

      He switched the net to his right hand, gripping the edge clumsily with vague thoughts of flipping it toward the woman when she got close enough and running like hell.

      Got no clue how to use any of this crap. I am so dead. SO dead.

      The beast woman coming at him was at least half a foot taller than he was, and as she got closer Vic began to wonder if he could actually feel the ground trembling or if it was his overactive imagination. He set the spear against his foot and angled it toward her as a scene from 13th Warrior flashed through his mind.

      As she got within twenty feet though, she slowed up on her own and raised her hands. "I'm unarmed! I don't want to hurt you! I swear I don't! Please just hear me out!"

      "You've got thirty seconds!"

      "I only need ten! Let me come with you! I can help you! I'll fight for you! I'll do anything just take me with you wherever you're going!"

      Her voice was as deep as her body suggested, but mellow despite its urgency. Victor looked at her with disbelief plain on his face, but it wasn't as though everything Shy had told him over the course of the last day had bounced off. He didn't need to ask any questions about her motive. If what Shy had told him was true, he knew why she wanted in. It was a simple question of whether he trusted her or not. Caution told him not to. Expediency on the other hand ...

      Fuck it. If she decides to fight I'm more than a little likely to wind up as a greasy stain under those hooves. Those arms are as big around as my thighs.

      Victor tossed her the spear and bunched up the net before under-handing that too. "Welcome aboard. Try to keep up."

      She caught the spear deftly, and the net, but by the time she said, "Thank you!" he was already past her and setting a pace just short of a flat out run headed north northwest. When he came to the river, he needed to be at least a few miles above the village or he'd have been wasting his time. He also wanted to get far enough upstream that the water was fresh on the theory that the sea folk he'd spotted would have a problem going from salt to fresh just like most fish.

      There you go again Vic, trying to think all logical an shit. The woman behind you IS A TREE.

      Still, it was possible, and some hope was better than none.

      Now that his hands were free he started unwinding the bandages he was still wearing around his palms. He'd loosened them a bit yesterday but having nowhere to carry them had meant leaving them in place. Now he used them to bind his forearm, hoping to stop the bleeding. He didn't think he was going to bleed out or anything, but the sheer amount of damage was enough to be causing him problems, and it hurt like a bitch.

      Thank god I'm not alone. It's easier to show tough when you've got a female audience.

      There wasn't enough wrap to do a good job, but what he had would have to do. The bleeding did seem to slow down a bit, and he kept his arm crooked in against his side as he ran. He had no idea how much blood he'd lost, or how much that loss would impact his stamina, but he was sure he'd find out soon enough anyway, so worrying about it didn't seem worth the energy.

      Settling into a rhythm, he distracted himself from the pain by wondering how the cow girl ... fuck it, how the minotaur had known enough to wait for him. Had she just gotten lucky? Was it circumstance, or cleverness?

      If the latter I may just have to accept the fact that everyone I meet on this crazy planet is going to be smarter than I am. Or telepathic. Or magical.

      He glanced back to assure himself that both the minotaur and Shy were keeping up. So far, they were. In fact at the fast jog he was keeping the minotaur girl was barely above a walk.

      Or just way fucking bigger than me. FML.

      "Can you two go faster?" he asked.

      Shy's lips compressed, but she nodded with an expression akin to grim determination. The minotaur girl said, "A little, but if we go too fast I'll fall behind. I can't really run for more than a few hundred yards. You saw yesterday."

      Victor looked further back, but didn't see anyone out of the trees yet, and they had faded to a dark line near the horizon. Returning his attention to what was in front of him he said, "We'll keep to this then. How far ahead is the river?"

      "Another four miles, maybe five if you go any further west."

      She doesn't sound out of breath, so the only one I really need to worry about is Shy. She doesn't look so good. Maybe once she's out of the forest she loses some of her power. At this pace we'll make the river in under an hour. Then we can take a breather and figure out next steps.

      By the time the watercourse came into sight Shy was breathing in ragged gasps, and when they reached the shore she collapsed without ceremony and faded away to be replaced by a willow tree. This time though it wasn't a simple visual transition from one to the other. Here the roots actively clawed into the ground, churning up the earth on all sides as Shy settled into place. Several of the roots were extended into the river, and Victor was reminded that willow trees always seemed to be near water.

      He looked at the flow and found to his relief that it seemed to be running clean and was shallow enough that he could see the bottom out for the first ten feet or so. The river in total was at least sixty feet wide, and while there were no rapids it was running strongly.

      Victor turned and asked, "How clean is this water? Can I drink it?"

      The minotaur woman tilted her head curiously at him, then said, "Well, everyone else does. You should let me look at that arm though. You've been bleeding this whole time!"

      He drank from the stream, then sat down as the huge woman came to kneel next to him. He offered his arm and she gingerly unwrapped his clumsy efforts at bandaging.

      "This is terrible!" she cried, catching his elbow and gingerly turning his arm this way and that. "What happened?!"

      "One of the guys that came into the forest did it. Can you do anything?"

      She looked up into his eyes and he saw what looked like genuine concern in her expression. She had a pleasant face, full lips and a slightly upturned nose with brown eyes and hair, which was bound in a pair of short braids that fell over her shoulders.

      She was even bigger up close, but despite her size there seemed to be only a little fat on her outside those places where women usually liked it. While Shy had breasts that were perhaps bigger than her frame might warrant, this woman's tits — while massive — seemed to fit her well. The fact that she had them tightly bound by a white sarashi did very little to disguise their magnitude. Her only other clothing was a loincloth bound by a wide, worn leather belt held by an iron buckle. She shrugged a backpack from her shoulders and set it down next to her. As she did so she half-turned and bent, and Victor got a look at a back broad enough to do passable service as a barn door.

      Well with a rack like that ... makes sense.

      Her tail was almost delicate by contrast with the rest of her and curled up just past her knees, lightly furred along its length and ending in a dark brown tuft of hair. It did nothing whatever to cover her fantastic ass. He noticed that like her tail, most of her exposed flesh was in fact lightly furred cow hide, giving her a uniformly tanned look. He found himself wondering if the fur covered her breasts considering her belly seemed bare, but thought it imprudent to ask.

      "I can only imagine what you must have done to him to scare him into harming you," she was saying, bringing his thoughts back to the present as she settled on her knees, opened the pack, and began rooting around inside. "Everyone was under threat of death if they hurt you. I suppose at least that won't matter to him now. If he did this and you got away, I can't imagine he's still alive."

      Victor winced and glanced away. "Other than a black eye, I didn't hurt him. I choked him. He panicked and did this before he lost consciousness."

      "I ... wow. Um ... why did you do that? You had a spear."

      Jesus. How bloodthirsty ARE these people?

      "I didn't want to hurt him. I just wanted to get away without a big fight. I didn't know the little fucker had claws until it was too late. If I'd let him go to save my arm he'd have made noise and we'd have been caught."

      He watched her as she pawed through her pack, expecting her to come up with a needle and thread. Instead she came up with a clay jar about quart size and offered it to him. "Drink some of that. It'll keep you from infection and help speed up your healing. I wish I could do more but ... you shouldn't come to any lasting harm as long as you get some every day for a week or so."

      "What is it?" he asked, taking the jar from her and working the cork stopper from side to side.

      "Milk."

      Something clicked in the back of Victor's mind at about the same time he popped the cork out of the jar. He'd seen no trace of any cattle, or goats, or horses ... or anything else from which milk might be obtained. The woman herself though ... he looked up at her, feeling uneasy as he asked, "What kind of milk?"

      She blushed deeply and actually lowed, seemingly from embarrassment. She said, "It's from my sister. I don't ... I haven't produced yet. It's fresh I promise!"

      The way she said that last made him certain she'd completely missed the point of his question. He slowly put the cork back in place and offered the jar back as he said, "I ... don't think so."

      She wore a look of deep consternation as she said, "Please don't be offended! If I were producing I would definitely offer you my own! I ... it's one of the reasons I wanted to come, why I defied Cecaelia's orders! I'm sure I can produce for you if you just give me a chance!"

      She made no move to take the jar back, and Victor lowered it to the ground as he said, "I don't think you understand. I don't drink people milk. That's ... not done where I come from. It has nothing to do with whether it came from you or your sister."

      Consternation gave way to confusion as she asked, "You do drink milk, but not, people milk? Um ... what kind of milk do you drink?"

      "Cow's milk mostly."

      "Cows? My sister is a cow. She's got two children."

      He blinked, then said, "ANIMAL cow, not person cow."

      She gave an odd look, then tentatively said, "You mean, like buffalo female milk?"

      Victor frowned. "Close enough I guess. It would be ... weird, drinking a woman's milk. That's for babies, not men. I'm not even sure it's healthy for grown ups to drink ... human ... ugh. I hate this place."

      He trailed off and gave up at the look of growing concern on the minotaur girl's face. She wasn't human. Hell, Shy hadn't even heard the word before and thought it was his name at first. He covered his face with his hand and tried vainly to think of something not stupid to say.

      "Sir? Can I ask your name?"

      He looked up, dropping his hand over his knee. "Victor. Call me Vic. You?"

      "Laina."

      He blinked, nodded. "I like that name. It's cute."

      She smiled sweetly at that, but the expression faded back into concern as she said, "So ... Vic. I don't want to offend you. I really don't, but I think things are done a little differently where you come from. Here, animals drink animal milk. People drink people milk, and the best of that is minotress milk. Short of magic, nothing staves off infection or speeds healing more."

      "I ... uh." He trailed off. He didn't know what to say. They looked at each other for a long moment, then he sheepishly said, "I'm not offended. You're right. This place is ... completely crazy, at least from my point of view. I'm sure if our situations were reversed you'd say the same if you wound up where I came from. The idea of drinking milk that came from a person is just not ... comfortable for me."

      "I don't have anything else that will keep your arm from festering, Vic." She glanced away and shook her head. "I'm sorry, but you can't just rinse a wound like that in the river and be okay."

      Victor started laughing. He couldn't help it. He tipped his head back and stared up at the wide blue sky and laughed until the urge left him. "Aah, my life is so fucked. All this because I didn't know enough about guns to flip the safety off."

      He looked back at her and said, "You know what, Laina? I've been here two days, and this won't even be the craziest thing I've done since I got here. If you're not too offended, I'll take you up on the milk."

      "No! Of course not! You need it!" She looked horrified at the thought, then picked the jug up off the ground and practically thrust it into his hands.

      He removed the stopper and before he could think about what he was doing tipped the jar across his forearm and took a long pull. It tasted a bit sweeter than he was expecting, and not at all unpleasant ... almost like a vanilla protein shake.

      Once done he corked it again and handed it back. "Thanks." He paused, then felt compelled to add, "Tastes good."

      A thought occurred to him and he pulled the bandage from around his neck off and unwrapped the dagger, flint and striker and handed them over. "Mind carrying these too? I've got no pockets."

      Glancing up at the sun he added, "And I'm going to have a helluva sunburn by the end of the day anyway. Dumped in crazy land without a shirt, much less shoes, pants ... ain't that some shit."

      Laina took the items and along with the jar put everything back in her pack. She then pulled a rough, homespun tunic out and offered it to him. "It's ... too big for you, but here. At least it will keep the sun off."

      Victor took the offered clothing with a muttered thank you and dropped it over his head. It was indeed, much too big for him, and he had a feeling if he ran for any distance without some creative bandage use he'd have chafing problems within a mile, but he did have bandages, so that was one problem he didn't have to complain about.

      That done, he took another long drink from the river and stood up, moving over to Shy's shade. He didn't have a hat either and other than a four inch wide strip of dark hair less than an inch long on the top of his head, his hair was pretty much buzzed down to the skin.

      "We'll let Shy rest until she tells us she's ready to go again. How far do you think those guys from the village will chase us?"

      "Cecaelia threatened everyone. I don't think they'll stop unless it's clear you can't be caught," Laina replied, moving into the shade as well and curling down on one hip. "Thank you again by the way. I know I put you in a bad place and forced you to make a decision. If you had insisted though, I want you to know I'd have let you go rather than hurt you."

      He looked back over his shoulder, then turned around to face south and the forest they'd left behind. "Well I don't want you to have to fight anyone, least of all someone from your home town. If I spot them coming we'll see if we can rouse Shy and get a move on. If worst comes to worst, promise me something."

      "What?" she asked.

      "Don't fight. I'll bug out if I can, but I don't want you to burn your bridges. If I get caught, just play along and take credit for catching me. Say you chased me here. The tracks should bear that out. Shy couldn't run anymore and I wouldn't leave her behind. I'm injured and malnourished. I couldn't run as fast as yesterday. They've got no reason not to buy the story."

      "How will I find you again if you escape?" she asked, looking over at him with concern.

      "I'll work something out. These people sheltered you, gave you a home. Don't turn against them for some dude you just met."

      "I ... okay. If you're sure." She wasn't happy, and that made him wonder just why it was she wanted so badly to leave these people behind.

      He sighed and said, "I don't know how much rest Shy needs." He looked up into her branches. "Really don't know much about her at all actually."

      That made him chuckle self-deprecatingly. "I don't know much of anything I guess. Not when it comes to this place."

      "Where did you come from?" Laina asked.

      "Nowhere you've heard of. I got dumped in this world from somewhere else just yesterday. Woke up in a sea cave and it's been one thing after another since then."

      She tilted her head, smiling at him as she asked, "So, something you said earlier made me curious. Can I ask a question?"

      "Shoot."

      "You said drinking minotress milk wasn't the craziest thing you've done since you got here ... even though it's obvious that really bothered you. What was the craziest thing you've done?"

      He looked at her, thought about it, then laughed helplessly as he rapped Shy's trunk with a pair of knuckles and said, "I fucked a tree."
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      There was no warning.

      One moment Victor was scanning the southern horizon looking for traces of pursuit, the next he was being showered with water as a score of silver scaled fish folk erupted out of the river and onto the bank only feet away.

      Acting purely on instinct, Vic leapt away and felt the whisper of a net brushing across his legs. On his feet in the next instant, he surveyed the opposition. There were too many to fight all at once, but now that he knew what to look for he noted that none of the people opposing him were armed ... and most of them were female.

      All of them in fact. That's fighting dirty.

      At least they weren't completely naked. Sea weed, shells, precious metals and gems seemed to make up the bulk of the clothing, and as they moved to surround him Victor rapidly backpedaled.

      Shy was still in the form of a tree and showed no evidence of changing. Laina was looking around with an expression of horror writ large on her features. She reached out and tentatively took up the spear, but was covered in netting seconds later for her troubles.

      None of the sea folk got more than thirty feet from the water though, and stopped when they realized they wouldn't be allowed to get behind him. He watched warily and waited for someone to say something. Until he knew what they intended, he didn't intend to give anything away himself.

      Not that I've got much to give away.

      Running wasn't an option. Until they knew he was Laina's 'captive' it wouldn't do to bail out and risk her being hurt.

      He wasn't at all surprised when moments later the woman he now knew to be their leader rose up out of the water. She moved with a smooth, liquid grace that was disconcerting in the extreme. Though her tentacles roiled, her upper body was unshaken as she mounted the bank. She said, "Won't you come closer? My name is Cecaelia. I lead these people. As I said last time we met, I've no intention of harming you."

      "I hear that a lot lately," Victor replied, lifting his arm and displaying its blood-soaked bandages. "You'll forgive me for humoring my doubts on the matter. What do you want?"

      He watched her expression closely, but the only thing he could see was that her face was a mask of cultured patience and the kind of faux kindness rich people tended to wear as they gave change to a panhandler on a street corner.

      She said, "You are new to this world, are you not? I simply wished to ensure that you had proper guidance and help. Templates such as yourself often die within the first week of their appearance on Celestine, and I think it would be a tragedy if that happened to you." She indicated my arm as she asked, "Tell me, how did you come to suffer such grievous harm?"

      Laila opened her mouth but paused when she caught sight of the look Victor gave her.

      I really don't want any harm to come to that guy, ESPECIALLY considering the price I paid not to hurt him myself.

      He turned to Cecaelia and said, "A misunderstanding. I'll heal."

      The octopedal woman seemed to be willing to let the issue go, glancing at Laina as she said, "I am glad at least that one of my servants was able to guide you to the river where we can talk ... though it is a bit far upstream."

      Victor's eyes narrowed slightly as he considered and dismissed the possibility that Laina had played him. If she was an actress, she was a damn good one. He shrugged and said, "Well you seemed insistent and I saw no point in fighting. I ran out of energy and this woman caught me, then offered aid and tended my injury as best she knew how. I'll thank you for the offer of guidance, but decline. I'm not much of a swimmer, and think I'll take my chances on land."

      He glanced at Laina again and saw to his great relief that she wasn't struggling under the weight of the nets, nor was she trying to 'clear things up.' Her discretion made this easier, if only marginally. He was touched that she felt enough confidence in him to let him muddle his own way out of this. She was gazing at him with soulful eyes which seemed to convey her faith in him.

      Can't blame her for that though ... she clearly doesn't know me well.

      Cecaelia seemed to ponder his words for a moment, then shook her head with an air of regret as she said, "While I can appreciate your preferences, it would be negligent of me to let you go. You are simply too likely to come to harm. This is a dangerous world, and you are unequipped to deal with it — I can tell."

      Her eyes rose to meet his as she added, "That is why I felt I had to so strongly encourage my people here on the land to search for you. If you aren't willing to come with me, I will feel compelled to make them bear the burden of responsibility for your current and future injuries. It is very difficult for me and mine to operate on land you see, and I simply cannot conscience letting you come to harm when my servants could have prevented it."

      Did she just ... she DID. She took her own fucking people hostage. Wow. Stone cold bitch here.

      It was immediately clear to him that if he let her know he actually cared about the villagers they would be held against his compliance. There was only one way he knew of short of giving up to diffuse that notion. Play dumb.

      "Wait, what?" His voice conveyed a very genuine incredulity. He hoped she would misinterpret it as confusion regarding her intentions rather than disbelief at her brazen disregard for her own people.

      I'm going to have to be careful here if I want to pull this off.

      "Are you ... trying to hold the villagers hostage so that I'll do what you tell me to do?"

      For the first time, Victor noticed Cecaelia's expression crack, but it was only a momentary flicker and not enough to give him a good read. He knew that's what she was trying, but saying it outright obviously wasn't her style.

      She shook her head and smoothly said, "I simply wanted you to know the depth of my concern for your well-being."

      "So if I continue to decline your invitation and leave, what will happen to them?" he asked, voice filled with honest curiosity.

      I can play this game aaaaaall day, lady.

      "Anything could happen," she said, still obviously trying to evade. "I couldn't guarantee their safety if they failed to bring you to me, that's all."

      "Can you normally guarantee their safety?" he asked.

      "We have an agreement to that effect, yes." Now it was clear that her patience was wearing a bit thin, but that she was determined not to let the veneer of civilization slip.

      I can use that. At twenty or more to one I don't exactly want to get uncivilized here.

      "Well I've been brought to you, you've spoken to me, and I still intend to go my own way. You should probably tell your people that they won't have to worry about the matter henceforth. It would be absurd after all, for you to hold your own people — who I don't care about one way or the other — hostage against me. That would be the sort of thing only a lunatic would think might work, and I would have to be pretty stupid to submit to such a person."

      For a long moment, no one said anything. Victor silently prayed he had played the right notes, keeping things just civilized enough for her to want to keep the veneer up. He glanced at the sea folk and saw several of them weren't looking at him, but her. Their eyes seemed clouded with a mixture of concern and doubt. He didn't know exactly what the power structure was here, but if she was at the top, and demonstrating a willingness to sacrifice those who weren't ... there was nothing to say that they couldn't be next.

      Cecaelia's expression had become calculating, thoughtful. Victor would have put good money down on the bet that she was trying to figure out if he was bluffing or not. She knew less about him than he knew about her, after all. She had no way to judge his words save on their face value, and he'd pitched them so as to convey nothing but sincerity. He'd made every effort to keep them from sounding two-faced, and that was exactly what she had to wonder about now. She had to understand that since she obviously didn't give a shit about her own people, he honestly might not either — particularly since he was new here and didn't know any of them personally.

      Come on ... stick is no good, so offer the carrot instead. If this is the best you can do, you're not nearly as conniving as my back-stabbing little sister.

      The thought of what Lisa had done almost cracked Victor's composure, but he was saved from the distraction as Cecaelia said, "Yes, of course. I wouldn't want my people to think me intemperate. Is there nothing I can offer you, sir? I truly think you would be safest coming with me, and I promise you, the water will pose no threat to you while in our company. I have significant resources that I could put at your disposal: fine clothing, servants, your choice of companions, vast wealth. You surely do not yet understand the sway you might hold. I beg you simply allow me to show you the breadth of possibility open to you here."

      Victor took his time considering his answer. She'd given him an idea, and he figured it was worth at least a shot. If all else failed, he could bug out and be relatively assured that Laina wouldn't be harmed. At this point Cecaelia might not even be aware that the willow growing on the bank wasn't just what it seemed.

      Though now that I think of it, how the hell did she know I was here?

      "I thank you for your offer, Cecaelia. I appreciate it, but I will respectfully decline. This woman has been helpful though. If you want to help me any way you can, surely you could ask her to travel with me? She's already done much for me on your behalf, and with her size I can't imagine she'd be incapable of protecting me."

      Cecaelia's answer was smooth and immediate. "I could of course do that, but you must understand that if I am to lose someone so valuable I must have something in exchange? How am I to collect on this favor you will owe me?"

      Aw crap.

      Victor thought for a moment, then said, "I would have to know what you wanted, Cecaelia."

      She said, "For now, tell me your full name. I will take that as your owed favor, and grant this woman to accompany you on your travels for now."

      'This woman.' 'Someone so valuable.' Dollars to donuts she doesn't even know Laina's name. I HATE people like this.

      Along with his thoughts on the terms, other warning bells were going off in his brain. Something about the way she'd subtly stressed full name. His eyes narrowed, and he said, "My name is Victor Mack."

      "That's your full name?" she asked pointedly.

      "It's how I sign my paychecks at any rate," he said evenly. "I think we both understand that your initial approach leaves something to be desired as far as I'm concerned. I need to know that you're on the level before I give you anything else. I've seen some odd things over the last few days, and something tells me there's more to my name here than I know. I'll tell you what though. I'm going to ask around, see what other people think of you. I'll owe you an apology if they tell me you're an honorable person, and I'll come back and give you my full name to prove my apology is sincere."

      So much for keeping things simple ... the more I think about it though, the more I think giving up my full name would be a bad idea.

      "What evidence have I given you that I am not honorable?" she asked, and this time her eyes narrowed. He saw just a hint of the ugly temper she had so far kept so well-contained.

      Careful. I really don't want that temper to flare.

      "If I told you I was honorable, would you believe me?" he asked.

      She answered with practiced ease. "Of course."

      Yeah right.

      He glanced at Laina, covered in nets, and indicated her as he asked, "What's her name?"

      "Excuse me?" Cecaelia asked, thrown by the question. Victor said, "You mentioned that she was valuable to you. What's her name?"

      She froze, then her expression darkened as the implications of the question settled in. She folded her arms across her chest and Victor continued, treading very carefully. "I want to trust you, but in order to do so I have to be able to believe what you say, just as you should believe me when I speak. I am an honorable man, and her name incidentally is Laina."

      "You are too clever by half, Victor Mack. I do not like being put in a corner."

      Most vicious animals don't.

      "Give me something to prove I can trust you," he said, speaking in the same gentle tone he'd use on such an animal. He held his hands up, palm out to show they were empty. He made his body language as meek as he could manage. "Right now I'm terrified of you. I've been ready to run since you showed up, but you've been willing to talk, so we're talking."

      Never hurts to throw a little honesty in. This bitch is straight up horror movie material.

      Cecaelia considered him, the darkness in her expression fading as he all but debased himself in front of her. He could tell his attention to detail with the body language was helping. Growing up where he had, there'd been plenty of opportunity to learn how to make himself small. No matter how strong he got, he still somehow managed to run into people who were bigger, badder, or just plain crazy and weren't worth fighting. Cecaelia easily topped two of those three lists at the moment, and he'd never been one to hang his hat on foolish pride. Not when he wasn't in the ring anyway.

      "Would it surprise you to learn, Victor, that I desire you sexually?" she asked at last.

      He blinked, giving her a blank expression. Of course he knew, but letting her know he knew wasn't in the cards. "What for? You and I wouldn't exactly ... um ... fit together."

      She smirked at him, and made a short series of gestures that left traces of something in the air that looked like twisted heat waves. The distortions grew until they formed a haze around Cecaelia, and Victor couldn't help but look away as a bright, utterly silent flash of light erupted from her.

      When the spots cleared out of his eyes, he saw Cecaelia no longer rode on a bed of tentacles, but wore the lower body of a human woman. She was still clearly not human though: her extra limbs now spread out behind her, six tentacles weaving idly in the air all around and putting Victor in mind of some of the Hindi iconography he'd seen, though those had been arms, not tentacles.

      At least SHE isn't wearing a necklace of skulls. This woman has got to be the most terrifying creature I've ever seen.

      Her transformation left him visibly dumbfounded, and she didn't miss the opportunity.

      She sauntered toward him, curled an arm around his shoulder, and ran well-trimmed nails across the back of his scalp as she leaned in and whispered against his ear, "I assure you, Victor Mack, you'll fit me well. Perhaps you'd like to make a deal?"

      She smells amazing. What's going ON here?

      Vic felt disoriented, confused. And horny. Very, very horny. She was running her hands over his back, his ass, everywhere at once it seemed. He blinked and shook his head, but the fog in his mind refused to clear. Cecaelia bit his earlobe and hissed, "You're clever, and you have an admirable physique, Victor Mack. I am as you suspect; terrible, powerful, and treacherous. Yet as fickle as I am, you have the chance to gain from me ... if you dare try. Indulge my lust, satisfy it, and I will grant you great ... power ..."

      I want this. GOD I want this woman ...

      He slid his hands over her hips, squeezed her bare backside, felt soft flesh balloon around his fingers as she murmured approvingly in his ear. Her breasts fit her frame perfectly and she pressed hard nipples against his chest as her many limbs continued to caress him from all sides. But for a tiny rock of absolute resistance in the back of his mind, he'd have been lost.

      I fought too hard, for too long, just to lose everything anyway. Am I going to let it happen again?

      "F ... free."

      Her body tensed against him, just a little, and she nipped at his ear and asked, "Is that what you want, Victor Mack? To be free? I can make it so ..."

      "I don't know ... it's so hard to, to think."

      "I'll take that as a compliment," she whispered, and kissed her way down his throat. The tunic he'd so recently acquired was ripped down the middle in an absent display of strength as Cecaelia pressed soft lips to his chest and slowly sank to her knees. His trunks were tented with the heavy bow of his constrained shaft, and she hummed with approval of his size as she freed it from its cage of fabric.

      He groaned as his cock leapt free, dimly aware that he was surrounded by people now. The villagers had finally caught up, and everyone was staring at him with expressions ranging from sullen anger to hunger to frustrated desire. His gaze found Laina, and the shock of seeing her cleared his head for just a moment. Her soulful brown eyes were on him and she seemed so desperately lonely, draped in nets and forgotten by all.

      He slipped his fingers into Cecaelia's hair and tightened his grip just enough to stop her. She looked up at him with one arched eyebrow, flicked her tongue across the head of his shaft as he met her gaze.

      God I'm going to lose it if I don't speak quickly.

      "I'll satisfy you, but afterward I want to be free to go, and for Laina to be free to travel with me."

      Their eyes locked. Hers sparkled with both power and lascivious intent, but he held his ground. It took so much effort to resist the pull of his desire that he could feel himself shaking, but he met her gaze, and waited.

      Her lips curled in a sultry smile, and she sounded just a bit impressed as she said, "Very well, though I reserve the right to see you again, to have you again ... from time to time. The tides go in and out, after all, and the sea is patient. I will have you for my own, in time."

      Victor's lusts got the better of him and his grip in her hair eased. She took the head of his cock past her lips and played her tongue across his glans, making it clear to him that she knew what she was doing. She had him trembling as she eased his shaft further in. Her lingual skills were mythical, and inside two minutes his legs were shaking. It took everything he had to keep his balance.

      "F-fuck! You're going to make me ... Nn!"

      Just when he felt that he'd explode, she circled the base of his shaft with her thumb and forefinger, pulled her lips away and she squeezed, shutting him down with practiced ease. "Not quite yet, Victor Mack. There's a proper place for this."

      She patted his cock as though it were a good dog and stood, turning as she did so, to press her plush ass against his throbbing shaft. In his lust-fueled haze he barely registered the fact that her back was lined with tentacles that writhed and reached for him, wrapped around his lower back and butt to keep him pressed just where she wanted him.

      I've got to do something ... I've never been so completely wrecked!

      Victor's world seemed to be tilting, pushed around by sensations that threatened at any moment to completely overwhelm his sanity. Some part of him knew there was more to this, that she was doing something to him beyond the obvious. He'd never been so hot, so absolutely rabidly needy. She was stroking his shaft with her ass, and he couldn't do a thing to stop her or get inside her because her tentacles had him locked in tight against her.

      He moaned, squeezed his eyes shut, and instead of resisting her, or trying to drop low enough to get inside her, he leaned forward, using her own grip on him as leverage as he reached around with his left hand and split his fingers over her sex, rolling his wrist gently as he groaned and started doing powers in his head.

      Two to the zero is one. Two to the first is two. Two to the second is four. Two to the third is eight ...

      His finger split her puffy lips and came away wet. He drew them up and began rolling circles around her clit. He felt her ass tighten a bit against his cock as she let out a low moan and said, "Still struggling? Victor ... you're just, MMmm full of surprises."

      She ground shamelessly against him as he frigged her clit. He felt it swell under his fingers until it was almost the same size as the pad of his thumb, swollen and throbbing with her pulse. Her breathing deepened and she began circling her hips, rolling his cock around against the silky smooth curves of her ass.

      Two to the eighth is two hundred fifty-six. Two to the ninth is five hundred twelve. Two to the tenth is one thousand twenty-four ...

      With a low, hungry sound, Cecaelia shifted her hips and lifted herself. He felt heat pressing against the tip of his cock, and she straightened, pressing her back to his chest as his shaft slipped deep inside her. His right arm was throbbing with pain but he lifted it, forced it to work as he cupped her breast and squeezed the soft mound of flesh. His head fell forward and he moaned brokenly against her throat, all the while his fingers continued to roll over her clit as the liquid heat of her pussy soaked into his throbbing cock.

      Her snug cunt clenched hard around him and his shaft bucked inside her in response as the tingling build to orgasm began to numb his legs. She resumed her lazy grind, her every breath a soft moan of pleasure and desire as she laid her head back on his shoulder.

      "Ooooh Victor ... still?? Your cock is sooo hard, thick ... I love it ... I'm going to make you pop, Victor. You can't last ... MMMmmmmaaah!"

      Two to the fifteenth is thirty-two thousand, seven hundred sixty-eight. Two to the sixteenth is ... sixty-five thousand four no, five hundred ... Fuck! FUCK!!!

      He bit the nape of her neck, fingers shivering with tension as he continued to mindlessly roll them over her clit. Victor couldn't think, couldn't even start over. Math was a bust, win-loss records for his favorite fighters wouldn't come to mind. He could barely remember his own name, but he knew if he didn't make her cum it would be bad. He didn't know why, didn't have anything nearly coherent enough to call a plan, but he knew where his fingers were, and knew on a basic level far below rational thought that he wanted this woman to scream his name.

      Cecaelia groaned as his teeth sank in and she shivered and pressed against him harder. His fingers found and pressed the fat crown of her erect nipple, teasing the tip with his fingernail before pinching, lightly tugging, and all the while his fingers kept rolling, around and around, even as he felt the insanely unstoppable need to cum surge from the base of his shaft.

      It's no good ... I'm done ... I'm D-

      He came. He came from the soles of his feet to the crown of his head. Every single muscle in his body went absolutely rigid. His arm tightened across her chest and around her hip, his hand clamping over her swollen mound and squeezing hard as he practically lifted her off her feet. His pleasure controlled him, completely dominated him, and he pumped so hard and so long into her that he would later wonder what the hell he'd been filling her with there at the end. Men just didn't make that much cum. Did they?

      It was only as his pleasure began to recede a bit, leaving him just a little mental room, that he realized she'd screamed, and that her pussy was clenching in a rhythm that was absolutely unmistakable around his shaft.

      I got her ... Jesus FUCK I got her ...

      His next thought was that maybe, maybe, making her cum hadn't been the best idea he'd ever had, because her tentacles were rigid around his back and ass and he was having a really hard time breathing. He could feel the muscular contractions of her orgasm racing through the black limbs wrapped around his body, felt the hard edges of the innumerable suckers digging into his flesh.

      She'll break my back if she squeezes much harder.

      He winced, shivered, and sagged to his knees. She let him, probably because her legs didn't have any strength left either. She loosened up just enough and he drew gasping breaths as his own grip on her eased, and she rested against him for a moment, panting.

      One by one her tentacles disengaged, unwinding from him until she had enough room to half turn around. She stared into his eyes and he felt something pass between them. He wasn't sure what it was. Given her threats, manipulation, and straight up terror factor it for sure wasn't love ... but something happened. She kissed him — her tongue dancing with his for no more than a few seconds — then she slipped out of his lap, rubbing the back of her hand across her lips and glancing at it, then him, as though she'd surprised herself.

      "You're ... an interesting man, Victor Mack. I think it pleases me to honor our agreement. Not only that, I've granted you a measure of my power. Do use it to stay alive until our next ... meeting."

      She pressed her fingers to her lips and blew him a kiss, then shimmered as she walked away. By the time she touched the water she was as he'd first seen her; regal, composed, with the upper body of a pale, beautiful, raven haired woman riding on a nest of oily black tentacles. Her attendants preceded her into the water, and seconds later Victor Mack fell over, panting on the ground in a daze as adrenal fatigue washed through him.
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      Shy did not manifest again until after the sun was down, and she did so by seeming to rise from the roots and bole of the tree as though she were floating to the surface. Victor was awake — albeit still rather dazed — when it happened this time, and it still took him a few seconds to register the change in sensation. One moment he was resting against wood, the next, flesh.

      No wonder I didn't immediately wake up last time.

      "Hey," he murmured, yawning. "Sleep well?"

      Fingers ran over the short hair at the top of his head, tracing down his cheek. "I saw what happened ... but by the time I was aware of Cecaelia and her coterie there was nothing I could have done to get us all away. I'm sorry, Vic. I feel as though I've let you down."

      He stretched and winced as pain lanced down his right arm. Lifting his left, he curled it around and ran his fingers through her hair, then touched her throat lightly. "I'm glad you chose to stay hidden. It all worked out. I don't think Cecaelia knew we'd met, so she had no way of knowing I'd been made aware of anything about my situation. She even tried to con me on the way out, saying she'd gifted me. She's a real piece of work."

      "You did well, Vic. Almost impossibly well."

      Victor leaned away from her at that and half-turned to look back. "Sure you saw the exchange I was actually involved in? She tore my ass up. Literally. I've got little circle papercuts in the backside of me from my shoulder blades to my thighs. If I hadn't had that tunic Laina gave me I'd have probably bled out by now. As it is I'm pretty sure that's the shortest-lived shirt I ever owned. Hell if she hadn't pulled my shorts down all the way to suck me I'd be butt naked right now."

      Shy smirked, then lifted a finger as she said, "Yet she honored a bargain with you, in all its particulars." She touched his nose lightly, "I think she's quite taken with you, Victor Mack. You're an astoundingly lucky man."

      "Yeah? We'll see what kind of luck I've got in the next few days I guess. The people living in the village downstream should be safe enough. They arrived in time to see my ... um, conversation. The guy that tore me up is fine. I sent them all home — Laina included — but they promised to bring supplies if we'd wait here until morning, so I figured I'd get some shut-eye in."

      "Yes, so I heard. Laina will bring them when she returns."

      Glancing back he said, "So you think she'll be back?"

      "It is a certainty. You'll be lucky if she comes alone."

      He settled back against her, too tired to roll his eyes. Every part of him was either sore, ached, or stung. Shy was a comfort, both physically and spiritually. Victor felt her warmth seep into him and took pleasure in the way she wrapped her arms around his.

      "Mm. You feel nice. I can't believe I just met you yesterday and feel this comfortable around you."

      "Likewise, Vic. I have not felt tender with someone in a long time. A long time. It's pleasant, and I hope it continues."

      "Don't see why it wouldn't. I meant to ask: Do we need to get you something to ride? You seemed really worn by the time we got to the river and we aren't more than ten miles from where we started."

      She sighed and tightened her arms around him just a little. "Traveling is not something dryads typically do. The transition from one shape to another is draining — as is putting roots down in a new place — and I've only been able to manage it as often as I have because of the ... well, the boost you've given me. I'm very water dependent as well. I drink much more in a day than most. Staying along a watercourse would be my preference as we move. I can walk a steady pace, but running ... you're right — it's difficult for me."

      "I'm not opposed to easy water access. I'm curious though. You seemed eager to get me moving yesterday. I'd have thought someone in your situation would be less enthusiastic about the trip."

      She kissed the top of his head and laughed softly. "I am not so selfish as all that. You're going to get tired of hearing this, but the power you can grant is of a sort to change history."

      "Well then I'm probably off to a bad start. I can't imagine giving Cecaelia more power is going to be good for anyone but Cecaelia."

      "Don't be so sure," Shy said, her voice taking on a speculative tone. "She is ... special."

      That made Victor laugh, and Shy shook him playfully as she said, "What? What's so funny?"

      "Calling someone 'special' where I'm from isn't a compliment," he said wryly. "And we'll see what we can do to get you something to ride. Given the last few days, I'd have to be pretty stupid to presume we won't have more running to do."

      He frowned. "I could also really do with some way to pass for something other than human. Everyone that sees me freaks right the hell out."

      "Taking you into a city or town will be problematic," Shy said. "I could craft a mask for you if you like. That much is within my power."

      "Anything is better than the nothing I've got now. Laina said she'd bring me pants and a better fitting tunic tomorrow, but so far no one I've seen wears shoes. Eventually I'm going to need something to protect my feet."

      He lifted one foot and curled it, revealing that he had several minor cuts, abrasions, and blisters from the rather brutal grass clumps and sand he'd spent the last two days running through.

      "Between the fighting, practically being raped by an octo-woman, and the environment, Celestine is chewing me up pretty good."

      "Victor?"

      The tone of her voice made him tip his head back to meet her eyes, "Mm?"

      "You've had sex with both myself, and with Cecaelia. Are you ... feeling any different? She said she'd gifted you power, and I don't think she was lying — at least not about that. I feel a connection to you, as though a piece of me is with you. Surely you must feel something. Perhaps not from me, but Cecaelia is very powerful. Intercourse with her should have profound consequences for you."

      Victor thought about it for a moment, then shook his head and resettled himself. "I'm just tired, sore, and doing my level best not to complain about how much I hurt at the moment. If I got anything from Cecaelia other than some new and interesting scars I don't feel it."

      Though I have to admit, that orgasm was fucking mind-blowing.

      Shy squeezed him gently, then slid him to one side and straddled him in one smooth motion. She set her hands on his chest and looked down at him curiously. He couldn't help but get a little lost in her silvery-green eyes — they seemed lit from within. She asked, "Do templates pair bond?"

      Well THAT was out of the blue ... then again, maybe not.

      "Yeah. We do. I wasn't though, if that's what you're asking. There's really no one at home that I'll miss ... which is depressing now that I think about it. Makes me wonder what the hell I was doing with my life."

      She nodded, then met his eyes, her expression serious. "Don't fall in love, Victor. If you do, you'll be tempted to set aside your goals on behalf of whomever you fall for. You said you wanted to be more than some nobody, but if you fall in love your greatness will be limited. The women in your life should be means to an end, not the end of themselves."

      He blinked.

      "That ... is probably the second most brutal thing I've ever heard a woman say. What the hell, Shy? Are you messing with me right now?"

      She shook her head, staring down at him. "I wanted you because I wanted to know what kind of power you could offer me. That you are kind, strong, sexually skilled, surprisingly intelligent ... all of that is secondary. You could have been mean-spirited, weak, and stupid. I would have still lain with you to gain what I now have. Knowing the truth of this, do you hate me?"

      Victor gaped at her in disbelief. "I ... no? You've helped me out, taught me things I needed to know. Whatever you got from me was freely given Shy. I just, don't know how to respond to hearing you say me being a good guy doesn't matter."

      "Well it doesn't, or rather won't to most people. You could be good, bad, or indifferent and it won't matter to those you encounter. That is the nature of your existence now. Everyone who interacts with you will be looking to use you. Everyone. There will be no love for you, save love in the context of the power you offer. In the days to come, there will be very little chance for me to speak with you alone ... and I wanted you to know. I wanted to warn you. Guard your heart, Vic. Guard it closely. No matter how much you feel you can love freely, you must refrain. You will never be able to dedicate yourself to another here on Celestine; your kind is too rare. You will be considered a resource, and people will attempt to use you as such. The more powerful among us will want to use you up entirely, and that means exactly what you think it means."

      "Are you using me then?" he asked.

      She smirked, but it was a soft expression in which he saw traces of regret. "Yes. I am absolutely using you, Victor Mack. I want you to rise, and I will rise with you. I will do my best to guide you. I want you to make a difference for Celestine. Make her a better place. She is my mother, and she is being wounded, bled, and scarred by the blight driving the expansion of the Twilight Zone. You came to me, and I consider it divine providence that I was your first conquest when so many others tried before. I want you to fight for my home, using your gift-giving abilities to gather powerful allies so that we can drive back the darkness. I don't want you to withhold your gifts, but I do want you to use them with your eyes open."

      "I'm not sure if that's really noble of you or just ... cold," Victor said, managing after a long moment to find his tongue. "You ... just told me to, hell I don't even know!"

      He lifted an eyebrow, gazing up at her with the question plain on his face. "Fuck for great justice?"

      Shy's eyebrows shot up, then came together as her brow furrowed. Her lips twisted, trembled, then she burst out laughing and dropped herself down on him, wrapping her arms around his neck and burying her face against his throat. "Fuck for g- ... mHPhh great justice! Aahahhahaha!"

      "Well I'm glad one of us is amused," he grumbled. "I'm still confused."

      Shy recovered from her laughing fit and folded her arms across his chest, supporting herself thus as she looked down at him. "I'm trying to be serious, Vic."

      "I'm obviously not helping," he said, smiling. "Though I hear you. I'll be careful. I've been double-crossed and stabbed in the back more than once. I don't plan to let it happen here."

      Though telling me not to fall in love with you is a bit weird. Wouldn't be my first fuck buddy but ... somehow this just doesn't feel right.

      She was still staring searchingly down at him and said, "Do you love me, Vic?"

      His thoughts spun into incoherence. He pondered a moment and said, "Love isn't a switch, Shy. At least not for me. It's more like a spectrum. I don't believe in shit like true love or love at first sight."

      Not to mention the truism that all women are crazy. It isn't about finding the exception. It's about finding a woman with the kind of crazy you can live with. I think Shy fits.

      She smirked and leaned in, kissing his chin, then his lips before whispering against them, "We've done a lot more than see each other."

      "Mm. Right now I think you're deliberately jerking my chain. I just can't figure out why."

      "You have the most entertaining expressions," she said before kissing him again. "'Fuck for great justice.' I'm going to laugh about that for years."

      "I didn't think it was that funny."

      "It might not be for most, but the country I lived in? The ruling family's motto was For Great Justice."

      He tilted his head back to look at her as he said, "You're not serious."

      Shy was struggling so hard to contain her laughter that she seemed on the verge of tears. "I am!"

      And then she was crying. She curled into him and sobbed. A dam had clearly broken within her, and she clutched at him and shed tears full of loss and sorrow.

      Note to self: NEVER tell her where I got 'for great justice.'

      He wrapped his arms around her and held her awkwardly as she cried. He'd done this for his little sister Sara on two occasions and even for Lisa once, so he knew better than to speak, but it was different when it wasn't family doing the crying. Part of him wished he were anywhere else at just that moment, while another was glad he could be there for Shy when she needed someone to lean on.

      "I watched it happen," she murmured, taking shuddering breaths in an effort to calm herself. "I watched a great nation grow more desperate with each passing generation as monsters invaded, killing and sowing destruction. By the time I finally left, the acrid winds of the Zone had begun to blow and the wells were running dry. The only people left were those too poor to leave, or too old, too sick. They watched me as I passed, and I knew they were waiting to die. I sought my place in the mountains and lived insensate for years, wanting nothing but to be rid of my sorrow. I am sorry, Victor. I'm sorry but I won't stop. I'm going to keep pressing you to move forward, to help me take revenge against whoever or whatever is behind the blight spreading across the land. You're my one chance, and I'm not going to let you go."

      "You have an odd way of trying to endear me, telling me not to love and then being lovable," he murmured, gently stroking her hair. "And that's the second time you've said that to me."

      "Said what?"

      "That you weren't going to let me go. I think I liked your earlier motivation better."

      She leaned up and kissed him, and his tongue swirled with hers. He loved the tangy undertone of her flavor, and slid his hands over her back and down, squeezing her ass gently. When the kiss broke, she said, "Now that you know why I'm really following you around, you're still willing?"

      He smirked and quirked a wry eyebrow at her. "I'm pretty sure you only told me because you were sure I'd stick. I was born at night, but not last night. You took my measure and you've already told me you have a sense for people. You're as manipulative in your own way as Cecaelia."

      "She's so much better at it than I am," Shy said ruefully, not even bothering to deny it. "She's had thousands of years of practice."

      "Maybe. I think I prefer a bit of honesty mixed in with the manipulation though. At least when I fight for you, I'll know what I'm fighting for."

      Which is more than I got from my own flesh and blood.

      She met his eyes. "I'm not a good woman, Victor. I didn't lift a finger to help the people who needed it. I'm selfish even now. I want so much from you. Vengeance and pleasure and power ... and I'm not giving you nearly enough in return. If you did leave me behind, I couldn't blame you."

      "Maybe someday I will," he said, drawing her hair away from her face and cupping her cheek. "But not today. Probably not tomorrow either. Just ... if I do fall a little bit in love with you because you — oh I don't know — kept me from starving, pledged to support me when I had no one and nothing, amused me with your cheap and yet somehow endearing attempts at manipulation, and renewed my sense of purpose when I hadn't anything left to believe in ... don't hold it against me, okay?"

      Tears welled up in her eyes and she made a tiny nod and whispered, "Okay."

      He gave her a mischievous grin and squeezed her plush ass one-handed as he said, "Can we fuck now? You're putting this perfect body on me and I've been doing such a good job not staring at the absolutely amazing tits smooshed on my chest and I know I should be serious and concerned for you as I burn with noble ambition to strike back against the darkness ... but right now you've got me hard as a rock. Thinking past my erection just isn't something I'm comfortable with."

      She burst out laughing and hung her head. Her hair hid her face as she quickly wiped away her tears, shoulders shaking with emotional release. He smiled softly up at her and gave her a gentle squeeze. She nuzzled him and said, "You say the sweetest things."

      He gave her a mockingly indignant look. "I do not!"

      Her lips brushed his as she whispered, "Do too."

      "Do- mph! ... Mmmmm."
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      Laina returned to the riverbank before the sun completely left the horizon the next morning. Her pack was twice the size it had been the previous day, and she waved broadly as Victor spotted her.

      Shy was reclining against the trunk of her tree and waved as well. The area around the bole of her tree was covered in twisting vines and ripened cantaloupe. Laina boggled at sight of the plants as she walked up. Victor laughed and said, "Benefits of traveling with a dryad. Come on in. We've been waiting for you to eat, or rather I have. I gave you my knife yesterday, remember?"

      Laina approached and shrugged her pack off, setting it down and kneeling to dig through it. As she did so, Victor noticed that she now had two sizable axes strapped against her thighs. They were full sized double-bladed lumbering axes, but he had no doubt that she would wield them one-handed. She was just that big.

      "Good morning, Victor," she said, her voice smooth and low. "I was able to bring more, seeing as how you managed to get Cecaelia's blessing for me to travel with you. The village was grateful to you as well. A few people insisted I bring gifts for you because you refused to come spend the night."

      Victor had indeed declined to stay in the village after seeing more than a few hostile expressions among those who'd gathered around him. Too many of them wore their suspicion on their sleeves. He didn't want to wind up with a knife in his back, and at the time Shy hadn't materialized. Not leaving her behind had been the reason they eventually accepted.

      "Didn't seem like a good idea to me at the time," he said, shrugging. "Do you eat melons? Shy made way too many for me to finish, or even carry on my own."

      "I've never had them."

      She found the knife and tossed it to Victor, who caught it and blinked as he examined the sheath. He distinctly remembered it being little more than a fold of leather, half rotted around the seams. This sheath was also leather, but new and decorated with black, blue and white beads that formed a nest of writhing tentacles. It was ornate, very well done, and more than a little creepy.

      Cecaelia really does make an impression doesn't she.

      He glanced down at his side where the crusted outline of a scab revealed where one of her many suckers had marked him.

      She also handed him a leather belt, and his new sheath had straps sewn in that had clearly been made for it.

      "Makes me feel a bit guilty," he said, pulling the knife from the sheath to find that it had been cleaned and sharpened for him. "I don't get to say thank you."

      "What you did to save them was thanks enough."

      The next thing she handed him was a now familiar jar. He hesitated a moment, then accepted it and took a long drink before returning it to her. The look in her eyes was concerned as she examined him. His bandages were crusty with blood and his back was covered in sucker wounds.

      "How do you feel?" Laina asked.

      He shrugged. "About like I look. I'll recover. Did you get a chance to say goodbye to your loved ones?"

      Laina's face froze, then she smiled, but it was a weak expression. "We parted ways. My sister was understanding."

      Ouch. I guess if you're willing to bail on where you grew up in favor of traveling with a total stranger to an unknown destination, things can't have been rosy at home. Stupid of me to bring it up.

      "So uh, Laina. We're headed north. I'm going to learn what I can about the Twilight Zone, see if there's something I can do about it. Are you sure you want to come with us?"

      "Hm." She looked at him with an expression he found hard to read. It was thoughtful, concerned, and speculative all at once. "You just got here a few days ago and already you seem to have picked the worst of all possible places to go."

      "My fault I'm afraid," Shy said, speaking up for the first time. Victor looked over and saw that she had something in her hands. It looked like a block of wood, but she was changing its shape, molding it as though it were clay with her fingers. "I am Shy, incidentally. We weren't properly introduced yesterday."

      "Laina." The minotress stood, strode over to Shy and reached out. They shook hands. Victor could tell that both women were cool, reserved.

      Sizing up the competition.

      The thought made him roll his eyes. The HELL did I get myself into, agreeing to travel with two women, the tacit understanding being that I would be fucking them both? How can this POSSIBLY not end badly?

      "I heard you say yesterday that you don't produce?" Shy asked. "May I ask why?"

      Laina shot Victor an apprehensive glance, then said, "I'm as yet untouched."

      "Too much muscle?"

      Shy's voice wasn't purely curious; Victor could tell. There was a barb in there, and he noticed Laina flinch as it hit home.

      So she's not all sweetness and light after all. Not sure if I should step in here or not. Probably not. Every time I get between two women it ends badly for me.

      "I ... you could say that. My sister got a man from the village to offer, but I wouldn't have him."

      "Too weak?" Shy smirked, but Victor could tell she'd gone a bridge too far as Laina's expression darkened. "Mocking a woman for her freakish strength isn't good survival strategy Shy. Is Victor aware just how useless your produce is? Willow wood is soft and weak: good for neither building nor weapons. The only reason anyone seeks out a willow tree is to cry under its branches or take down a switch to beat their kids. You're hardly one to talk about my deficits when you have so many of your own to hide."

      Ouch.

      Victor could tell Laina's shots hadn't entirely missed the mark either, and both women were now glaring.

      "Ooohkay, that's enough out of both of you if you don't mind," Victor said. The words were out of his mouth before he could think to stop himself, and both women turned their glares on him. Neither was happy.

      "Shy's value to me is indisputable, as I suspect yours will be in time, Laina. I admire strength. To be honest I really don't care about the ah ... the milk thing."

      He trailed off, turning a bit red as he glanced away.

      I mean what the hell would I do with a woman who had to pull off to the side every however often and do ... whatever it is lactating women do.

      He pulled a cantaloupe from a vine nearby and cut into it with his knife, then set to with a will, doing his best to ignore the frigid atmosphere coming from his companions.

      He was almost done with his first melon before either woman spoke, and to his surprise it was Laina.

      "While I'm not thrilled to be called out on my problems ... they are problems, Victor."

      She'd turned to face him, and her expression told him she was genuinely confused at his attitude. He looked at her and made sure she saw his own incredulous expression as he said, "Uh, you telling me you consider it a problem to be AMAZING? Maybe I have no basis for comparison but I can clean and press two sixty for reps and I'd bet everything I ever owned you could do three hundred or more. Go ahead, tell me you aren't the strongest person you know."

      Her brow furrowed as she said, "But I am the strongest person I know. That's not the point."

      He spread his hands. "That IS the point. You're a beast."

      Shy winced and said, "Wow, you really know how to woo a lady, Vic. Just what an insecure woman with body image issues wants to hear. 'You're a beast.'"

      "'Body image issues?' Are you serious? How do you get Lifetime way the fuck out here?" Victor shot back, but he could see that she had a point. What he'd said certainly wasn't what Laina wanted to hear given her expression.

      "It's a compliment," he hastened to assure her.

      Don't crush me. Please.

      "Aren't you intimidated by me?" she asked.

      "More than a little bit," he said, conceding readily enough."You couldn't pay me to brawl with you, and that's pretty much what I did for a living."

      She stepped closer, and he stood up, and then looked up. She folded her arms under her prodigious chest and glared down at him as she said, "Are you trying to tell me that you want a woman who can crush you?"

      What the fuck is it with the mind reading?

      His eyes were wide as he looked up at her. She was a titan. She could have wrecked it on American Gladiator. Despite the fact that she had lats for days, arms as big around as his thighs, and a physique that would have made the finals in Ms. Olympia, there were no traces of the ravages of steroids or HGH that would have been required to get a human woman to her heights, if it could be done at all. Her face — with its upturned nose and big brown eyes — was positively adorable, made even more so by the wide, rounded cow's ears she currently had angled his way. Her chest was ... good grief. Her long brown hair was done a pair of braids over her shoulders and her bangs stopped just short of her eyes. Even the long tail with its tufted tip that hung low behind her did nothing to detract from her charm. Did he want her?

      He nodded slightly and said, "Hell yes."

      Her aura of invincibility crumbled and she shoved him as she said, "Really?! Victor, no man likes to be overshadowed. Especially strong men. I make most of the men of my own race look frail. You can't be serious."

      That needs to be our catch phrase. I need to start a tally of how many times someone in my company — self-included — says that shit.

      It was obvious she wasn't trying, but the force of her shove half-spun Vic around. He turned back to her and spread his hands. "You want me to tell you to go?"

      She shook her head. The sweep of her longhorns made that an impressive gesture on its own and left Victor boggling at the size of her traps.

      I just can't get over how huge this woman is.

      He stepped forward, putting himself right below her as he said, "Calling me a liar?"

      "I ..."

      She took a half-step back and he followed her, staying inside her personal space, forcing her to look almost straight down at him. "You don't have to answer that, Laina. I'd rather you didn't in fact. You stepped up and took a chance, a big chance. Now you're here. Why are you challenging me about why I want you to stay?"

      Rather than back away again, Laina knelt, which put her head just below his. He had to lean away to keep from being bludgeoned by her chest as she did so. She said, "You aren't from here ... obviously. People of my race aren't ... we don't ..."

      "What she's trying to say is that the men of her race are valued for their strength and battle prowess. Their women — on the other hand — almost universally support their families with their milk production. They're famous for their kindness and soft touch," Shy said, not bothering to look up from where she sat shaping the block of wood in her hands.

      Laina's head swiveled as she looked back at Shy and Victor had to resist the instinct to duck as that longhorn came looming toward him. It stopped before it reached him though, and she glared at the other woman as Shy went on.

      "Laina has a quirk that, while rare, is not unheard of in her race. She's what her people call 'double-muscled.' In minotaurs it's a sign of future greatness. In a minotress ... not so much. She's refused the attention of men — I presume — because it's typical for women with her particular abnormality to be unable to produce quality milk. A minotress begins producing once they have sexual congress, whether they are with child or not. She's been holding out because as long as she doesn't have sex, she has hope. She's pinned those hopes on you and your unique ability."

      Laina's expression fell as she turned back to Victor and shrugged her massive shoulders. She said simply, "She's not wrong."

      "Oohkay ..."

      Victor paused, mentally stepped back from the situation, and thought about what he should say. It seemed obvious to him, but he'd made some serious errors since coming here and didn't want to risk opening his mouth to make another one before thinking things through.

      "Laina?"

      She met his gaze and he looked at her with all the sincerity he could muster as he said, "No matter what happens, you can stay with me. Someone like you, that's grown up hard because of something that wasn't your fault ... I'm not going to turn my back on you."

      She bowed her head as he spoke, and took a gasping breath. With the edge of a sob in her voice she said, "No one will ever see me as anything but a failure if I can't produce good milk. Minotaur men reject me on sight because of my physique. Please Victor ... help me."

      "Laina I don't know how this thing works. I really, really don't know if I can help you, but we'll see what happens. You've got guts, and I respect that. As far as I'm concerned, there's nothing, nothing, wrong with you. I want you to stay with me. If what I can do doesn't get you producing milk, I still want you to stay with me."

      "Strength is cheap, Victor." Laina paused, took another long breath, then said, "It can be had from anywhere. My people's milk is what makes us welcome. Without it I don't know how I'll live. If you hadn't come along, the village would have forced me out soon anyway. I ... I cost too much to keep around."

      He laughed and cupped her face, turned it up to look at him and said, "Well you're shit out of luck anyway then. I don't have any money. If you can't eat what Shy can grow, I can't afford to keep you around either."

      Shy giggled at that and shook her head as she said, "You're far too nice, Victor. It's a failing."

      He glanced over Laina's shoulder and said, "Shy? This woman could break us both like twigs, whether you're a tree or not. Be nice, or be kindling."

      She looked up in alarm at that, saw his grin, and then rolled her eyes as she returned her attention to what she was working on. Laina snickered, covering her mouth with her hand, but he could still see tears brimming in her eyes and could tell she was one breath away from breaking down.

      Time for the Hail Mary.

      He leaned in and kissed her forehead softly, wiped the traces of moisture from beneath her eyes, and said, "I'm not good at the whole sympathy bit."

      "Lies."

      "Shut it, Shy. Not helping. Laina, you're free to stay or go as you please, but I have a feeling I'll be needing you for who you already are. I honestly couldn't care less about what comes out of your tits. I know you do, and that you've been obsessing about it all your life, but try and relax. You can do whatever you want with whatever you get from me but however it turns out, I hope you stick around. I'm new here, and I need good friends if I'm going to make it. I hope to make you one of them."

      Shy glanced up, caught Victor's eye and blandly said, "You poor man. You realize she's going to break you now."

      "What?"

      Laina put one hand on his shoulder and another round his back. She leaned in and kissed him. It was immediately apparent that retreat was not an option.

      Victor only dimly heard Shy add, "Like a twig."

      Laina's tongue was as strong as the rest of her, and she quickly invaded his mouth. She tasted earthy, and Vic did his best to respond to the kiss in a way that wouldn't give away the fact that he felt more than just a bit of panic.

      She really could break me if she wanted to.

      When the kiss broke, Laina looked at him with hunger in her eyes and said, "I guess it's obvious I've never done this before, huh?"

      He chuckled incredulously and said, "Somehow I think you'll catch on quick if that's how you start. At this point I'm just hoping I'm not too small for you."

      "Oh no. Noooo. I saw what you've got yesterday and it made me feel really good about this. You're no minotaur, but you'll do. As your dryad so crudely pointed out; I'm a virgin. I promise I'll be tight for you."

      Shy didn't bother to disguise her cackling over that one, and Victor had to admit that he wasn't sure if he should feel complimented or not.

      "My dryad?"

      "She's not wrong," Shy said, tossing Laina's words back into the fray with brazen disregard. "I'm pretty much your woman now, Vic."

      She smirked at him and her eyes glimmered with mischief, "I'll be depending on you!"

      You've gotta be fucking kidding me!

      Laina had leaned back and was loosening the wrap that bound her breasts.

      Victor's eyes widened and he reached out, stopped her and said, "Let's wait on that, all right? We've got some traveling to get out of the way first. Given how you responded earlier I doubt you had breakfast before you left this morning?"

      She frowned, but lowered her hands and shook her head. He pulled up a cantaloupe, cut it in half, and handed it to her. "First eat. Then we'll travel, and who knows, maybe tonight there'll be some place more comfortable than the ground."

      And I'm on top. For my own health and safety.
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      Travel was slow. At a walk, Shy insisted she could keep up, but the truth turned out to be somewhat disappointing. She had very little stamina, and after only two hours following the river bank she asked to rest and resumed the form of a tree to do so.

      Victor gazed around in annoyance, but there was little to be done about it.

      At least I'm dressed.

      He'd been brought a pair of crude canvas pants. They'd been almost six inches too long and Victor had them cuffed to keep them off the ground. His feet were still bare, but the ground near the river wasn't giving him any problems and the grass along the bank was softer than the spiky clumps growing in the sand closer to the sea.

      He'd been given a fresh tunic — this one made of bleached fibers — that felt much more comfortable than the rough and ill-fated bit of clothing Laina had let him use yesterday. The fact that it was bleached white made him vaguely uneasy though. Not only did it make him blindingly obvious from a tremendous distance, but the fact that it was white just seemed to invite another bloody confrontation.

      And I'm not sure I have that much blood left to spare.

      He'd bathed before they set out and his right arm, though it throbbed dully, seemed at least no worse than yesterday. There was less swelling than he'd expected, leaving him to wonder just how much was due to the effect of the milk and how much his own good health.

      The sucker marks Cecaelia had left on him were fading quickly as well. Once he'd washed off all the crusted blood he'd been pleasantly surprised at how little damage was left over.

      He almost asked Laina about the milk she was giving him, but refrained. Just thinking about where that stuff came from was enough to make his ears burn with embarrassment. He did however remember what she'd said when she'd first offered the stuff to him. She'd said as long as he got some each day for a week he'd be fine. At the time he'd presumed that meant the danger for infection would be past. Now he wondered.

      "Your dryad really doesn't move very well," Laina said as she sat down on the edge of the riverbank, sinking her cloven feet into the water.

      "She's not asleep you know. She can hear you just fine," Victor said as he joined her. He didn't bother folding up the legs of his pants, the canvas didn't really absorb much water.

      "I know. But at the moment I doubt she's inclined to manifest just so she can gift us with her snark."

      "Traveling with two women was a terrible idea."

      Laina snorted — a very bovine sound — and lightly shoved him as she said, "Pretty sure it was your idea, boss."

      "First I own a dryad, now I'm a minotaur's boss? Man I am just racking up the titles," Victor shot back after her resumed an upright position.

      "Minotress. Minotaurs are male. And I hope you don't mind. Victor is just ... I dunno. And Vic sounds like a girl's name to me."

      He glanced up at her with a bemused expression. She looked down at him and said, "Vicky?"

      "Do you know any Vicky's?" he asked.

      "Three."

      Oh shit.

      "How long have you lived in that village?"

      "Since I was five."

      "Those people lack imagination then."

      She giggled at that and said, "Yeah, they really do. I know four Matt's and ... let's see, two Aarons, three Shelly's, and two Jason's. The village only has about a hundred fifty people in it all told, which makes it even worse."

      "Why'd you move way out here?"

      Her grin faded. "My sis brought me with her when she left home. It was obvious from when I was really young that I'd be like ... this. We were living in a village further south that was mostly tauren, and it was starting to get rough. My parents had six other mouths to feed and my sister was the oldest and has a soft spot for me. She brought me up here so I could grow up away from all the bullies and staring."

      "So if you don't mind my asking, how old are you now?"

      She was staring out across the river as he spoke, and he watched on of her rounded ears flicker before she half turned and lifted an eyebrow at him. "You know we're going to fuck right? There aren't many questions I have any right to mind you asking."

      Victor leaned back on his hands, then winced and leaned more left than right. "Yeah, there's that. Still not sure how I feel about that."

      As he caught her falling expression he said, "Don't take that wrong. YES, you're physically attractive and yes, we will fuck. I'm just not sure how I feel about the whole me being some kind of mystic sex battery thing."

      "Oh. I thought you'd be used to it."

      He laughed. "There's no such thing back home. No weird animal people either."

      "Weird animal people?"

      "Man I am just awesome at putting my foot in my mouth. Long story short, where I come from there's only one intelligent race. Us. We come in different colors but that's about it."

      "A world full of just templates? How do you breed?"

      He blinked and looked at her for a moment, trying to gauge whether the question was serious or not. She looked earnest enough, so he said, "Same way you do I imagine. Men fuck women, babies come along about nine months later."

      "So there are female templates too? Huh. All the legends I've heard only mention males."

      "I should hope so. I can only imagine what sort of experience a woman would have with every guy on the planet out to rape her for superpowers."

      Laina thought about that for a moment, then nodded slowly. "I guess so. And I'm twenty, by the way. You asked."

      "I did. You seem well-spoken for someone who grew up in a fishing village with only a hundred fifty some odd people."

      She looked back out over the water and splashed her hooves idly, then said "My sister is a teacher. She's amazing. Everyone loves her. She never loses her temper, she's always smiling, always helping out. She cooks, she produces at least two gallons a day, she's ... well, she's pretty much perfect."

      As he tried to ignore that last bit, he thought through what she was saying and it hit him all at once.

      "You hate her don'tcha."

      Laina glanced up at the sky and her ears drooped. "I tried not to. I really did."

      He reached up and rubbed her back gently. "Yeah, siblings can be a real mixed bag."

      "You have brothers and sisters?" she asked.

      "Yeah, I have two younger sisters and one older brother. Well, had. Will died when I was nine. Gangbangers caught him in a parking lot. Curb stomped him and left him there. The coroner's report said he was left in the street all night, that he died slow. My younger sisters are still alive, or were when I got shot. Who knows now."

      "Oh ... I'm sorry."

      Victor shrugged. He found now that he'd broached the topic that he really didn't want to talk about his family.

      Stupid.

      "They're out of my hands now."

      "You say that like you were the one holding the family together."

      I was.

      "So you've been in the village fifteen years. What did you do for work?" he asked, blatantly ignoring her last comment as he changed the subject.

      "All the usual things. I fished, and I helped with the building whenever we needed to put up new structures. I did most of the lumbering for the village when it was necessary."

      "I didn't see many trees cut down ... any in fact, when I went through the forest the other day."

      "There's another forest to the north about six miles past the estuary. Smaller trees, and not as many dangerous plants and animals. It's all flat ground too, which makes things easier."

      Victor wanted to ask more about her strength, but sensing it would be the wrong play, instead he shifted gears again. "So tell me more about this city we're headed toward."

      "Florence. This river joins another, deeper watercourse about twenty miles inland and the whole thing takes a turn southwest. Florence is at the base of the mountains. The area around it is forested, and the population is a melting pot. I'm actually somewhat surprised we haven't seen any boats yet, but most of those take the other channel to the sea since it's deeper and wider."

      She paused, turning to consider him as she said, "I'm really not sure what they'll make of you, boss. Even with your clothes, it's pretty obvious that you're not a normal person."

      "What about me stands out the most?" he asked.

      "Well, your eyes are gray, which is weird, but what really stands out is the fact that you've got no horns, no fur, almost no hair, and your hands and feet are ... just weird looking. The closest race to yours is probably the elves, but they have long ears, bigger eyes, and they're, um ... really small."

      I bet everyone looks small to you.

      Stifling that, he said, "How small is really small?"

      "Like, the tallest elf I've met comes up to my bellybutton, and they have really shrimpy builds. Not like yours at all."

      "I'll take that as a compliment."

      She smiled and her cheeks colored as dimples appeared. "Oh you should. You look delicious. I've never seen a male with muscle like yours. You're beautiful."

      Uh ...

      Since he wasn't quite sure how to respond to that last, he ignored it. "I thought minotaur men were known for their strength?" he asked.

      "They are. They also look like barrels from the shoulders down, most of them." Laina's nose wrinkled. Victor found it adorable. "They don't look like they work for their strength. You ... do. I mean you look really good, boss."

      He gave her a skeptical look which she met evenly. "So if you like my look, why are you so down on yours?" he asked.

      "Girls aren't supposed to be built like I am," she said, blushing hotly and turning away. "Girls are supposed to be soft."

      "I see plenty of soft on you, Laina. You've got tits for days."

      "Thanks, but aside from that. Have you seen my ass?"

      "Ah ... that seems like a trick question."

      Laina tilted her head to look down at him, one eyebrow quirked as she gave him an almost predatory smile. Almost, because her face was just too cute to pull the look off well. "Not answering might be more dangerous, boss."

      I'm pretty sure she's not actually going to hurt me, but then again ...

      "Why don't you show me what you want me to see."

      She hesitated a moment, eying him speculatively. "You're pretty good at dodging aren't you."

      "Best defense: don't be there," he glibly replied. "I have seen your ass, yes. But I haven't seen you pose it for me. I'll bet your butt looks amazing when you flex."

      They looked at each other for a moment, and then Victor realized that she wasn't actually seeing him anymore. She was staring through him, and her expression would have done passable service as a picture in the dictionary next to 'disbelief - see astonishment'.

      He waved a hand in front of her eyes. She blinked, focused on him, and asked, "You want me to flex?"

      "You are so repressed. I never really got into the kind of shape I'd need to compete on a stage but here, let me show you a few poses I think you'd look killer trying. Some of these aren't nearly as impressive without a pump but fuck it, we've got time."

      He stripped off his shirt and pants, then his fighting trunks and stood in front of her in nothing but his underwear as he showed her a variety of stage poses that were the stock in trade of the professional bodybuilder.

      It had always given him a bit of a thrill to pose in front of an appreciative woman, and Laina practically ate him alive with her eyes as he moved through a series of three quarter and back poses. "The trick is to be able to hold the flex throughout the form and not just in one muscle group. It's more work than it looks like. Come on! You try some of these. I want to see!"

      Her expression fell at his words, and she shook her head. "Not a chance. I could never do that in front of a man I liked ... someone I wanted to want me."

      "Good thing you aren't then. You're doing it for me."

      She snorted at him and he said, "Oh come on. Don't bullshit me. You just met me yesterday. If you like me already its because you're fooling yourself, or trying too hard because you think you're gonna get something from me."

      "I'm not a bull."

      "What?"

      "I don't bullshit."

      She glared at him, and he backed up a half-step as he took in the breadth of her horns, the way her shoulders tapered in heavy triangles of muscle up the sides of her neck.

      "Yes Ma'am."

      "See that's the problem!" she cried, waving at him in annoyance. "I hate it when men defer to me like that! It's so ... humiliating. A guy is supposed to be strong. You're one of the strongest looking men I've seen, and even you fold like a wet shirt."

      "Laina?"

      She met his gaze and he pointed at her, then at himself, then back at her again as he said, "You are a foot taller than I am. Your horns have GOT to be at least two and a half, three feet long a piece and they look sharp. You've got an easy five or six inch reach advantage in your arms, and you have hooves, not feet. If you were a human woman, with just your muscle and reach going for you, I would not be backing down. Understand this: anyone ... anyone, who sees the weapons you have and doesn't have a gun or a good head start wouldn't be strong to stand his ground. He'd be fucking stupid."

      "What's a gun?"

      "Nevermind. You want to fight?"

      She looked at him incredulously. "Didn't you just say you-"

      "Yeah I did. If you'll promise me you won't gore me or stomp on me, I'll take you on straight up."

      "Even if I did agree, you couldn't win."

      He scowled. His offer had been more than half in jest, but she just said the one thing he wouldn't put up with. He was good at exactly one thing in life, and she called him out. His patience evaporated and his expression hardened.

      The hell with this.

      "Fuck you. I'll hand you your ass."

      Her eyes narrowed speculatively, then she said, "I'm not sure I should. I'll lose respect for you, and I'm struggling as it is. I really want to be your woman; I've seen just how powerful you've made Shy. I want some of that, but submitting to a weak man would be just ... it would make everything harder. As long as I'm not sure, it's okay."

      Yeah, that's even worse.

      "I can beat you." His eyes never wavered. "I'm hurt, and still a bit sore, but I haven't any doubt that with no weapons, I can make you submit. You're talking to a man who made his living fighting in cages."

      "You're crazy, Victor. I've beaten men bigger than you half to death."

      "Maybe, but I'm serious. You've got a problem with the way your body looks that I don't have. I compliment you and you don't believe me. You take it for granted that you can thrash me, and that's not true. You're delusional, and I don't like it. So let's make this real simple: knuckle up right now ... or fuck off. I can't convince you with words? Fine with me: I'll do it with my fists."

      He pulled his fighting trunks back on as she slowly stood up and pulled the axes out of the loops at her belt and set them aside.

      "We are both going to regret this, Victor," she said as she stepped away from her pack and gear.

      "No, we won't. Even if you beat me, I'll be happy with the truth. I'm willing to back up what I say with everything I've got. Are you?"

      "I'll try not to kill you," she said, sighing softly.

      "Come on when you're ready."

      He put his game face on and closed his mouth. He didn't have a mouth piece, but he hadn't seen anything to give him any indication that she had any real combat training and he already knew she wasn't fast. All he had to do was find a way to get her to the ground, and he'd make her submit.

      She raised her hands, still obviously half-hearted about the whole affair. He raised his own and stepped in. She struck out with a straight right. He slipped her punch, pulled inside, and hit her in the face twice with a left-right combination before slipping her clumsy attempt at a grab with her left hand. He side-stepped and got three quick shots in at her side before dancing away.

      Christ it's like hitting a block of wood.

      She blinked, rolled her lower jaw around, then smiled just a little. "Okay, boss. You asked for it. Now you're gonna get it."

      Anger flared, and his upper lip curled in a snarl, his natural aggression now on full display.

      "Bring it, bitch. You ain't got shit."

      She lunged forward, putting her whole body behind her left. He slipped outside and managed two wicked jabs at her kidney before dropping off his feet and rolling over his shoulder as she spun and again tried to sweep him up. It was apparent that she still wasn't really taking him seriously because she was still trying these clumsy half-assed grabs.

      He found his feet and she was already closing the distance, swinging wildly. He felt a bit like Mohammed Ali as he slipped her clumsy punches and began concentrating on just a few spots on her abdomen. Floating ribs on her right side, and dead center at her solar plexus. Her muscle was incredibly tight in both places, but Victor had time.

      By the end of the first minute Laina'd begun to pant, and he could tell that she was starting to respect his punches because as he closed in for another exchange he noticed her tighten her abdomen.

      She also was starting to get cagey, trying quicker, lighter jabs and shorter hooks. Her speed simply wasn't there though, and as the second minute passed Victor decided to continue simple boxing rather than risk anything fancy. He'd wanted to loosen her up enough for a take-down, but now he had another plan in mind.

      It'll be more effective if I just beat her into submission. She might think it's a fluke or a trick if I use a joint lock, and not be convinced.

      He took his time, moving around and playing it smart. He knew that if she clocked him even once, he was likely to wake up on the ground a week later with a broken whatever-she-hit. She was just that strong. At this point, his speed and the fact that every move she made was perfectly telegraphed gave him the edge he needed.

      Her guard had dropped as well because he'd concentrated so heavily on her body. He broke it up with a few quick shots to the cheeks, though he pulled those punches. He didn't want to break her teeth or accidentally force her to bite her tongue. She was panting open-mouthed now and it forced him to be careful.

      Her guard came up again and he loaded up and caught her on the right with another wicked left hook.

      If she's built like I am inside ...

      She straightened, wincing as she took a half-step back and he closed with her, popping her chin and cheek with a series of weak but lightning quick right jabs. Her hands lifted and he executed a combo: jab, cross, hook — hitting the exposed floating ribs on her right side with everything he had.

      Laina grunted and took another step back, then her legs collapsed and she was clutching at her abdomen, making a sound that seemed like a cross between a cow's lowing and a moan.

      Well I guess they don't call me a template for nothing. Same internal structure.

      He backed off and crouched, not even out of breath as he waited for her to recover. His anger had bled away, to be replaced almost immediately with guilt. Laina had lived her whole life taking her strength for granted. The few fights she'd been in had probably only taught her how to hold back. Even at the end when she'd been really trying to hurt him, she just hadn't a clue what to do with all that power.

      The fact was, he felt bad for the pain she was going through. He'd allowed his emotion to get the better of him. His whole life had been one person after another taking advantage of him or taking him for granted.

      Even at the end, that whole thing was just an excuse to make money off a young punk from the streets ... like I was nothing. Like I didn't matter.

      Victor took a slow, steadying breath in an effort to dispel a new wave of anger. None of it was directed at her. This was his fault, not hers. Laina had fallen to her right side and was clutching at herself, her horns twisting her face into the turf. Every breath was a half-sob.

      "What ... did you do?!" she gasped, staring at him out of the one eye he could see.

      "I know how to fight, Laina. I know how to hit someone where it hurts. Just behind your last few ribs on the right side is your liver. It's not well-protected and really doesn't like taking a beating."

      "It's so hard to breathe! My whole right side is ..."

      "The pain will ease up in a few minutes, maybe less. You're built like a tank; you'll be fine. Just relax. Lay on your back, take slow breaths."

      "I ... I don't understand."

      He sighed. "That's why you lost. Now that I've seen you fight, next time I won't even rule out your horns and feet. You never stood any kind of chance against me. You're way too slow."

      She did as he suggested, and he settled onto his butt as her breathing normalized over the next several minutes. She stared up at the sky, still absently clutching herself as she said, "There ... won't be a next time. I ... believe you."

      "I'm sorry. I let my pride get the better of me. I shouldn't have hurt you."

      "No. Don't Nn! Don't say that. I feel a lot better about this now." She lifted her head enough to look at him. "About us."

      He snorted, but bit back the expletive. He already knew she didn't like it.

      She relaxed with a gasp, staring up again as she added, "Now I can ... really respect you ... as a man."

      He sucked his teeth. Now I'm the one who doesn't believe her. What a fucking hypocrite.

      "You know, I've never hit a woman before." He glanced away from her and shook his head, absently rubbing at the bandages on his right forearm, which was now throbbing fiercely. "I feel like shit now that I have."

      Her strength was the one thing she believed in. She was a mess before. She's probably worse off now, all because of my fucking pride.

      Victor grimaced. He'd been running from practically everyone since he got here. All of it had come to a boil, and he'd hurt someone who was on his side as a consequence. He really did feel like shit. He felt like the lowest of the low. He should have stopped the fight when he first realized how hopeless she was.

      Instead I just savored it and got savage. What kind of a man am I?
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      When Shy emerged, it was just after noon. Laina had long since recovered, but though she'd struggled to reassure him, the violence he'd done cast a pall over him that refused to be lifted.

      They set out not long after but instead of letting her walk, Victor took the pack from Laina, and insisted that she carry Shy on her back.

      Shy, surprisingly, did not object. Laina looked put out to be carrying the other woman, but she didn't complain either. She simply gave Victor a speculative look and said, "Yes, boss."

      They made better time, and by the setting of the sun they'd come to a place where the river they were following split off from another, deeper watercourse that turned further south toward the distant line of mountains.

      Laina nodded along the flow and said, "We should cross to the western bank here and continue following the river to Florence. The village I come from sells there once a month. I've been a few times. I have some money, but it won't get the three of us very far. We'll need to find a way to make more."

      Victor glanced from Laina to Shy, who shrugged. She had her hands draped over Laina's shoulders. "We can't solve the world's problems in a day, particularly if we're broke. You at least need proper food, weapons, and an education. Florence will probably provide these things."

      He took in a deep breath, then let it out. "Okay. I still need a disguise."

      "It speaks!" Shy said, mock amazement flooding her expression. "I was beginning to wonder if Laina had hit you; left you a bit shaken perhaps."

      He scowled, then shook his head and said, "I'm fine. Just ... thinking."

      "What about?" she asked.

      Victor turned to see both women looking at him curiously. He opened his mouth, hesitated, then he said, "I just don't think I like myself very much, that's all. I'd have never thought I would hit a woman for any reason, much less for pride."

      "Are you still ... boss! I told you it's fine! Better than fine! I can't believe I found a man who can actually ... who can ..."

      She blushed and stuttered to a stop as Shy smirked and patted the minotress' shoulder lightly as she said, "She thinks it's sexy that you can beat her, Vic. Much as she complains about her own strength, part of the reason is because it makes it almost impossible to find it appreciable in men."

      Shy leaned her head against Laina's as she smirked. "Does something for me too I must admit, though I assure you I don't require so direct a demonstration."

      "For a tree, you sure do talk a lot," Laina said, clearly put out but not disagreeing.

      "At least one of us has to be articulate, and it's clearly not you," Shy said teasingly.

      "Be nice."

      He said it absently, but in a tone that brooked no argument. "If you're going to bicker, do it when I can't hear you. I'd rather you got along."

      "Says the man who beat up the girl who wants him to fuck her," Shy shot back, not in the least intimidated. "To the woman he's going to neglect to do it."

      He looked up at her with a raised eyebrow and said, "Now I know you're jerking my chain."

      "So long as you know." She smiled at him again. "This is obviously new to you so let me give you some advice: let the women talk. If either of us has a real problem, I promise we'll bring it to you."

      He glanced from her to Laina, who just gazed at him evenly and shrugged. He got the distinct impression that anything else he said would be putting his foot in his mouth.

      So he didn't say anything. Instead he swam across the river to the western side. Despite what he'd said to Cecaelia he was a fairly strong swimmer and backstroked across with the pack balanced on his chest. Shy followed him, and Laina came last, clearly out of her element in the water. Unlike the channel they'd been following the water here was deep, and the current was strong. Once on the far bank they dried off and set out again, walking in silence until the moon was up. When they stopped it was at Shy's insistence as she firmly declared, "Put me down! We don't need to get there at night. The gates will be closed anyway."

      Victor didn't complain, though he wasn't tired. He simply shrugged the pack from his shoulders and stretched, groaning softly as his back and shoulders popped.

      They'd seen several barges and a single masted galley pass them by on the water, but each time they'd spotted a boat Laina had put herself between him and the craft, and each had passed by without hailing them or interfering. Victor glanced up and down the river, but at the moment couldn't see any more traffic.

      He turned to see that Shy was already shifting into her willow form, her roots scrabbling at and penetrating the soil at the riverbank. Seconds later she was still, and the moon filtered through her branches.

      She is beautiful no matter what form she takes.

      Victor glanced at Laina, and said, "How far is it to Florence?"

      Laina glanced around, her heavy head turning ponderously as she considered the moon and stars, then the riverbank.

      "Twenty miles, give or take. We'll make it tomorrow around lunch if I carry Shy again. We'll make it the day after tomorrow if we all walk."

      He chuckled at that. She smirked, then asked, "Will you take me tonight?"

      "No."

      She blinked, then nodded. "I won't push you, boss. I don't really get why you're so upset, but you're honest with me, and I like that."

      Laina had packed dried fish for him, and he ate some and drank river water as he watched her wander into the long grass. He was surprised to see her tearing up fistfuls of the stuff and eating it, but after a moment he just shook his head and looked away, acknowledging once again that he really didn't know much of anything about anything here on Celestine.

      What am I even doing here? Why am I here? Who brought me here?

      He laid down and folded his hands behind his head, but after a few minutes Laina nudged him with her hoof and said, "Take a swig of milk before you go to sleep."

      He winced as he leaned up and she handed him the jar. He did as he was bade. The milk surprised him each time he tasted it with its sweetness. Some of the richness had gone out of it, and he wondered how long it would keep considering there weren't exactly any refrigerators anywhere around.

      "Thanks," he said, handing the now half empty jar back.

      She settled down next to him, folding her arms over her knees, and for a moment they looked at each other. Her expression seemed speculative, and he found that he was beginning to hate that look.

      Everyone here thinks I'm crazy.

      She wasn't going to push him, but she wasn't above staring at him with that question in her eyes. He'd been moody ever since they'd thrown down, and she clearly thought he was being silly about it.

      "Intellectually, I understand," he said at last, looking out at the river. There was a light breeze and the almost full moon glimmered on the water. The smells here were so sharp, so clear. There wasn't a trace of pollution in the air, no haze, no litter on the ground. It was clean and beautiful, unlike the cluttered mess of his emotional landscape. Victor let his thoughts roll out of him as they came.

      "Intellectually ... but I was raised swearing to myself that I'd never hit a woman, Laina. Not for any reason. Not after my dad did ... bad things to mom. Yet given the chance I beat you like a drum and liked it. That's not the man I want to be."

      "So you're a fighter, and you like to fight. Where's the shame in that?" she asked.

      "There isn't any, but that wasn't a fight. I knew within about thirty seconds that you couldn't do anything to me. I should have stopped. I didn't beat you in a fight, Laina. I just beat you. That's why I'm ashamed."

      "You're really that good?" she asked.

      "Yeah."

      It sounded like an admission of guilt. There was no braggadocio. He'd known it like he knew basic math. The numbers just added up. Laina couldn't touch him and he'd known it. But he hadn't stopped.

      He was so caught up in self-recrimination that he didn't notice her hand until she had it wrapped around his neck.

      She lifted him effortlessly off the ground, but his surprise lasted only a fraction of a second. As soon as he was clear of the earth he swung his legs up, one over her shoulder and the other underneath. He hooked her neck with his foot, locked it in with his other leg and flexed backward, breaking her hold on his throat as he caught her wrist and curled his body back to put her in an armbar despite the fact she held him six feet off the ground. Her arm came to full extension and she gasped as he arched, but a second later he felt the prick of one of her horns as she tilted her head and set it against his throat.

      "Feel ... better ... now, boss?" she gasped. He was putting her in considerable pain through hyper-extension, and the tip of her horn trembled, but he knew that all she had to do to open his throat up was jerk her head. She had him dead to rights.

      He let her go and fell six feet before rolling over his shoulder into a crouch, feeling at his throat. She hadn't drawn any blood, but as their eyes met, both of them knew that she could have.

      "You're good, but you're not invincible," she said quietly. "You and I fought. You beat me, and I'm good with it."

      She thrust a finger at him pointedly. "YOU need to be good with it."

      Emotion surged in him and he trembled. Every instinct cried out for violence, for vengeance, but he jerked his head to the side and closed his eyes, taking deep breaths.

      "Point taken."

      Even that much took effort, and he forced himself to relax one body part at a time, folding himself into a seated position as he said again, "Point taken."

      "Good. Doesn't take anything away from what you did either. You're fucking amazing, Victor Mack. Not as strong as I am, but sooo fast. If you had a sword, or even a knife, I'd have been dead on the ground and I know it. You went easy on me."

      I don't think I'm THAT fast. Reminding her I think she's just slow probably wouldn't serve me well, though.

      His minor adrenaline spike faded, and Laina came to him and folded herself down onto her hip as she settled next to him.

      He glanced at her, but she'd put her bust at eye-level for him and he looked away, flushing slightly. The image lingered.

      "How do you know to do those things you do?" she asked, looking down at him. "When I picked you up I thought I'd just have you dangling. Everyone usually just gasps and grabs my wrist. Is it instinct or training?"

      "Training," he said. "You caught me completely off-guard with your horn. Very clever."

      "Not really. You use what you got. I used what I got. No mystery there. I actually had to work to remember I wasn't supposed to gore you earlier. You had me panicking toward the end."

      She glanced at him warily as he opened her mouth. Before he could speak she said, "Don't you dare."

      His breath hitched in his throat, then he blew out and half-grinned. "Fine. No more apologies."

      "Good. Makes you sound like a beta male when you throw out 'I'm sorry' as a reflex, and I'm pretty sure we've established that's not my type."

      He grinned at her. She grinned back, then turned her attention to the moonlit water. "Don't make me wait too long, boss. I made the first move. Now it's your turn."

      Victor studied Laina, and she resolutely didn't look at him as he did so. She was resting on her hip, propped up on one arm, and her chest was at eye-level not more than a foot away. He glanced up and noticed that her horn actually hung just over his head — she was that close. He could smell her too, and it wasn't the cloying stink of body odor. She practically radiated health, and her scent was earthy and pleasant.

      I know I said I wouldn't ... but maybe I should take my own advice and knuckle up or fuck off. She probably thinks if anything I'm hesitating because no matter what I say she thinks I don't like muscle chicks.

      An idea popped into his mind and he grinned rather viciously and said, "I want to see you flex. Impress me and I'll fuck you right here, right now."

      She blinked, frowned, and glared at him with a dubious expression on her adorable face as she said, "You know I don't-"

      "I know." He grinned. "I guess you don't want it as much as I thought you did."

      Her lips thinned a bit and her ears flickered backward. "You're making fun of me."

      "Give me some good poses and I'll make fun with you. I told you before that I like what you've got, but if you still don't believe what I tell you then I'm not in the mood."

      He gave her a cocky grin. "So put me in the mood. Believe me when I tell you I think muscle is sexy ... and show me yours."

      He could tell that she was thinking about it. Her uncertainty was at war with her desire. It occurred to him as he watched her that if he'd asked her for money instead of poses it would pretty much make him a straight up prostitute.

      The whole idea of trading sex for power made him queasy to think about though, so he put it away and watched as her wish overwhelmed her uncertainty and she stood.

      "Fine, but I'll only do it naked ... and I'm not in the mood to strip."

      She stood up and stared down at him with a challenge in her eyes, and this time he had no qualms about rising to the occasion. He shifted up to his knees and kissed her exposed thighs, curious about the feel of the soft, short hair that covered her. She flexed each thigh as he kissed it, and her quads swelled up and chorded, turning her legs into hard planes of muscle.

      "That is SO hot," he murmured. He glanced up and saw that her cheeks were burning with embarrassment. Vic reached for the simple iron buckle of her belt and worked it loose, then slid it away, dropping her breechclout in the process.

      Her belly was bare of fur and well-tanned, but that tan stopped in a hard line where she wore her belt and showed him the unexpected. Her mound and sex were naked. Her pussy was smooth and tight, and he brushed his fingers over her stomach just below her belly button before he stood up and began working on the only other piece of clothing she wore.

      Her breasts were far too large to go unsupported, and bras didn't seem to be a thing here. Instead she kept them rather tightly wrapped, and Laina made him go looking for where the end of the wrap was tucked. The only help she'd give was to lift her arms. He ran a finger along the upper band, all the while enduring her smirk. He found the loose end on his second time round, and began the pleasant process of unwinding.

      She stopped him just before he revealed her nipples and pulled him close. He kissed her and she ran her fingers down his back as she let out a long, low sound of pleasure. Vic didn't let her get too far with the kiss though — he really did want to see her pose for him.

      Another two rounds and the wrap fell away. Vic couldn't help himself. He lifted a breast in each hand and marveled at the soft warmth that seemed to wrap his fingers as they sank in. Laina dipped her head, eyes shuttered as she watched him, clearly pleased with the awe in his eyes.

      "Yours to do whatever you like, boss."

      "I'm sure I'll think of something." He grinned at her and stepped back, shifting his tunic up and over his head. He tossed it aside, but left his belt and pants on as he said, "But much as I want to start in on you, I want to see you pose first."

      Her expression fell and she folded her arms in under her breasts — which did amazing things — as she said plaintively, "Please don't make me."

      He shook his head and stepped away. The moon was shining off the rippling water and the sound of the river was loud in the relative stillness. The air was cool, and Laina's nipples were thick and pebbled. He desperately wanted to get to the rest, but if he let her get away from this now, she'd never go for it later.

      "I need you to understand just how gorgeous you are to me, Laina. I need you to believe it."

      He took a seat in the soft grass, looking up at her as he said, "I've shown you what you need to do. Impress me." He made his smile as gentle as he could. "I'm not going to fuck you until you believe me."

      It took real concentration for him to keep his erection from showing yet. He needed to make sure she saw it after she posed, not before. He wasn't a psychologist. He had no real idea what was going on in her head, but he felt that if she was going to really believe him, she had to see his physical response while she was focused on her muscle, not her insecurities.

      She thought for a moment, and he wondered if she was going to break, but then she pressed her hands together and half-turned as every muscle from her calves to her shoulders bunched and tightened.

      Holy shit!

      His eyes widened and let his breath out in a low whistle and loosened the belt, pulling it off and tossing it aside. She shivered, and then turned around, slowly lifting and curling her arms, hands tightening in fists just past her horns as her lats spread and shifted under the thin coat of fur on her tanned hide. Her ass flexed and tightened, moving from one beautiful shape to another. Her tail swished across the view and then held still, just the tip curled up as she locked her pose in.

      Laina was having trouble keeping everything flexed at once, but there was no way he was going to critique her performance. She looked amazing. Genuine power played under her flesh as she moved, and as she turned again she saw that he'd discarded his pants and was displaying his erect shaft shamelessly, one fist wrapped loosely around it as he stroked himself lazily.

      Her eyes widened and she shivered at the sight of him. She licked her lips as her gaze flickered from his shaft to his face, and found him looking back at her with naked hunger in his eyes.

      "Those are the only two I remember," she whispered. "You ... you really do like it."

      He shook his head and grinned. "Nope. I love it. You're stupidly sexy, Laina. You're the complete package. I know women who'd kill to look like you do, and none of them even come close. You're gorgeous. Come here."

      He kipped to his feet as she stepped forward, and the sudden move made her hesitate, then smile. "I ..."

      Whatever she wanted to say wouldn't come, but she stepped into his arms and the kiss they shared was torrid, tongues fencing past hungry lips as hands roamed.

      He could feel her exploring the lines of his own muscle in a mirror of his own caress, and he made sure to make his exploration thorough. When the kiss broke he turned her, laid her down, and felt a flash of pride that he had the strength to do so gently, smoothly, and slowly. She felt like she weighed much less than he'd anticipated in fact. It was easy.

      As she came to rest it was clear she was impressed, and she lifted her upper arms and couched her breasts as she said, "Don't ignore my best assets, boss."

      Oh I won't.

      He shifted and knelt over her stomach, facing her as he leaned down to kiss her again. His hands smoothed over each bare breast, discovering for himself that they were just as naked to his touch as her belly. Her fur stopped at her sides.

      Breaking his kiss he grinned lecherously down at her as he said, "I have a weakness for tan lines too."

      She blinked, then let out a long lowing moan as his fingers sank into her titflesh, kneading it lazily. He watched her responses carefully, not wanting to hurt her. In his experience big tits usually meant low sensitivity, but if she was putting on an act with the way her eyelids fluttered, he couldn't tell.

      Her nipples were thick, pebbled, and when he touched them her eyes lit up like a Christmas tree. He felt her flex her body up against his as he played with them, but it wasn't until he pinched them that she groaned and her head tipped back. She arched up beneath him and the sight of raw bliss on her face was impossibly hot. She was panting by the time he left off, and she questioned him with her eyes as he slid forward.

      "Boss," she asked, then watched as he pressed his shaft between her breasts. She lifted her arms a bit to press them together as he thrust, cutting loose with a low sound of his own.

      "Your tits feel amazing, Laina. God! So soft, warm ..."

      She smirked and shifted, pressing them tightly around him with her hands. He could barely feel the pressure, and it was only when he thrust as far forward as he could that Vic could even see the head of his cock. She had the biggest pair of tits he'd ever laid eyes on, yet she was so damn fit!

      Her nipples were still exposed and he played with them idly as he stroked. Her eyes fluttered, then opened again as he murmured, "Use your tongue."

      She looked from him to the head of his cock as it slid out the top of her cleavage, then tilted her head down and a long, supple tongue applied warm, wet heat to his glans that made him shudder and tighten against her.

      It became a game for her as he rolled his hips back and forth. The head of his cock would peak out at her and she would bathe it in attention before it slipped away again. He did his best to distract her with a bit of nipple play, and by the time he slid all the way out of her breasts her nipples had grown even fatter and stood out proudly, practically begging to be suckled.

      He almost did so, but a sudden thought in the back of his mind stopped him. The whole reason she was here was that she wanted to be able to produce milk, and right now she wasn't. If he sucked at her nipples, he'd remind her of that, and he didn't want sexy to turn into therapy.

      Any more than it already is anyway.

      He shifted, kissed her, then slipped to one side as he said, "I want you on your hands and knees. That ass is amazing ... and I want to watch it bounce."

      Her eyes widened a bit, then she smirked and rolled over, shifting to get her knees under her as he settled behind her. He was as hard as a rock and painfully aware of how much he wanted to bury himself in her, but this was her first time and he didn't want to make any rookie mistakes.

      With one hand squeezing her ass, he slipped his other between her thighs and split them around her sex, playing over her lips. She gasped and dropped from her hands to rest on her elbows. She couldn't turn to look at him — her horns were too long — but she made desperate, lowing sounds as he gently slid a finger into her, then out again. She was hot, surprisingly tight given her size, and getting wetter by the second.

      He took his time, gently playing with her sex as she panted and lowed. She shook her ass and begged him to put it in, but he waited, slipping another finger into her and watching as her back arched. He finger-fucked her gently for a few moments, then slid dewy fingers up and rubbed her clit. He used light pressure at first and then took his time finding out what she liked, increasing the pressure until she was rolling her hips and quaking with lust.

      When she came it was both abrupt and unexpected. Laina sucked in a sudden breath and let it out in a long, broken low as her pussy began clenching rhythmically under his hand. Creamy juices coated his palm, and he shifted that to his shaft, leaving it glistening as he set himself against her.

      She shivered as she felt him, groaned as the head of his cock slipped inside. He settled his hands over her hips and asked gently, "Are you ready?"

      "Do it, oh please! Do it!"

      He thrust, grunting softly as he felt her hymen give, and he hilted himself in her. She shivered and let out a soft whimper, and he held himself still as he waited for her to adjust.

      Her ass clenched, and he felt her pussy squeeze hard around his cock, making him groan. He lifted a hand and set it down in with a hard slap on the cheek of her ass, which shivered and clenched again. Her bottom was lightly furred and it muted the effect, but he hadn't exactly been gentle and knew that she felt it.

      Felt it, and by the way she's moving, enjoyed it.

      "You can move, please move ... I've been waiting so long for this ... so long!"

      He chuckled as he caught the double entendre and began to press himself slowly in and out again, building his rhythm gradually. She wasn't having it though he quickly found himself forced to match her as she slammed her ass back against his hips aggressively enough to shake him down to the soles of his feet.

      Like it rough? Why does this not surprise me?

      He usually took it easier on women, but she wasn't exactly breakable, and soon his sweat was splashing across her backside as he gave in to every animal instinct and fucked her for all he was worth.

      She left a heavy coat of cream on his cock that dripped down his sack as she grunted and lowed her passion loud enough that he glanced around to make sure there was no one charging in to try and stop the murder in progress.

      Laina had completely abandoned herself to the sex, and though he'd had his fair share over the last few days Vic quickly found himself at the base of the mountain and grunted, "Going to cum soon."

      "INssaah!"

      It wasn't exactly speech, but he got the drift and let himself go. Within seconds the feeling of his orgasm spread tingling warmth through his middle and he shifted his hands over her hips and slammed himself balls deep and held himself there as he let out an uninhibited yell.

      His shaft swelled, bucked, and flooded her snug cunt. His breath hitched in his throat and then he groaned as he spurted, and the feel of her pussy twitching and flexing around him told him he wasn't the only one who'd reached the summit of that particular mountain.

      She'd slipped off her elbows and her horns were tearing up the grass as she shivered. He felt a bloom of wetness flood out of her and coat his balls, then drip down his thighs.

      God that's hot. She squirts!

      "Ooooh ... MMmph! That was amazing, boss. So hot ..."

      He could tell by the way her voice trailed away that she was only a few minutes from passing out, and slipped from her with a half-baked plan of at least getting her on her back.

      His legs chose that moment to inform him in no uncertain terms that he'd abused them terribly, and they were going on strike.

      He collapsed on his side, laughing helplessly.

      Laina grunted as she pushed herself up onto her hands and knees and then settled back onto her butt, her own legs splayed to either side as she looked at him through dazed eyes. "What's so funny?"

      "You fucked me so good my legs don't work no more," he said, still chuckling. "Gonna need a minute."

      It was clear she'd misunderstood him when with wide eyes she asked, "You can go again?"

      He hesitated, then gave her a speculative look. "For a body like yours? Yeah."

      Her expression got a little nervous and she asked, "Rain check? I'm um ... throbbing. And sore. It was great but uh ..." She winced. "Tomorrow?"

      He laughed and covered his eyes with a hand as he shifted his legs out from the tangle they'd wound up in. "Yeah, sure. Just don't go anywhere honey ... I haven't had nearly enough of you."

      She pulled herself over and leaned down, kissing him rather chastely as she said, "Oh I'm not going anywhere, boss. You're mine."
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      When Victor woke up the next morning, the first thing he felt was sore. From his calves to his traps, every muscle group in his body radiated discontent. He groaned as he rolled over on the soft, loamy grass near the river bank and sat up.

      The sun had risen and was just clear of the horizon. A few feet away, Laina snored, still deeply asleep. Vic glanced over at the tree and saw Shy seated there, again working a piece of wood with her hands.

      "Mornin'," he muttered as he staggered to his feet and walked naked into the shallows. He wasn't certain what time of year it was, or even if the water would have been any warmer in summer. He wished it were summer though, because the frigid water very quickly cleared the cobwebs from his mind and replaced them with icicles.

      "Good morning, loverboy," Shy said, her musical good cheer setting off every warning bell in Victor's brain. He glanced at her speculatively, but she only waved and smiled before returning to her work.

      Too early even TRY to figure out why she's so chipper. Maybe she's just a morning person.

      He waded out, submerged himself, and scrubbed vigorously, cleaning himself as best he could with no soap. Birds were chirping merrily from some of Shy's branches, and Vic looked up at them warily as he came out dripping and sat down, ignoring the chill as best he could as he started to air dry. Wearing wet clothes wasn't in the cards, and he'd already decided that he'd be going commando until he found some kind of fresh linens for underwear.

      "I must confess I thought you'd wait a few days," Shy said as she looked up. Her knees were up and her arms were folded over them; the wood she was working on dangled idly in her hand. He looked at it and saw that it was taking the rough shape of a face, though it had no holes for eyes or nose.

      "Was there a reason for me to wait a few days?" he asked, turning his attention back to her.

      "No. I'm glad you didn't quite frankly. Look at your arm."

      Momentarily befuddled, Victor glanced at the wrap on his right arm, still soaked through from his freezing dip in the river. He shook his forearm and winced, then blinked as the pain he'd been expecting failed to materialize.

      With short, jerky movements, he unwrapped his forearm to reveal the smooth, completely healed skin underneath.

      "The fuck?" he blurted, glancing from his healed arm to his sides. The sucker marks that had been fading but present yesterday were gone as well, though they'd left some interesting looking scars.

      "I guess three's the charm?" Shy said, smiling as she met his wondering eyes. "I told you that the bonds you make here go both ways. You give, and you get. And don't say, 'That's impossible.' It clearly isn't."

      "So you can read my mind now?" he asked, suddenly confronted with another mystery; one with deeper implications than an inexplicably healed arm.

      "Not ... quite. I can feel how your mind works though. I get flashes of insight about you." She gave him the side-eye as she said, "You're far too cynical, for instance."

      "Anyone could tell you that," he said, brows furrowed. He didn't like the idea of someone having insight into his mind. It made him feel intensely vulnerable.

      "Relax, Vic. I'm on your side, after all." She held up the mask as she said, "I'll be finished with this in about an hour, and then — with luck — you'll see another bit of magic later today."

      He nodded, then stretched and groaned. "If I heal so quick now, why is every square inch of my body so fucking sore?"

      Her eyebrow arched at that, but she shrugged artfully and said, "Just because I know some of what's going on doesn't mean I know all of what's going on. You fucked three of us, remember? Who knows what other gifts you've been given."

      "The gift of permanent DOMS isn't one I relish," he grumbled. She blinked at him, and he added, "Delayed onset muscle soreness. Happens after working out."

      "Well you did that last night. I was watching. Very hot."

      Yeah but I didn't work out EVERYTHING.

      He thought saying so would be petty though and dropped it as he glanced around for the backpack. Spotting it, he walked over and pulled out a few cantaloupes and grabbed his knife.

      His food was lacking in both protein and variety, but beggars can't be choosers, and he was hungry.

      He finished and glanced over at Laina, who slumbered on nearby. "I saw her eating grass yesterday, but she mentioned she was too expensive to keep earlier. What do we need to get her to eat?" he asked.

      "Tauren can subsist on grass for a while, but to stay healthy they need grain. Bags of the stuff. It gets expensive when you have to import, and that sandy crap near the ocean is no good for growing much of anything. With any luck though, Laina will wake up sore too. If she does, she can afford her own damn food and more besides."

      Shy glanced at the slumbering behemoth, then back at Victor as she smirked.

      His eyes narrowed as he said, "Why don't I like the look of that smile on your face?"

      Her smirk broadened, and he rolled his eyes and said, "Let me guess: 'You'll see?'"

      "Oh, Victor! Our bond truly does go both ways!"

      "You're a shit sometimes, you know that?"

      She laughed, and the rich purity of her mirth made him smile despite himself. "I'd have picked a different word in your place. Just because I need your cock doesn't mean you shouldn't treat me like a lady."

      He glanced up into her branches, where the two birds were still happily declaring ownership, then said, "You're right, sorry."

      "Oh don't be. Laina's right: you apologize too much."

      "Well I had two younger sisters and they both had ... delicate sensibilities. I got used to saying sorry just to avoid the fights."

      "Speaking of them in the past tense already?" she asked, setting aside her work to look at him with a serious expression. "That surprises me."

      "Nothing I can do for them now, not going to see them again, don't want to talk about it," he said, his mood souring as he thought of his old responsibilities. With him gone, things for his family would go from bad to worse. Lisa was unlikely to remain happy with her mobster boyfriend after he'd used her as a meat shield, and Sara was only sixteen. His dad was a vicious drunk, and his mother was a drug-addled wreck. What kind of future could his sisters possibly expect to have now that the only one bringing any real money home was gone?

      He turned and settled himself against Shy's trunk, staring out over the rippling water. There was still dew on the grass, glittering like a strand of gems on the far bank. Beyond that, rolling hills stretched away toward the dark line of what might be a forest on the horizon. To the right, mountains. To the left, open sky as far as the eye could see. The promise of a new start was in the air, but at just that moment, he couldn't appreciate it.

      Shy leaned into him, but didn't say anything more as she picked up the mask she was working on and continued to shape it.

      If there were a way home, would I even take it?

      He knew the answer to that, and it made him cringe inside. If it were gift-wrapped he'd take it out of obligation to his family, but he wasn't exactly jumping up to go look for a way to get off Celestine. He didn't want to go home, not really. Sara still deserved his protection, but Lisa had put a knife in his back and twisted hard. His parents had both betrayed him long before that, living the lives they'd chosen to live. As for Will ... Will was dead.

      He had to admit to himself that he didn't love his family. He hadn't since Will died, not really. He could remember a dozen separate occasions when he'd caught himself wondering how much better his life would be if he didn't have to care for them.

      Now I don't ... and every time I think of them I get this rush of guilty relief. If I could go back and do it all over again ... what would I change?

      He knew he'd try as hard as he could, just like the first time. His family had relied on him, yet now he was here, alive, healthy, and utterly unable to care for them anymore.

      Sara might still turn out all right ... Lisa will learn her lesson about blinged out gangsters at least ... God I hope they make it, somehow.

      He touched the scar between his eyes idly, then dropped his head back to thump the wood of Shy's trunk, staring out at nothing, his thoughts swirling a drain of survivor's guilt and regret.

      As was becoming her habit, Shy seemed to reach into his head and pick out his thoughts. "If you could go home, would you?"

      "Yes."

      She hesitated. He could tell that wasn't the answer she'd expected. She asked, "What for?"

      He tilted his head to look at her, then glanced away again. "My family is a wreck. They need me."

      "Ah." She put down the mask and focused on him. "What is there for you to go back for?"

      He shook his head, but didn't speak. The answer just made him feel guilty for the fact that it came so readily to mind.

      Nothing.

      A gentle touch at his forehead brought him back to the present, and he opened eyes he hadn't realized he'd closed as Shy lowered her kiss from the scar between his eyes to his lips. Emotion welled up in his throat, but he ruthlessly crushed it as the kiss broke. Shy stared deep into his eyes and softly said, "You died, Victor. Your family will have to learn to make do without you. You're here now, and I need you to stay."

      "I'm not exactly searching hard for a way to get home, Shy."

      "I know. But you should work through your feelings about it, and put them behind you. There is no going back, and you weren't brought here through any choice of yours. Guilt is pointless, senseless."

      "Do you think you could have saved your old home if you'd jumped on the front lines and done your best when the monsters came?" he asked.

      She searched his expression as though wondering if he'd set out in that question to hurt her, then settled down next to him again. Her voice was quietly rueful as she said, "No."

      "Yet you feel guilty about leaving them without helping. In my experience, feelings very rarely make sense. That's why we put them aside, and do what's right."

      He took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and said, "I did the best I could do. I know that. What bothers me is that I don't know how it'll all turn out. Maybe everyone will be all right. Maybe ... but I'll never know."

      "No, you won't. And you've started to let it go; your language reflects that well enough. I'm sorry I brought it up again. I was just surprised you ... let it go so easily. I can't even imagine what it must be like to die and wake up somewhere else, be thrust into a new life with no warning, not knowing any of the rules."

      "You just seem dedicated to pushing me off-balance this morning," he said, shoulder checking her lightly. "I'm fine. I'm not unhappy. I'll adjust. I just wish I weren't so fucking sore!"

      She giggled as he pushed himself up and stretched, groaning melodramatically.

      A breeze touched his face, and he could still smell the promise of new beginnings. This time, it made him smile.
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      "Are you sure this will work?"

      "Hush, Vic. We'll be at the road momentarily and you'll see for yourself. Just stay quiet and let Laina or I do the talking."

      Victor grumbled. He was wearing Shy's mask, and was rather dubious about the claims she'd made regarding its properties. He couldn't deny there was some magic in it though. What she'd handed over before they'd set out that morning looked like an angular and highly stylized human face. It had no trace of a mouth though, and impressions instead of holes for eyes. In fact it had no holes at all, nor any means to secure it to his head. He'd fully expected to be unable to see or breathe when he put it on, but it had simply vanished when he'd pressed the blank wooden face to his own.

      He was supposedly wearing it now, but could neither feel nor sense it. Shy had nodded with satisfaction though, and said they'd have no trouble bringing him into the city.

      They had turned west southwest when they'd spotted Florence on the horizon, leaving the water — which passed the walled city on the eastern side — in favor of the road. Without a boat they wouldn't be able to enter from the docks, so they now made for the western gate and the road that left it, which headed for a pass that would take it through the mountains.

      As they walked, Vic often glanced at the formidable peaks in front of him. Girded in the dark green of a forest that Laina had told him began on the far side of the road, the range's upper slopes were bare gray rock, and some of the highest of the mountains he could see were snow-capped.

      The road showed up as a band of gray against the forest when it finally became visible as they crested a hill and looked down. The city was no more than a half-mile south-east, and there was a sizable cleared area north of the road that looked like the place where merchants and caravans stowed their wagons and wains. People swarmed that area, and there was a line of steady traffic in both directions on the road going in and out of Florence.

      "That's ... busier than I thought it would be," he said, glancing from the road to the walled city. From here, Florence looked like it covered something between one and two square miles, much of that built into the slopes of the mountains. The outer wall skirting the city was an impressive, crenelated affair with square towers built periodically along its winding length until it abutted a cliff face on both the eastern and western sides. The cliff itself had dark spots that Vic had to guess were windows: they were too regularly spaced to be anything else.

      The town had an inner curtain wall that enclosed a formidable looking keep in the shape of a half-hexagon that was built into the mountain and girded by four squat towers, each capped with a trebuchet.

      "Florence is the only major city left on this side of the mountains," Laina said. "Cecaelia forbids most permanent construction on the shore, and over the years people have learned not to test her. All sea-going trade has to come up the river, making the fifty mile trip from open water to the harbor there in order to off-load goods. That's why — despite it being the only even remotely coastal city for hundreds of miles — there's so much foot traffic bound for the mountains."

      "I didn't know she had that kind of power," Victor said. Shy chuckled and said, "I told you she was powerful, Vic. She's one of the twelve. For all practical purposes, she's a goddess."

      "The twelve?"

      They were walking down the hill toward the road now, which had slipped out of sight behind another low hill. Shy nodded from her perch on Laina's back and said, "The twelve are ancient beings who rule vast tracts of Celestine by right of might. All mortal rulers bow before the power of the twelve and tithe to keep their borders. In fact that's typically what they're called: the Powers."

      Shy glanced at him and added, "Cecaelia rules the Bancor Ocean and most of the land bordering it that any river can reach. Her waves have claimed the cities of those who refuse her demands countless times in ages past. She's over four thousand years old and predates most written records."

      As memories of Cecaelia kneeling between his legs mixed with what Shy was telling him, Victor's mind ground to a halt as he muttered, "Fuck me."

      Laina stopped and asked incredulously, "Now?"

      Shy laughed indulgently as Victor cast them both an exasperated look and kept walking. Shy said, "Again, you have the most entertaining turns of phrase. Now perhaps you understand why I was so curious about what power you may have gotten from her?"

      "Yeah." He looked at his hands and idly flexed them. It still boggled him how completely his forearm had healed overnight, but other than that he felt no different. He was still sore but it was a distant, almost comforting sensation now that he was warmed up and moving. He attributed the healing to Laina's influence though. Had Cecaelia really given him something? If so, what?

      The road — when they finally reached it — turned out to be about forty feet wide and seemed well-maintained. Slabs of gray rock had been closely fitted together and even had an almost imperceptible slope from the center out to shed rain water. Wagons, wains, horses, and people of all stripe were carried both toward and away from the city, and despite himself Vic was impressed with the orderliness of things and how well the road was maintained. People heading for town kept to the south side of the road while those headed away kept to the north.

      Victor glanced warily around as they joined the general throng, but no one seemed to give him more than a passing glance. Most attention was riveted on the longhorn minotress carrying a dryad, but no one seemed inclined to speak to them.

      For his part, Victor kept his head on a swivel as the city drew nearer. Just ahead of him two centaurs were hauling an open bed wagon filled with barrels strapped down by heavy ropes. Both were male and wore brightly colored green baldrics hosting sheathed broadswords over well-worn leather armor. Behind them, five people Victor would have described as werewolves talked animatedly among themselves. Shaggy fur covered their bodies and they wore red sashes slung low across their hips that seemed to be more a fashion statement than any concession to modesty, because aside from the heavy packs on their backs that was all they were wearing.

      I wonder how common it is for women to go topless on this world, he mused, turning away from the four females and their lone male companion. At least the fur covered everything but the shape in their particular case.

      Passing by on the left was a woman with flowing red hair and an almost human face. She was digitigrade though and her lower legs and arms were covered in thick, russet fur. She had a long, obviously well-brushed tail that switched idly in time with her swaying hips as she walked. She wore a doeskin sleeveless dress with a 'v' of fringe across her chest and a broad choker of tiny beads woven in a geometric design. Floppy ears the same color as her hair shifted as she listened to her companion, a low slung, portly fellow covered in white fur with sizable, erect rabbit's ears dressed in a black waistcoat with golden buttons.

      The fact that the dog girl was walking with a staff that practically screamed magic allayed his questions about the odd couple walking away from the town. He presumed that the woman was body guarding, but when he glanced back after they'd passed, she seemed not to notice the extra attention.

      That ass ...

      "Eyes front, boss. You're about to kiss the wagon."

      He blinked, jerked his head around and pulled up short, barely avoiding the now stopped wagon as Shy snickered. "Let him look, Laina. I'd have laughed for days and no one else would have noticed."

      Laina was obviously both embarrassed and a little jealous as she glanced at the increasingly distant dog lady. Victor looked from her to Shy and said, "Meant to ask. Why is no one noticing me? The mask isn't hiding anything."

      "It is and it isn't. You're still there, but the mask essentially makes you background. Unless you draw someone's attention they pay you no more mind than the trees or the walls or the sky. They'll avoid you in the same way they won't absently run into walls, but no one will really register your presence. Highly disciplined minds may ignore the mask's suggestion, but its effects are subtle and will go unnoticed by most. I could explain further but it's not really necessary. Just don't speak to anyone but us and you should have no problems."

      He frowned at that and asked, "And if I do want to interact with someone?"

      The line of traffic started to move again as Shy said, "Depends on what you do and how much it grabs their attention. Buying food from a vendor will just get you distracted service; stab someone in the middle of the street and mask or not, you'll be the center of attention."

      "Sounds like something a crook would love to get his hands on," Victor said as they followed the wagon. The walls gradually loomed higher, coming to dominate the view.

      Those things are at least sixty feet high.

      "Rogues aren't the only people who prize dryad masks, Vic. Don't reveal it, don't take it off, and don't give it away. I can't make another one as long as that one exists. The power inside it is what makes my tree look ordinary, like I belong wherever I put down roots."

      More questions spilled into his mind, but he held off as he heard a voice raised in the unmistakable tones of command.

      The centaurs hauling the wagon were being questioned, and two guards with the lower bodies of goats and the upper bodies of muscular humans — albeit horned and blunt-featured to the point of being Neanderthal-like — were walking around examining the wagon's contents.

      The lead guard was leonine, with a full mane of rich brown hair and a head that only had the faintest traces of humanity about it. Bold, slitted green eyes seemed to skewer first one centaur, then the other as they announced their cargo. He wore a breastplate and faulds chased with silver and gold filigree, along with greaves, terrifying looking clawed gauntlets, and bracers.

      "Damn, look at that guy," he muttered.

      "Yeah, looking."

      Vic glanced up in time to see Laina licking her lips. He blinked, then looked back at the lion man. The fellow was broader than he was and about half a foot taller as well. Laina still topped him, but only by a few inches. Vic readily conceded he cut quite the figure.

      "The fact that he turns you on leaves me with so many questions," he said, smirking. Laina looked down at him as the insides of her ears and her cheeks both turned a uniform shade of deep red. "I wasn't -!"

      ""You were.""

      Shy and Vic spoke in unison, glanced at each other, and laughed as Laina's blush deepened and she let out an embarrassed low.

      The wagon was allowed to pass and Victor fell silent as the three of them stepped up. The two satyrs seemed not to notice Vic at all as they focused with uncomfortable intensity on Laina's chest. Their eyes seemed to fix there and both went almost unnaturally still.

      While he'd felt no jealousy at Laina's obvious ogling, the fact that these two were stripping her with their eyes did bother him, and it was only a warning glance from Shy that got him to bite his tongue.

      As long as the 'look don't touch' rule is in effect anyway ...

      The lion man actually noticed him, but his eyes seemed to find and dismiss him as unimportant before focusing on the much larger minotress and the — by comparison — diminutive dryad.

      Shy had dismounted when they'd reached the road, and was clothed in a dress that seemed to be stitched out of every color of fall leaf imaginable. It set off the wood grain of her skin and made the silvery-green glow of her eyes stand out even in daylight. As Vic considered it, he actually had to wonder if it was actually a dress, or if Shy was just sprouting fashionable foliage. It wasn't like she'd just been hiding it somewhere up to now.

      "We don't see many dryads. What's your business in Florence?"

      The lion's voice was a rumbling basso and the aura of command he projected was unmistakable. It was so strong in fact that it left Victor wondering what the hell a guy like this was doing on guard duty, and warning bells started to go off in the back of his mind.

      "Migration," Shy said as she smiled radiantly up at the man. "Laina and I met on the road and she graciously agreed to accompany me."

      "Laina?" the man turned his attention to the minotaur and asked bluntly, "Do you produce?"

      The question seemed to catch both women off-guard, but Laina recovered quickly and said, "Yes."

      Shy leaned back and met Victor's eyes — her expression a sly smirk — before she returned her attention to the guard captain.

      "Hm." The lion man looked Laina up and down as though considering whether to press for proof. Victor's temper — still simmering as he glared at the two satyrs who had neither moved or spoken since gluing their eyes to Laina's tits — began to boil.

      Armor or not, I'll make this pussy eat his own teeth if he goes out of his way to embarrass her here.

      His knuckles popped with the force of his clenched fists, and his intensity seemed to draw the lion man's attention. The lion glanced at Shy as he waved at Victor. "What about him?"

      "My bond servant. You'll have to forgive his rudeness; he's not that bright."

      That stung him enough to break his fixation, and Victor forced himself to look away and calm the fuck down.

      I'm acting like I'm still in high school. What is the MATTER with me? I'm trying NOT to attract attention. STUPID.

      The lion looked at him again, but this time Victor made a study of the ground at the other man's feet and kept still.

      "The entrance tax is three tokens, one for each." Turning his attention back to Laina, the lion man added, "You can sell your milk in the open air souk adjacent to the docks, but if you wish to sell in the southern market you'll need a permit and certificate of worth, which you'll be required to display on request. See a nurse in any of the clinics for the latter, and the tax office adjacent to the keep for the former ... get them in that order: no certificate means no permit."

      As he spoke, Laina fished three copper coins out of a pouch and held them out. The lion man waved his gauntleted fist back and forth between the heads of his thunderstruck underlings, slamming each in turn on the side of the head with nothing even approaching gentleness. With indignant bleats both satyrs shook themselves and the one on the left reached out for the coins as blood began trickling from a cut on his temple.

      "Don't mind them," he said, his tone already bored. "They do that shit all the time."

      "Thank you, captain ...?"

      "Ross," he held out a hand to Shy, who placed hers in his. He dipped his head and gave the top of her hand a perfunctory kiss. "Albrecht Ross. Enjoy your time in Florence, Lady of the Wood."

      "It's so good to see manners after so long," she said, smiling as she dipped her head.

      Seconds later they were past the wall amid a throng that seemed to be going in every direction. The ordered line beyond the wall had become chaos within, and Victor found himself following along in Laina's wake as she used her bulk to cut a swath through the multitudes.

      The place smelled so strongly of so many different animals that even Victor's dull sense of smell was quickly overwhelmed and he found himself covering his nose as they moved deeper into the town. The buildings on either side had stone first floors and overhanging wattle and daub second stories. Drains ran along either side of the cobblestone street, and Victor noticed as he walked that people frequently glanced warily at the windows above.

      He began doing likewise.

      The close quarters of the streets eventually widened into a sizable court dominated by a fountain. People were drawing water from the pool at the fountain's base, but Laina skirted the crowds and plunged down another narrow street on the far side. She seemed to know exactly where she was going so Victor followed along, trying to keep his eyes in his head. It was one thing to be told that humans were unique in the world, quite something different to see a thousand different people of a hundred different races, most of which bore no more than a passing resemblance to oneself.

      Just before they stepped out of the square, Victor caught sight of a raven-haired, jewel-bedecked woman with the lower body of a massive scorpion. Her stinger hung over her head like a deathly lantern as she crouched behind a carpet laid in front of her that was strewn with what looked like hand-crafted jewelry.

      The new street Laina had chosen seemed to be catching a bit of a breeze which cut the smell considerably, and there was less traffic. Hammers rang on metal here, and most of the bottom floors of the places they passed were open forges. If it weren't for the fact that Laina was moving so quickly, Victor might have been drawn away. Something about the way the sparks flew off the metal being worked had a strange, almost magnetic attraction for him.

      Another circle opened out, and again Laina chose a street without hesitation. Within twenty minutes of entering the city, she had brought them to an open market square much larger than any of the other open spaces they'd passed through. It was filled with a veritable maze of booths hung with brightly colored fabrics. Hawkers declared their goods in such a dizzying cacophony of voices that Victor couldn't make heads or tails of any of it.

      Fortunately for him they stayed on the perimeter and soon found themselves approaching a pair of rickety saloon doors — each with several slats broken or missing. Before they reached the entrance, sounds of commotion from within the building preceded the body of a man sailing gracelessly out the door to land bonelessly in the gutter. He'd come close to clearing the swinging doors, but one of them flapped open and slammed against the wall, knocking another slat loose in the process.

      "Darken my door wi' fake coin again an I'll stomp your guts'n carve your flanks for steak!" an angry female voice bellowed from inside.

      She sounds like a pirate!

      Victor looked at the unmoving, clearly unconscious dog-man laying in the gutter and then at Laina, who was grinning as she said, "Don't worry. Mamma doesn't take shit from anyone, but if you're nice — and pay your bills — she's all smiles."

      "Pro-tip. Thanks," he muttered, casting a last glance over his shoulder as they passed the swinging doors and stepped into the dimly lit interior of what looked to Victor like a medieval restaurant. Circular tables with mismatched stools and chairs dotted the room, and lanterns that seemed to produce at least as much smoke as light hung from beams that were only a little higher than he was, and which Laina had to crouch to get around.

      There weren't many patrons, and those few in evidence stared unabashedly at Laina and Shy. A matronly looking minotress with a small set of curling horns wearing a bartender's apron that strained to contain the bust underneath lit up like Christmas when she saw Laina. She called her by name as she bustled forward, arms spread wide.

      "By my tits I 'aven't seen you in far too long! Laina my girl! You get bigger every time I see you!"

      I thought she was on bad terms with other tauren, what gives?

      Victor exchanged a glance with Shy, who shrugged artfully and turned her attention back to the now embracing pair. The proprietress stood no more than five and a half feet tall and the short fur that covered her sides and that portion of her thighs Vic could see was the white and black of a dairy cow. She had black hair big enough to have come straight out of an eighties sitcom and big blue eyes.

      "Can we go somewhere, Mamma Moo? Some things I'd like to talk about in private," Laina said as she glanced back at Shy and Victor.

      Mamma Moo?? Are you serious?

      Victor kept a straight face as best he could considering what Mamma Moo had done to the last patron to upset her, but he needn't have bothered. The squat minotress barely glanced at him as she nodded vigorously and twirled her hand as she turned, gesturing for them to follow as she led the way through a door Laina had to crouch and turn sideways to fit through.

      Shy followed, and Victor brought up the rear, closing the door behind himself and turning to find that the room they stood in had a higher ceiling and was lit by much higher quality lanterns.

      The smells of cooking stew had him salivating as he spotted the cauldron bubbling quietly away in a fireplace against one wall. Two others — one another minotress and the other a brown furred male that looked like some sort of ferret hybrid — were summarily shooed out to mind the front.

      As they passed him a sudden wave of dysphoria swept through Victor and he leaned back against an out of the way counter, closing his eyes as his unease in a world without humans abruptly caught up with and tried to overwhelm him. He felt sick to his stomach and vertigo left him dizzy.

      "Vic! Are you all right?"

      Shy's hands slid over his shoulders as she looked up into his face. He shook himself and nodded. "Yeah, yeah. Fine. Smells and sights are getting to me is all. It's a lot to take in. I'm fine. I'll adjust."

      Embarrassment at being caught at a weak moment made his face darken, and he waved her away as aggressively as he dared.

      Her eyes narrowed, but she let it go, turning back to the conversation Laina was having with Mamma Moo. He'd missed the opening exchange, but as he finally tuned in what he heard quickly drowned out his own problems.

      "So you did it! 'At's great! You finally took the plunge! Bout damn time too! 'Ow ya feelin'?"

      "I'm ... um, sensitive. It's getting to the point where just walking around feels like it's jostling me too much." Laina paused, glancing back at Victor as a blush hit her cheeks.

      Mamma Moo noticed and for the first time turned her full attention to Victor. She squinted, staring hard at him, then her eyes widened. "Bless my soul! Is that ...?"

      "Shhh! Yes. Yes he is. PLEASE keep it to yourself."

      "'Owever did you get 'im through town!?" she asked as she stepped over and examined Victor with the sort of air one usually reserves for exotic animals at a zoo.

      "Ahem! Madam Moo, please. He's not on display."

      Shy gently but insistently interposed herself between Victor and the staring minotress, who blinked and said, "Oh! My, where are my manners? Yes, well ..."

      She blushed prettily as she practically forced herself to turn away. It took her a moment to gather herself, after which she said, "Gracious, yes, your tits, Laina! You need a good milking. Since you've grown up with your sister I assume you know the why's and 'ow's of the matter?"

      Laina nodded, then turned her soulful brown eyes on Victor as she said, "Yes, I can show him what to do."

      Show ... ME?

      Vincent began to turn crimson as Mamma Moo — completely oblivious to his plight — went bustling about the kitchen, coming back moments later with a sizable bucket and several clean, damp towels.

      "Sally an I use the side room there. It's plenty large enough, even for you dear. Off you go!"

      Laina reached out and snagged Victor's arm as she passed and he found himself trailing in her wake, casting a desperate look over his shoulder. Shy smirked and waved, then turned her attention to Mamma Moo. He never heard what she said, because a second later the door was closing on a small room that had nothing in it except a stool, a folded up rug, a very imposing Laina carrying a bucket and towels, and him.
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      "Uh ..."

      Victor struggled to get something more coherent out as he watched Laina close the door and turn to face him.

      "What?" she asked, tilting her head to look at him. Her horn bumped the ceiling as she did so, which caused her to glance up in annoyance and shift a bit toward the center of the room. "You're my man, boss. This is your job."

      "You can't ... I mean, women where I'm from do this sort of thing in private." He felt like he was drowning in embarrassment as she shucked her tunic and unwound the sarashi holding her assets in place.

      "Well I'm fairly sure we've established you're not anywhere near there now, and here, a man milks his woman." She finished with the wrap and dropped it aside. Even his inexperienced eye could see that her breasts were riding a bit higher than they had yesterday and looked firm almost to the point of seeming fake.

      She cast him a vaguely uneasy look. "I wouldn't have thought after last night's fun that you'd be upset about this. I'm the one who has to get down on hands and knees here."

      "I ... uh," he trailed off and wished he could melt into the wall. The tops of his ears were so hot he wondered if they'd catch fire. He hadn't felt this embarrassed since he'd snuck into the back at the video store when he was twelve and got his first real look at all the porn covers.

      Laina gave him a long, disappointed look and said, "Look boss, if you can't handle this I'll do it myself, but it'll take a lot longer and be a lot less comfortable. Please?"

      Man up asshole. You apparently did this, take responsibility.

      Victor shook his head and said, "No, I won't put that on you, Laina. You're right, I'm being childish. What do you need me to do?"

      The look she gave him held both relief and lingering traces of disappointment as she shifted the folded carpet out and carefully knelt. The floor here was composed of heavy wood slats, and the carpet would make things significantly more comfortable for her. She settled in a kneeling position as he took a stool, and they looked at each other for a moment, him still flame-faced with embarrassment, her determined.

      "My sister explained this, and since you obviously don't know anything, we'll go from the top. Remember this is a first for me too. The easiest way to get this started is for you to suckle at one of my tits. According to my sister, when the milk comes I'll feel it inside, and once its flowing I can get over the bucket and you'll be able to coax it out by squeeze pressing."

      Okay, I take it back. This is WAY more embarrassing than getting caught looking at porn.

      He nodded slowly, putting his embarrassment away as best he could. This was something he'd committed to, and he needed to do it right. It was probably as embarrassing for her as it was for him — though she certainly looked more annoyed than embarrassed at the moment — and he looked her in the eye.

      "I'll do the best I can to keep this comfortable for you, Laina. Just ... let me know if it hurts or if I'm doing something wrong."

      Her expression softened and he saw her vulnerability. "Honestly, boss? I'm really nervous right now. I was so worried that you would bail out on me."

      Wow, make me feel even worse about how close I was to bailing out why don't you?

      Her admission touched him though, and as bad as it made him feel, it also made him want to comfort her, make sure she understood that he was hers at least as much as she was his. He leaned forward and kissed her, cupping her cheeks as he did so.

      She leaned in and her eyes drifted closed, and he let his hands drift down over her throat, her shoulders, his tongue circling hers lazily as he took his time to put her at ease. He had no clue how needing to be milked would change sensations for her, so his first caresses over her swollen tits were light, almost feathery.

      Her muscles spasmed and her tits bounced under his hands and she let out a low that was pregnant with need as the kiss broke.

      "Oohhh, that feels good, boss. Please, suck me. Please ... I really, really need you to suck me."

      Part of him rebelled against the image of him suckling at her breast, but that part was buried under a strange, completely unanticipated erotic rush as he shifted to his knees in front of her, kissing his lazy way down the slope of her breast.

      His lips reinforced his impression of her tautness; the flesh of her tits was swollen and there was much less give than he'd experienced with her yesterday. The needy, now inarticulate sounds spilling past her lips were enough to convince him not to make her wait, and he took the taut crown of her nipple between his lips. He sealed them around her and began with a slow but insistent draw.

      Laina gasped and shivered, then spoke in a breathy moan, "Use your teeth, pull a bit ... and suck harder. I think I feel something ... but I need more."

      Vic steadied his nerves and pushed any thought not directly connected to Laina's well-being out of his mind as he took her nipple between his teeth and began to gently pull as he suckled harder. His hands roamed over her breast and then settled to either side of the one he had attached himself to as he remembered what she'd said about squeeze pressing.

      His fingers weren't even close to connecting as he wrapped his hands around the base of her breast and squeezed, then slowly pressed down toward himself.

      "Ooooh! Thaaat's it!"

      She whimpered and with startling abruptness Vic felt a wash of rich, warm, delicious flavor over his tongue. Any embarrassment he felt about what he was doing washed away under the onslaught of absolutely amazing taste her milk brought to him. He shifted his hands up again, but there seemed no need. Each time he suckled he got a fresh wash of liquid delight over his tongue. He'd swallowed three times before he even recognized the active hunger he had for what she was giving him.

      He felt her hands wrap around his shoulder and press him close. His face pillowed against her breast and he had to tip his head a bit to the side to breathe, but he wasn't complaining. The thought never crossed his mind in fact, so wrapped up had he become in the rich flavors flowing into his mouth from the puckered crown of her nipple.

      Laina eased her grip on him just a bit and cooed in pleasure. He glanced up at her and saw her head tipped back, eyes shuttered in bliss.

      Good to know I'm not the only one getting something out of this ... man, she tastes fantastic!

      The surreal nature of the situation struck him then, and he started to disengage only to have the lights abruptly turned off as she squeezed him into her breast. "Noo ... just, for a little while longer. Please don't stop, I can't even tell you how good it feels to have my man drinking from me, boss. Please."

      Given her strength, he wasn't sure he had any choice in the matter, but his embarrassment was long since gone and he gave himself over to enjoying her flavor, suckling unabashedly as he took his fill. All the while she murmured her approval, her thick fingers ruffling through what little hair he had.

      Finally he stopped again, not because the milk had stopped flowing, but because he actually felt full.

      Jeeze, how much milk has she GOT? I'm a grown man for crying out loud!

      She lowed quietly as he gently but insistently disengaged. He leaned up and kissed her, then murmured against her lips, "If I'd known your milk tasted that good I'd have jumped at the opportunity, Laina. Easily the most satisfying taste I've had in years."

      "Better than my sister's?" she asked, blinking rapidly as he straightened. He chuckled and said honestly, "I can't even remember what hers tastes like. Yours is that much better."

      She smiled tremulously and wiped at her eyes. "Thank you, boss. You ... that means a lot to me."

      Laina shook herself and then waved him back as she leaned forward, putting herself on all fours. "You drank from the left, so start with my right please."

      He blinked, then remembered the whole reason they were here. He kicked the stool over to her right side and shifted the bucket into place. He had to actually duck under her horn to get into position. Her right breast was damp and as he looked he saw that she'd been leaking enough to practically soak herself all the way to her belt.

      Well I know what the towels are for at any rate.

      Vic took a moment to wipe her down and then tossed the rag over his knee as he settled and wrapped careful hands around her pendant right breast. He felt a surge of embarrassment return as he began to squeeze, but he put that in the mental garbage where it belonged and spent the next ten minutes learning how to effectively milk a minotress.

      There were mistakes, miss-fires, and no small amount of laughter involved in the process, but in the end they had a bucket filled practically to the brim and a very relieved Laina who insisted that he wipe her down rather than do it herself.

      "Feeling better?" he asked as he gently lifted her breasts to wash them all around. A single drop pearled at her right breast as he did this, and he scooped it up with a finger and licked it clean absently. She smirked and leaned forward, kissing him as she said, "That felt awesome. Just so you know, this is usually a twice a day thing — morning and night."

      "That often?" he asked, quirking a brow at her. "That's a lot of milk."

      "Mmm." Her smile broadened, then faded just a bit as she said, "Now though we need to get what we have into bottles so I can go get it tested and certified."

      She turned and opened the door about the same time Victor realized she was still topless. He opened his mouth to say something but didn't get it out before Mamma Moo's voice dominated the scene.

      "OOoh! Did'e drink?"

      "Yes Mamma. He said it was delicious."

      "'eheee, well e's a sweet one or a smart one, maybe both. Come dear! We need to get that bottled an I'll take you on to the local clinic to get your certification. MMMMMMMMMmmmmooh I'm so excited!"

      As the two women bustled about the kitchen Shy came to the door and leaned on the frame, folding her arms under her breasts and grinning at Victor where he sat forgotten on the stool.

      She lifted a finger and touched the side of her mouth as she said, "Got a little something there, boss."

      Vic scrubbed his face in a sudden fit of self-consciousness as he grumbled, "Don't you start."

      Shy chuckled, then glanced back at the kitchen before stepping inside the small room to crouch in front of him. She pitched her voice so that only he could hear. "So, really, how did she taste?"

      He blinked at her, thinking it a curious question for her to ask, but shrugged and answered honestly. "Best I've ever had, no joke."

      "How much have you had?" she said, smirking. She held up a hand to forestall his retort as she added, "That's good though. High quality milk is supposed to be delicious. Beyond that though, are you still sore?"

      Come to think of it ...

      He stretched, then stood and stretched again, exploring himself mentally as he moved. "No. Wow, was that because of her ...?"

      "Very likely. Minotress milk is a literal restorative. Outside of a health potion — most of which use minotress milk as a base ingredient — its the most effective thing there is for healing, that's why fresh, high-quality milk is so expensive. Presuming the certificates come in the way I think they will, and that Laina produces as much as I think she will, any money problems you might have had are over."

      Victor frowned at that and said, "Not quite sure how I feel about mooching off my companions for cash. I can make my own way."

      Whatever Shy might have said to that was cut off as Laina poked her head into the room and said, "You two coming or going to stay here? Mamma Moo and I need to make a few stops."

      Shy glanced back and said, "You go. Taking him with you will invite questions we don't want to answer."

      Victor took the opportunity to toss Laina's tunic at her as he said, "You'll probably want this."

      Laina caught the shirt absently and nodded, then tilted her head to get her horns back out as she said, "Figured. Back in a few hours. Mamma says you can rest in the atrium out back, Shy. There's a well and a dirt floor. Only people who come and go are folks from the properties around who use the water and there's no direct street access."

      Shy's eyes lit up at that and she rose from her crouch, catching Victor's hand as she said, "Let's go!"

      He followed her out the back of the kitchen and onto a rickety porch that groaned audibly in protest as they stepped out onto it.

      The atrium was about thirty feet square and centered around an old stone well with a bucket and pulley system that looked like it had been yanked straight out of an old fairy tale. The walls on all four sides were stone on the first floor, wattle and daub on the second, and none of them looked like they'd seen any recent maintenance. The place had a hushed, almost sacred feel, even though Victor could hear the murmur of the crowds in the plaza just on the other side of the building. There were three other doors in the walls around, all fronted by similarly decrepit porches. Spots of grass were interspersed with well worn dirt trails that all led to the well, the stones of which were covered with vines and moss.

      The offensive smells of the town seemed almost entirely absent here and the serenity of the place caused Vic to let out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding.

      "This will do perfectly," Shy said as she stepped off the porch and moved to one of the grassy areas. "I'm going to wind up looking a little different once I do this. As long as you have the mask, it's going to be very obvious that I'm not a normal tree."

      "Take it back then. I shouldn't need it here right?" he asked, reaching for his face and then hesitating as he realized he hadn't a clue how to remove a mask that didn't feel like it was actually there.

      Shy's expression faltered just a bit, then she looked at Victor with an almost pleading gaze and said, "You need to keep it on. Even a chance encounter without the mask could lead to a riot if word gets out that there's a template here. If ... if you're willing, I can share the magic with you as long as you're touching my trunk."

      "Sure, why wouldn't I be willing?" he asked, stepping off the porch to stand next to her.

      "Well ... you seem nervous about my sense of you. With you wearing my mask, that connection will probably deepen the longer we stay in contact."

      So the question is, am I willing to allow that?

      His native caution flickered to life, but he quelled it ruthlessly as he said, "Shy, I'm depending on you and Laina to look after my dumb ass at least until I figure out how to make it on my own. I've got no secrets worth keeping from either of you. Having you inside my head might be ... weird, but you aren't unwelcome. Of course I'll hang out with you while you rest."

      She seemed uncertain of his answer, but he came to where she stood in one corner of the atrium and took her in his arms. "It's fine."

      "That's the second time you've said that in the last few minutes," she murmured, gently turning him to wrap him up from behind. Her arms slid around his sides as she fit her chin on his shoulder. "Are you sure you're okay, Vic?"

      Not really, but there's nothing I can do about my afterlife being on an alien planet I don't understand. Hell at least I can speak the language.

      "I'll -"

      "- adjust. I know you will. That wasn't what I asked."

      Victor didn't have a better answer for her. Instead he relaxed into her arms and felt a sort of lassitude wash through him. His eyes drifted closed and it didn't even occur to him that he was still standing as he fell asleep, nor did he realize that had anyone been able to penetrate the magic of the dryad's mask, they'd have seen a man wrapped up and supported against the trunk of a willow tree by very suggestively shaped branches.
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      "Ladies and gentlemen. With a win byyyyyyy KNOCKOUT! at one minute ten seconds in the first round, I give you your new middleweight wooooorld champion! The Boss! Victooooooor MAAAAAACK!"

      The ref threw Vic's hand up and the roar of the crowd drowned out everything, including his own scream of victory. Cameras flashed from everywhere and the bright lights shown down on him in his moment of absolute triumph. He'd done it. He'd risen above his humble beginnings and taken his division by storm.

      He was a made man now. His fights would command seven figures, he'd have endorsements, the best of the best of everything. All his hard work, the blood, sweat, and tears he'd shed to get here ... everything had been worth it.

      Finally. My dreams have come true.

      Hot tears stained his cheeks as that moment seemed to stretch into eternity. Then, in the manner of all dreams, it faded. First the sound died away, and then he realized that the stands were empty. He whirled and found himself alone in the octagon. There was no announcer, no referee, no opponent. No one at all.

      The loneliness of that moment crashed down on him and he collapsed to his hands and knees.

      I'm alone. There's no one here. No one understands. No one came to the fight ... no one.

      He closed his eyes and screamed, or started to.

      Instead he woke up with shocking abruptness as he felt the clamp of a wooden hand over his mouth.

      "Be still, be quiet. We are not alone."

      Victor opened his eyes, but did as Shy bade him and remained still as he took in his circumstances. There were four people in the courtyard, none of whom were familiar to him.

      The obvious leader was a richly accoutered feline woman. Her face was almost completely cat-like and her green eyes reflected the dim light of the moon that shown down on the courtyard. Her fur was uniformly tan, and she wore sable robes trimmed in silver and carried a staff that looked like it had been stolen from the top of a generator in Frankenstein's lab. It was a solid rod of metal with a heavy ball at the tip. Electricity arced constantly out to a six-inch radius.

      "Where is he?" she asked, turning to a male lizardman with black scales and golden eyes. The man wore robes identical to the woman's, but instead of a staff he had what looked like a small platter in his left hand and there was some kind of curved sword sheathed at his left hip.

      "We ssearched all the ssurroundss and sspoke to everyone nearby. No one hass sseen a template, Misstresss."

      "The cow came from here! This is Mamma Moo's business. The template is HERE," the woman said, practically hissing. "FIND HIM."

      How come they can't see us? They're practically staring right at us.

      "Your power is amplifying the effects of my mask. They can't even see ME, much less you. As long as you remain still and silent, we will not be found."

      It didn't occur to him until after he'd digested her words that she wasn't actually speaking, and his eyes widened.

      "Ssssh!"

      The remaining two seemed to be guards, though they wore black leathers and their faces were hidden by cloth masks, revealing only that they had muzzles.

      And claws. LONG claws.

      The lizardman made a curt gesture, and the two guards crouched and simply leapt out of the atrium. Victor's eyes tracked them until they disappeared over the roofline on the second story, and remained wide afterward.

      That's not possible. That's not fucking POSSIBLE!

      "They are corrupted. Monster blooded creatures from the Twilight Zone. There is not much that is impossible when such beasts are at issue. Be silent, be still. The feline is a Locutor. She holds their leashes, and will have more than two at her disposal. The lizard is an initiate: her second in command. They are agents of the Zone. If they catch you, they will either recruit or kill you."

      The feline was scanning the atrium and her gaze seemed to pierce every shadow, but it slipped past Shy's tree as though it simply weren't there.

      "What else do you know about the cow?" she said in a low, rowling voice.

      "Sshe iss newly arrived in Florencce, but iss known here. Sshe contendss in the underground fight gamess that Mamma Moo MC'sss. Sshe fightss in the open division, and often takess prize money back with her to her village on the coassst. Her win/losss iss eight and zero. Her name isss Laina Lowe."

      Underground FIGHT games?

      "Don't even think about it, Victor. If you compete, you will be recognized for what you are."

      Are these two and their thugs here legally?

      "Certainly not."

      ... What happens if they're discovered?

      "They'll be executed if they can be caught. Twilight Zone agents are killed on sight in all civilized cities. The problem is catching them. Locutors are extraordinarily dangerous, and their foot-soldiers typically aren't voluntarily engaged at less than three to one."

      We have to let the city government know they're here.

      There was a long silence as the feline hissed in frustration and waved the lizardman ahead of her as they started toward one of the doors Victor hadn't been through. He felt Shy's grip on him tighten just a little as she spoke in his mind. "We'll do what we can. Those two are beyond us. I never would have suspected their agents would be this far south. This is bad for us. When they take word of your existence back to the Zone, an expedition will be mounted to capture you."

      Then all we have to do is keep them from leaving.

      "Fool! Word of your presence will go out tonight. Locutors are all easily capable of tele-presence spells. She will notify her superiors and they will continue the search. We must flee!"

      Let me go.

      "... I can't do that, Victor."

      There is no time for this. Let me go or lose me.

      The two were ascending the steps of the porch opposite them when Vic felt her grip on him ease. He stepped forward into a run, and crossed the courtyard so quickly that the feline, trailing behind her second, had just twitched an ear and begun to turn when he caught them.

      His arm slid around her neck as he coiled the other behind her head. His entire upper body tensed, and he released all that power in a vicious whipsaw motion that snapped her head so violently to the side that her bones seemed to turn to jelly as she collapsed. Victor had already stepped over her and slammed a fist into the lizardman's kidney.

      The creature let out an agonized hiss and Victor hit him again, then a third time before the man's knees gave out and he sagged, jaws opened wide in a soundless scream of pain.

      Victor stepped around to face him and loaded up, fist cocked with the knuckle of his top finger angled out and braced by his thumb. He struck with both power and precision, crushing the lizardman's windpipe.

      As he choked, Victor pulled the sword out of its sheath and wound up before cutting the man's head off in a violent spray of gore.

      Stillness returned to the atrium as Victor looked at the rooftops, but neither of the two foot soldiers returned.

      He knelt and checked for a pulse in the woman. Nothing. Breaking someone's neck wasn't nearly as easy as it looked in the movies, but it could be done ... and for the first time in his life, Victor had done it. Both Twilight Zone agents were dead.

      I just killed two people in cold blood.

      He stood up, dropped the sword, and stared at his hands. They were steady. He felt his pulse ... it was barely elevated.

      The lizardman corpse fell backward and tumbled down the single step of the rickety porch to lay next to the Locutor's body. Her eyes were wide and staring. She still looked surprised.

      Is this who I am now? Or is this who I always was?

      "Victor!"

      He started to turn, but Shy slammed into his side, wrapping him up as she sobbed, "By the powers, Victor! That was so stupid!"

      Vic wrapped an arm around Shy and said nothing. His thoughts were turned inward. He'd just killed two people he didn't know on the word of someone he barely knew. At the moment, all he felt inside was empty.

      I just murdered two people.

      He was staring down at the feline woman. Staring into those blankly surprised eyes should move him somehow ... yet he felt nothing.

      It shouldn't be like this. Shouldn't be this easy. I didn't want to kill them, I just wanted to knock them out and take them in, right? Why didn't I do that? Why did I kill them? Was it because I was afraid? Am I a coward?

      "Why did I kill them?" he asked, still looking down at the corpse. "It wasn't what I wanted."

      Shy was crying, but he could tell they were relieved tears. She was upset with him, thought he was reckless. But Victor felt that he had done what needed doing ... except he hadn't meant to kill them. Had he?

      "Will the others come back?" he asked, looking up at the rooftops.

      "No. They'll go on a rampage until they're put down. They're practically mindless without these two."

      "How many?"

      "There should be ten, if this is a scouting party. Twelve is an auspicious number on Celestine."

      A rampage ... because of me.

      Victor nodded and reached down, picked up the sword again, and started walking back across the courtyard. "If they won't come back here, then I need to go out to them."

      "NO! Please Vic, no!"

      Shy caught him around the waist and held him from behind. "I beg you, stay here with me. The city can handle them, but if they kill you, the story ends before it begins. Nothing will change."

      "Do you want something to change? Is that what you're really all about?" he asked, staring at nothing as he listened to the rapid patter of her heart. He could hear it, feel it as she pressed herself close.

      "Yes."

      "Then we need to go. If we die here, we were never going to be worth any kind of story anyway. If you don't want me to die ..."

      He shifted, turning into her embrace. He kissed her forehead and tilted her face up to his, "Then come with me, watch my back. I know by the way you've talked about your regrets that you're not helpless. Time to prove it."

      She met his gaze, and her expression of pleading faded. He wasn't quite sure what she saw in his face, but whatever it was seemed to make up her mind for her.

      "I will come with you then. Just a moment."

      She let him go and turned to the bodies. Kneeling, she hovered her hand over the metal rod the Locutor had carried. She took a deep breath, let it out, and wrapped her fingers around the shaft.

      Lightning played up her body and she shuddered as it flowed over her, through her, and into the ground at her feet. Her hair lifted with static charge, and Victor skipped away as a small bolt arced to his sword and shocked him almost hard enough to knock him off his feet.

      A corona of electric light played around Shy, and then it vanished as abruptly as it appeared. Shy looked unharmed.

      "What the hell was that?" he asked. "Are you okay?"

      "The lightning rod has accepted me as its new master," she said as she stood, and lightning began playing around the knob at the top of the staff. This time though, the lightning had an unmistakable greenish tinge to it, where before it had been white.

      "This will make things easier."

      "Later, remind me to ask you about that."

      She smiled, though he could tell that whatever just happened had taken something from her, and she was leaning heavily on the staff for support. "I will."

      He glanced from the rod to her, then turned, tightening his grip on the curved sword he'd stolen from the lizardman. It was similar to a cutlass, but larger. The basket hilt had a knuckle-duster style guard that was a bit too big for his fingers, but it would work in a pinch, and he didn't really know how to use the damn thing anyway.

      Almost as though it had been waiting for its moment, a high-pitched scream tore the relative peace of the night asunder. Hot on the heels of the desperate sound came a long, gurgling howl.

      Victor did his best to fix the direction in his mind, and raced for the steps into Mamma Moo's tavern.
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      They came upon the first beast only a few moments later. It had cornered a couple who looked somewhat like the folk from Laina's village, and as Victor skidded around the corner the beast was clawing at the man, who had wrapped his woman up and turned his back on the creature in a desperate bid to protect her.

      "HEY! Over here! I killed your master! Come get me you freak!"

      He felt like a fool as he shouted, but it did get the thing's attention and it turned. Victor almost lost his shit in that moment. The creature's veil had been torn away, revealing a muzzle so full of teeth that the foremost of them were practically tusks, with row upon row behind.

      Its talons were six inches long at the end of every finger, and it splayed its hands and roared at him as it began its charge.

      The thing only made half the distance to them when it was struck by a bolt of green-tinged lightning and spasmed, fur smoking as it face-planted into the cobblestones, shattered teeth skittering across the stones from the force of the landing.

      Victor wasted no time. He ran forward as it started to get up, still clearly staggered by the blast, and hacked at it with all his might. His swings were artless, but the sword was sharp, and blood sprayed as it howled and tried to roll away.

      Vic stepped after it, sword rising and falling as though he were a butcher carving meat, and a lucky stroke caught the monster's throat, opening it down to the bone. It gurgled and sagged to the stone of the alleyway, feet still scrabbling uselessly behind it as it died.

      More screams were coming from the areas around, and Victor zeroed in on the next closest, then hesitated and turned to look at the two victims.

      "Will you be all right?" he asked the female, who was cradling her man in her arms. She was crying and didn't even look up as she sobbed, "Go! Save who you can! GO!"

      It was clear in that moment that though they'd spared her life, her man had given his.

      Tears rose in Victor's eyes, but he snarled and buried his feelings as he whirled and ran down the alley, turning and almost losing his footing as he slammed into a pile of loose garbage that had been left there.

      Smells assaulted him and his vision was blurry, but he screamed a wordless challenge as he regained his feet and ran on through the shadows. The moonlight that reached through the narrow crevices between the rooftops was barely enough to light his way, but when he turned another corner the alleyway disgorged him into a small courtyard. There was a small fountain surrounded by a pool rimmed in by a low stone wall, and two of the creatures were tearing into a corpse that was already unrecognizable given how savagely it had been dismembered.

      Again Victor screamed, far beyond the use of words now as he gave himself over to the rage that boiled within him. Everyone who died tonight because of these things would be on his head, and here already were two. He had to kill these things, had to finish what he'd started before too many others paid the price for his impulsive need to save his own skin.

      The monsters turned, and one of them leapt at him while the other ran. The leaper reached him first and met a swing so savage that it was practically cut in two. Victor felt hot pain blossom in his side but ignored it as he lifted the sword high with his follow through from the first strike, and brought it down so violently on the second monster that its skull shattered.

      "Victor! Two more, left!"

      Snarling with animal hatred, he turned and readied himself to swing again as lightning reached across the courtyard like the finger of God to smite one of the creatures. It spasmed and exploded into a rain of gore. Shy's second bolt was much more powerful than the first had been, and the flash left afterimages bright in Vic's eyes as the boom of thunder smote his ears.

      There's another one, keep your shit together, Vic!

      Unable to see much of anything but the bolt of blazing purple left in his eyes, he swung blindly ... and missed.

      The thing howled gleefully as it smashed into him, carrying him off his feet to slam with a grunt and the snap of bones onto the cobblestone street.

      It wound up on top of him and instinct took over as he smashed blindly at a face he couldn't see with his left. His right arm wasn't working anymore and the pain in his shoulder told him where the sound of breaking bones had come from.

      Pain erupted in his left hand as he inadvertently impaled it on a forest of teeth and he screamed as he felt claws tearing at his chest.

      Then the weight of the creature was gone, leaving him splayed out on the ground, gasping for breath.

      His ears were still ringing from the thunder, his vision still blotted with purple from the lightning blast, and though he tried to get his feet under him he barely managed to roll to his hands and knees before the combined pain from his injuries ripped his conscious mind to shreds. The last thing he felt was the heavy thump as his forehead hit the pavement.
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      "He's coming around!"

      Is he?

      Victor opened his eyes. The first thing he saw was Laina's bust. It took real effort to force his eyes further up to see her concerned expression as she watched him.

      He shifted, thinking to sit up, but as soon as he did shards of agony shot through his shoulders to explode in blooms of pain that settled in his chest and side.

      "Ow."

      He gave up any thought of moving and lay still as Shy entered his field of view.

      "Thank the powers," she murmured. "We were beginning to wonder if you would wake up at all!"

      "Huh?" Victor's throat felt parched and he touched his tongue to lips as he worked his throat, but it remained dry. His voice was scratchy as he asked, "How long have I been out?"

      "Almost a full day," Laina replied. "Lucky that Mamma Moo and I found you two when we did. I brought you back here and she's given us a room. You need to drink."

      "You ... found us?"

      He didn't get to ask anything else and his view of the world was practically eclipsed as Laina dipped her shoulders and pressed one of her breasts to his lips.

      He hesitated for a long moment, but gave in to his thirst. He'd been too embarrassed too often of late to give a shit about it now. He rolled his tongue around her nipple to center it and suckled with a weary sort of resignation that quickly turned to hungry eagerness as Laina sighed and the first splash of her flavor crossed his parched throat.

      As he drank shamelessly from Laina, Shy's voice floated down to him from somewhere outside the orbit of the breast that was at least ninety percent of his focus.

      "Mamma Moo called Laina down from her room when we crashed through the common area and they chased us. Laina arrived in time to kill the monster that was ... on you. It was a close thing, Vic. We were very, very lucky it was the last of the zone beasts in the area."

      "Mmph!"

      Victor shifted his left hand and pressed Laina back enough to get a breath, but as he did he noticed that his left hand was a mess of blood and torn flesh.

      That looks like it should hurt ... why doesn't it?

      Laina looked down at him with concern as he turned his broken hand, looking at from the palm, then the back. Lacerations covered it, but they weren't bleeding, and he felt no pain.

      "What the ..."

      His focus narrowed, and his eyes widened. His wounds began to close while he watched. He felt as though he were viewing a time-lapse. His fingers tingled and he felt heat radiating from his hand, but after less than a minute, the last of the cuts closed completely.

      Victor flexed his hand, then clenched his fist.

      "It's ... healed? Is this ... real?"

      "It's real, Vic. Laina's milk, along with the bond you share with her have apparently given you ... what did you call them? Witchy powers?"

      Shy smirked as she looked down at him, and his eyes flickered from his hand to her and back again. He shifted, and though his shoulder popped rather loudly, he felt no pain when he sat up.

      "But I don't ..."

      I don't believe in shit like this.

      He rolled his shoulder, searching for pain in the break that he knew was there, but everything worked perfectly.

      "You healed a little bit on your own," Laina said, and the edge in her voice caught his attention and held it as he looked at her. She had both her arms wrapped under her naked chest as she looked at him, and a few drops of her milk pearled at the tip of each nipple. She gave off the simultaneous impressions of incredible eroticism and terrible vulnerability.

      "The bleeding ... stopped. But then you didn't wake up. We were talking about getting a healer for you, but I don't yet have the money I'd make selling the milk you gave me. All that we got this morning was taken as a 'payment' for certification."

      She spat the word, telling him with crystal clarity that she considered it extortion. "I still have to go to the tax office to get a permit, but that also costs more than I can afford. Shy told me though, that it was my milk that tipped off the Locutor that you were here. I didn't want to risk leaving you, boss. We were so afraid."

      Shy put her hand on Laina's shoulder, and her smile was gone. "You were reckless, Vic ... and wonderful. You were right you know? Going to try and save people, I should have ... I should have tried. Even still, I know what happened. It's my fault you fell."

      Victor opened his mouth, then closed it again, the ready lie on his lips left unspoken. He'd been about to deny it had been her fault, but he'd been blinded and deafened by her thunderbolt just before he'd gone down. He'd missed his swing as a consequence.

      She'd know. She spoke inside my mind when we were connected; she'd know if I lied to her. But ... I don't have to lie, not this time, not to her.

      "If you insist on taking blame, that's fine," he said quietly. Laina's indrawn breath was loud in the sudden deathly stillness that settled through the room. Vic met Shy's gaze and said simply, "You are responsible for me. Tomorrow we'll go looking for that young lady we saved, and you can tell her that her life is your fault too, because it is."

      "You saved her!"

      "You helped me, Shy. All I did was shout at the damn thing. You struck first. You stood up when you were called. So yeah, everything that happened from the time you let me attack the Locutor is your fault. You don't get to pick and choose which parts you take responsibility for. That's not fair to either of us."

      Shy glared at him, and tears shimmered in her eyes. "I don't want to see you hurt!"

      He shrugged. "Get better then. I will. I swung that sword like a baseball bat. I don't know what I'm doing. But somehow we made it work. I'm going to find someone who can teach me how to use a sword, or a spear, or something. You wanted this, Shy. You wanted to fight, so we're fighting. Neither of us is very good. We both need to improve."

      He offered her a smile and reached out, caught her by the arm, and pulled her close. She tumbled into his arms as though she'd lost her strength, and he pressed her head to his chest and kissed her forehead. "We'll get better together. I forgive you for your mistakes, and I'm sorry for mine ... but fighting for people who can't fight for themselves is never a mistake, no matter how poorly done. No one can ever give me credit for what happened without including the both of you."

      "Can't say I did much, boss."

      Laina was pouting a bit, and she seemed to be hugging herself as much as anything as she sat on the bed. He chuckled and said, "Laina, I'd be dead if it weren't for you. We all know that. Own it."

      She gave him a quirky half-smile, then lifted an eye-brow as she said, "So ... if I'm a hero, I should get a reward, right?"

      Victor laughed at that, and was happy to hear Shy chuckling along with him. The dryad leaned up and he kissed her, then looked up at Laina as he said, "Did you have something in mind?"

      Laina gave herself a squeeze and milk dribbled from her nipples as she said, "I am a bit sore. I could use some more help with that, and then we'll see."

      "I could use some help with that too," Vic said, chuckling as he turned Shy in his arms and held her up like a shield he could hide behind. "Lucky I have some."

      Laina started chuckling along with him as Shy's eyes widened. "You know I'm a plant, right? I don't do milk!"

      "Is that logic?" Vic asked teasingly as he passed Shy off to Laina, who happily wrapped her arms around the weakly struggling woman and pulled her close. "That sounded logical to me. I'd normally be open to that, but I just drank some of that milk and healed like a fucking mutant, so logic isn't exactly getting top billing around here right now."

      "But it'd be wasted on me?"

      Shy sounded more hesitant than opposed, and Laina scoffed and pressed Shy's face shamelessly against one of her full breasts as she said, "Feeding my family is never a waste ... ah! Mmmm."

      Laina's eyes glittered as she turned them on Victor, but he didn't need any additional urging. He leaned into her and took the proffered nipple between his lips, tasting once more the fluid rush of her milk.

      The more I drink of this, the more I like it ... I wonder if it's addicting?

      He suspected it was, but for the first time in his life the thought didn't repel him. He could think of worse fates than being addicted to a lover.

      He felt Laina's free arm wrap around him and she effortlessly supported them both while they drank from her. Vic watched as her eyes grew heavy-lidded and her breathing deepened.

      Shy seemed to have gotten over her reservations rather quickly, and as she drank it quickly became obvious that whatever it was that Laina had gotten from him, it wasn't reserved for him. The glow in Shy's eyes brightened noticeably, and the wood grain of her skin seemed to darken as he watched — the whorls and subtle patterns growing more pronounced by the second.

      Once he drank his fill, he took his time licking Laina clean. Shy touched the corners of her mouth with a finger after she finished. She smirked as she said, "I admit I did not expect ... that."

      She leaned up and gave a surprised Laina a deep kiss before adding, "I do hope you meant what you said about feeding us, love. I haven't felt this vibrant in a century."

      I wonder if vibrant means horny ... because that's definitely what she looks like at the moment ...

      Victor watched as Shy made Laina shiver as she trailed kisses over her throat. He could feel the heat rolling off her as she shifted to straddle his chest, her naked sex glistening as she leaned forward to press herself into Laina.

      He slid hands over her ass and was rewarded by a low moan and a not so subtle shift as she slid herself back toward his face. On the one hand that eclipsed what he could see of what she was doing with Laina, but on the other ... it gave him something even more entertaining to occupy his attention.

      He kissed her inner thighs and inhaled deeply, taking in the uniquely citrus aroma of her sex as his hands worked over ripe asscheeks, fingers sinking into warm, pliant flesh as his tongue teased through the folds of her labia.

      Her pussy twitched under his tongue and he bathed it with sensual attention, taking his time. He shifted first one arm, then the other under her hips and wrapped her up, spreading her ass and giving himself deeper access as he pressed his tongue into her body.

      She shuddered and let out a needy sound. He heard Laina ask, "Oh wow ... is he?"

      "MMMmmmhmmm ... he is ..."

      Conversation stalled as the participants found more interesting things to do. Vic groaned as Laina began grinding against his shaft, making it obvious that if she'd had any clothes on at any point, they'd been dismissed with prejudice by now. He made it his business to taste every inch of Shy's pussy, chasing her shivers and sighs with a nimble tongue as he spread her with his hands, keeping her open to his every inclination.

      Laina had never struck him as the patient sort, and a half-second after he felt her fingers caressing the head of his shaft she lifted it and set it against herself. She rolled her hips and dropped all the way down, moaning brokenly as she did so.

      Victor felt the wet heat of her snug sex clenching around his shaft and upped his own game with Shy, sinking a finger into her pussy, then two as he settled his lips around the apex of her sex and began rolling his tongue around and around the hard, throbbing button of her clit.

      Laina didn't ride so much as grind, and the feel of her ass tightening against his thighs had him straining upward against her, rolling his hips in counterpoint as his tongue circled, stroked, and teased the pleasure out of Shy. She was leaning forward, desperately clutching Laina's shoulders as she buried her face in the much larger woman's pillowy chest.

      He felt Shy's pussy tightening up on his fingers and focused on the tongue-play that had done it, keeping it steady, forcing her orgasm to come to him.

      He didn't have long to wait.

      Shy moaned brokenly into Laina's tits as she shuddered and came, her snug channel flexing powerfully against his fingers. He eased the attentions of his tongue, helping her ride her pleasures as far as they would take her. When he slipped his fingers out of her and replaced them with his tongue — teasing the proofs of her pleasure from her — she squeaked and shivered, clutching tight to Laina as the larger woman continued her own pleasurable ride.

      Shy slid off him and turned, pressing her chest to his as she kissed him passionately. Laina's shadow fell across them both as she set her hands to either side of his head, riding him with more urgency as the bed began creaking in protest.

      "You're ... bigger ... than you have any right ... to be, boss. Fffuck this is so good ..."

      Shy broke her kiss and leaned away, barely avoiding Laina's breasts as they swayed over them both. She gave him an impish grin and set a hand to the side of her mouth as she stage whispered, "I think she just called you short."

      Laina's eyes widened and Vic clamped his mouth shut as he tried not to laugh. He'd known exactly what Laina meant, and how she'd intended it to sound. Shy knew too; he was sure of it.

      You really are a shit-stirrer, you know that?

      Shy's eyes shifted just enough to let him know that she'd caught his thought, and she winked as her tongue peeked out from between smiling lips.

      "Hush you."

      Shy squeaked as Laina effortlessly corralled her and put her on her back next to Vic, leaning down and pinning them both effortlessly with her size. "If you think his tongue was impressive, you've got some things left to learn about tauren, Shy. But for now you get to lay there and watch me have fun with my man."

      "Our man," Shy smirked.

      The minotress chuckled richly as she said, "More mine than yours at the moment."

      Laina shifted her hips and rolled them, letting out a low of pleasure. Vic grunted and reached down, squeezing her ass as he pressed his body up against hers. His eyes met hers, heavy-lidded and pleasure drunk, and his grip on her ass tightened a bit, lifting her hips just enough for him to establish his own rhythm beneath her. His feet spread out on the bed to give him the leverage he needed.

      Between the two of them he was practically in a haze of lust and wanted desperately to finish. Shy gave him a mischievous glance and dropped a hand between them. Laina's eyes widened when the dryad's palm settled over the mound of her sex, fingers splitting around his pistoning shaft.

      "She's so wet ... fuck her hard, Vic ... I'll make sure she doesn't fall behind."

      Her eyes glimmered lustily as she grinned up at Laina. Vic could feel her doing something, but couldn't quite tell what as he moved. Whatever it was had Laina trembling, a shiver that made her quake as she held still on all fours while he worked furiously from underneath her.

      A need filled him, tightening the muscles of his abdomen as each breath hissed through clenched teeth. He couldn't wait anymore.

      Laina's sex abruptly clenched around him and her hips dropped, pinning him to the bed as she lowed aggressively, pressing herself down on him as she came. The sudden move and intense pressure finished him and he gasped, one arm sliding up to keep her close as his shaft pulsed, filling her with the proofs of his own pleasure.

      His breath hissed through clenched teeth and he didn't have the presence of mind to draw another as the wash of sensation flooded through him and left him with that strangely unique sensation of being at once drained and sated.

      Laina settled on him, and as that small piece of him that kept track of the details worried she might crush him, it occurred to him that while he could feel the weight of her, it didn't bother him.

      She must weigh close to three hundred pounds ... why don't I feel that?

      He dismissed the thought as uncharitable, and kissed Laina's cheek as she lay against him. Her horns made it impossible for her to turn her head to the side from this position, and reminded him all at once that she wasn't human.

      The dysphoria didn't attack him though, and he lifted a hand to explore her ears, fingertips brushing the short, soft fur that covered their broad shells. She was too tall to nestle her head in his shoulder, and her breasts ballooned over his chest until he could couch his chin on them as she made a soft sound and her ear flickered against his fingers as she said, "That tickles, boss."

      She opened her eyes and looked down at him fondly.

      "You know, I always wanted to be able to lay on my man like this. I never thought I'd be able to do it with someone who wasn't a minotaur, but I can tell you're not bothered by me being so ..."

      He smiled and spoke softly to take any possible sting out of the words as he said, "So you think I'm short and small?"

      Shy sputtered and started laughing as Laina gave him a sulky frown. "Two of a kind you are," she said petulantly.

      "I'm going to tease you whenever I think you're getting down on yourself. I told you I think you're sexy, Laina. You think someone like Mamma Moo could ever turn my eyes away from you?"

      She thought about that and he could see her smile coming back. Shy leaned up on her elbow and in under Laina's horn to kiss her cheek as she said, "Looks like we both got lucky, Laina. Me that I was found at all, and you found someone like Vic."

      "She didn't get lucky," Victor said, cupping Laina's cheek and gathering all her attention as he looked her in the eye. "She went after what she wanted, just like I do. I'll happily work to make sure she gets everything she deserves."

      "Huh. I'd be jealous if you hadn't already given me so much, Vic."

      Shy folded her arms as she lay next to them, resting her cheek on his shoulder as she looked lazily over at them, her luminous eyes glimmering. "I'll admit she's growing on me too. I wonder if I shouldn't try to put on a bit more muscle."

      He quirked a brow and smirked as he said, "Might help. Something tells me there's a lot of travel in our future."

      "Hah! We'll get her a horse to ride or something," Laina said before she surprised Vic with a long slow lick that started at the base of his neck and went all the way up the side of his face. The attention was so unexpected it left him blinking.

      "Sorry." Laina didn't look the least bit sorry. "It's a tauren thing."

      He started chuckling and looked over at Shy as he said, "You're in for a rough time if she puts that tongue to more intimate use."

      Shy's eyes brightened a bit as she sighed, "Something to look forward to. Tonight though, I hope you two don't mind if I sleep in here with you. I usually put down roots and drink at night, but thanks to Laina I'm ..."

      She yawned hugely and snuggled in closer to the two of them. "Full."
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            Table at Mamma Moo's

          

        

      

    

    
      Vic toyed with his mug, watching from a seat at a back corner table as Mamma Moo and her staff bustled around her tavern. The room felt close to the point of being claustrophobic to him, but no one else seemed to mind.

      His eyes flickered from one strange person to the next, taking in the seemingly endless variety. Two minotaurs were drinking boisterously with a female who looked like nothing so much as an insect hybrid. She had chiton shoulders and armored limbs, but her face, midriff, and chest were flesh and exaggeratedly feminine. She wore gauzy silks and there was a sword strapped to her waist. Her eyes were multi-faceted though and reflected the light with a golden sheen

      At the table next to them were a group of canines. They were entirely furred and their faces had muzzles instead of chin and cheeks, yet they spoke seemingly without a problem and wore clothing that suggested — to his untrained eye at least — that they were well-off. Perhaps merchants from the ramshackle bazaar outside.

      Another table hosted a man who reminded Victor of nothing so much as the walrus from Alice in Wonderland, complete with sweeping mustachios and a vast waistcoat that strained to contain his girth as he laughed along with a slim fellow with sleek brown fur and a body reminiscent of an otter wearing a loose fitting cotton shirt and dungarees.

      When people walked by, tails in a dizzying variety followed after them, and the smells and musk of so many were practically overwhelming in the confined space.

      It's all right. They can't see me. They don't notice me. I'm not here.

      When Shy and Laina had declared their need to go to the tax office near the keep to get the rights to sell in the upscale market, they'd decided he would stay behind. There was too much of a chance that someone in the government office would realize what he was despite the mask and make trouble for them. Shy had surprised him with the suggestion that he wait in the taproom rather than alone. When he'd asked why he should put himself in the middle of a crowd she had said, "You need to get used to people, Vic. I've seen how nervous this place makes you, and there's no real plausible way we can keep you a secret forever. Better that you be allowed to watch the world go by for a little while, rather than be unprepared when it starts coming at you making demands."

      They'd gotten him a dark gray raincloak with slits at the corners to give his arms free movement. It had a hood that would cover his head as well, so even if he were noticed, he was unlikely to be recognized for what he was.

      So far the only person to talk to him had been Mamma Moo. It seemed that now she knew about him, the mask didn't make him background to her. He wondered if that was because it didn't work anymore, or because she was keenly interested. He suspected the latter, as he'd caught her several times over the last few hours looking his way.

      The table he was at was small and no one had tried to sit with him, so his presence was at least tacitly acknowledged. The beer he nursed tasted terrible, but he wasn't one to pick and choose. It was 'on the house' as Mamma Moo had said. Vic had no money to buy better, and he didn't think he'd trust water if it were offered. The conditions of the town were far from sanitary, but he'd heard somewhere that it was impossible for hostile bacteria to survive in beer, and that's why people in feudal times drank so much of the stuff.

      At first things had been fairly quiet, but the crowd was getting boisterous, and he'd been waiting all afternoon. He was beginning to wonder if something had happened, but he was struggling not to think about that too much. He had no idea how 'tax offices' worked, but he'd been to the DMV. It was still way too soon to be thinking the worst.

      Early afternoon had turned into early evening though, and the crowd was getting louder. Every table was taken, and as he watched he noticed stragglers taking chairs wherever they could be found. It was only a matter of time until someone noticed the two empty stools around his own spot in the corner and decided to take a seat.

      I should probably head up to the room before things get that far.

      Yet he sat where he was, an unaccountable feeling stirring inside him. He knew that if he went upstairs, his insides would settle. The feeling of unease curling inside him would go away. The dysphoria would fade.

      "You need to get used to people ..."

      His table shook with a sudden impact, and beer sloshed over the edge of his mug and began dripping through the planks as he looked up. His wandering mind had sabotaged his situational awareness. Now he was faced with three figures, one of whom had just had to thump the table to get his attention.

      "I said, 'Move, little man.' We want this table, and there isn't room here for you anymore."

      Vic looked at the speaker. He had orange and black striped fur with a white front and wore a baldric that supported a heavy looking two handed sword slung across his back. A silver studded leather belt with fine tooling and rubies inset in the buckle glimmered in the low light of the tavern, and the man glared down at him through the green slitted eyes of a great cat.

      Christ on a crutch! It's a motherfucking tiger-man!

      The two on either side of him were no less impressive in their own ways. Another tiger-person — this one female and gorgeously exotic — stared curiously down at him as she leaned on a staff of black wood capped with a snarl of roots that twisted around a glimmering, rough-cut emerald the size of a full grown man's fist. She wore cream-colored robes trimmed in red, but her hood was pulled back and pooled around her shoulders.

      The third member of the group was a minotaur, barrel-chested and huge — with a shield Victor was convinced was just a door torn off its hinges on his back and a heavy flanged mace was slung from a belt that looked like it had been stolen from some power-lifter's gym bag.

      You've gotta be kidding me!

      The seconds lengthened as he stared, completely forgetting that they'd demanded his place.

      This isn't real. This can't be real. There has to be some reason why I'm trapped in this illusion, in this weird dream world.

      Claws slipped into his cloak to catch at his tunic. He was hauled across the table until his face was inches away from the tiger man's, and those burning green eyes glared into his face. He stared back, still trapped in his dysphoria. He felt no fear because in that instant he knew with absolute certainty that none of this was real. He HAD to be dreaming.

      It's impossible that this is real.

      "Are you deaf? Stupid? Both? ANSWER ME."

      He shook Victor like a rag-doll, and the violence snapped him far enough out of his daze for him to lash out.

      His fist caught the tiger man just behind the jaw and though it had very little force behind it, the blow shocked him enough to release Victor, who found his feet as his thighs rode down the table edge on his side.

      "Don't touch me," Victor snapped.

      Silence answered him. The female tiger was looking at him with wide, shocked eyes. The minotaur shook his head, chuckling as he said, "Oops."

      By now much of the rest of the tap-room had noticed something was going on and the quiet deepened, then was shattered as the tiger man roared full in his face and reached for his sword.

      "NONE O' THAT!"

      He ignored Mamma Moo's bellow until his minotaur friend reached across his body and jerked him around to face the angry cow, who held a loaded arbalest pointed at him from about five feet away. The cross-bow was as wide as she was, and Victor would have bet his last dollar it weighed at least forty pounds. Whatever it was loaded with would probably punch through Mr. Tiger and keep right on going.

      "'e's a paying customer and you're not! You'll be so kind as to tell me why — in the name of the powers — you'd think you can draw steel in MY place a' business!?"

      Her hands were steady, and her blue eyes had an almost crazy kind of eagerness to them. Victor was reminded that his first exposure to Mamma Moo had been the body flying out over the saloon doors, and he suddenly no longer had cause to wonder how she could run a place like this without a bouncer.

      She WAS the bouncer.

      "This masked cretin wouldn't answer me, and then struck me! I'll have that blank fucking mask of his for a codpiece!"

      The tiger man's voice was filled with barely controlled fury, and Mamma Moo glanced at Victor, then asked, "'e 'it you? With what?"

      "His hand!"

      "'Is bare hand? Oooooh!"

      The way she shrilled her fright drew mockery from the crowd, but her crossbow never wavered as she said, "So you think drawing a SWORD makes you the big man, my lover? You got a few things to learn then don't you?"

      Mamma Moo spit on the floor between them, and there was some chuckling around the room. She then surprised Victor by turning her attention to him as she said, "Did you 'it 'im, Victor Mack?"

      "Yes."

      He was tempted to say why, but knew in that moment that it would sound like an excuse. The dysphoria was gone, burned away by adrenaline, but fear had yet to take its place. Instead he felt angry and humiliated, and his hands tightened into fists.

      "You want me to throw 'im out?"

      Mamma Moo was looking at Victor as she asked the question, and the gravity of what she was about to do for him sank in and cooled his burning mind.

      "No, that's fine. These three can have the table. The angry one just surprised me, that's all. I hit him on pure reflex."

      "I don't want the table anymore! I want blood!" the tiger man roared. He turned back to Victor and curled a fist up, drawing a thumb from one side of his throat to the other. There was a pretty impressive claw attached. "Here or in the streets. Your only decision is where you want to die."

      "The fuck is wrong with you?" Victor asked. "You picked me up and expected me to what, take it?"

      "Yes. Prey should know better than to tempt predators to violence. If you'd wanted to live you'd have taken it like a bitch. Now it's too late. I'm going to taste your blood tonight."

      Someone in the crowd shouted, "Sounds like we've got a challenge on the table!"

      "Take it downstairs!" shouted another, and there was a roar of agreement throughout the tavern that had both Victor and his would-be assailant looking around in bemusement.

      Mamma Moo then further surprised Victor by lowering her crossbow and saying, "If you two will agree to step into the pit an fight as men should, you can settle this downstairs. Do anything else and I'll summon the city guard. They don't take kindly to predators," she spat the word, "throwing their weight around in Florence."

      Victor knew instantly that if he didn't take the fight, he'd have a dangerous enemy hunting him. Maybe three dangerous enemies.

      "I'll take it downstairs," Victor said. "Provided Stripes here is willing to face me one on one and leave his pissy mood in the ring, win lose or draw."

      "Look at the stones on him!" "Balls for days!" "Good luck, pipsqueak!"

      Pipsqueak? I ain't THAT small.

      The rowdy crowed exploded with cheers, encouragement, and bawdy laughter as the tiger man glowered — something tigers apparently excelled at.

      Rather than answer in words, he slipped his thumbs under his baldric and hauled it up and over his head to an approving roar from the peanut gallery. He passed his sword off to the minotaur beside him, who took it as he gazed speculatively at Victor. Unlike the crowd, both of the tiger-man's team mates seemed to be genuinely sizing him up.

      "To the basement!"

      The crowd became a crushing press for a moment as people headed for a curtained off entrance in the back on the far side of the bar. As they filed past, Mamma Moo came in close and said, "This is the only way you're getting a fight out of Victor Mack. If either of you deliberately kills the other, I'll put a bolt through the winner and dump you both in the river. This is a fight, not a killing. I don't expect you both to come out as friends, but you'd better both damn well come out alive. You understand?"

      The tiger man grunted as Victor nodded and said, "Sure, Mamma Moo. I won't kill him."

      The tiger and his minotaur friend both laughed at that and followed the crowd down into the basement. Once they were gone the tiger female — who'd stayed quiet to this point — reached out and clutched Victor's arm suddenly as she leaned in and hissed, "Now's your chance! Go out the front! You can get to the guard before he realizes you've fled!"

      Victor tilted his head, then shook it. "I'm not going to run. Go downstairs and cheer for your man. I have one more thing to ask Mamma Moo about, and I'll be right down."

      "He's not my man!" she hissed. "Don't be stupid! I don't know what kind of creature you are but you don't know who you've pissed off here!"

      Victor shrugged. "All the better to let him get it off his chest now, rather than in some dark alley later."

      "One doesn't preclude the other! GO! Get out while you can!" She pleaded with him so earnestly that he felt bad as he said, "I really appreciate it, Ma'am, but I don't run from fights."

      Mamma Moo patted the genuinely distraught tiger lady on the shoulder and with deceptive strength guided her around and toward the stairwell as she said, "I wouldn't get your knickers in a twist. If Victor's woman were 'ere you'd understand. She'd 'and that stripey asshole his patootie, and Vic can beat her up!"

      Both Victor and the tiger woman turned incredulous eyes her way, but Mamma Moo just winked, adding, "Or so she tells me. Go on go on! I'll be right down, dear."

      The bovine proprietress gave the now seemingly dazed tiger woman a friendly shove, then called some instructions to two of her waitresses who'd remained with those few customers who didn't seem inclined to watch the fight.

      "Now dear, before you go down, you wanted something?" she asked, turning those big blue eyes on Victor.

      "Yeah. I'd like a cut of the odds. I don't have money to wager, but I'd like ten percent of the house take on a loss, twenty percent on a win."

      "Five and ten. I just did you a huge favor and I'm not going to make much on two unknowns duking it out over a table. This match won't be ranked, and no one will be able to put good odds down. 'Ell, I'm probably going to lose more on drinks than I'll make on bets."

      "Ten and twenty, and I'll guarantee you a second fight against your choice of opponent. You can get the odds you want then to make it up."

      Mamma Moo's big blue eyes were calculating as she looked him over. "Five and twenty then. If you lose I won't bother with a second fight, but winners get paid round 'ere. Don't intend to take that mask off?"

      "No. Can you see it?"

      "Sometimes. Right now I can. Your wearing a — forgive the word — 'template' mask on your face. It looks rather intimidating: keep it on. It'll play well wit' the crowd. Got a fight name?"

      He chuckled, thinking of Laina as he said, "Boss."

      She lowed and dry-washed her hands as she said, "I like it! You're probably going to leave your guts on the sand down there though, you do know that, right? I've got 'ealing potions, but if you need one that comes out of your cut, win or lose, and if you lose your cut won't cover it. You'll owe me. I'll take it out of Laina's profits. Given how ... aheh, close you are, I'm sure she's good for it."

      That made him wince.

      "You're all heart, Mamma Moo."

      "I know, dear. Now get that fantastic ass of yours downstairs. It's time for Mamma Moo to make some money!"

      "Laina's probably going to want to kill you for letting me do this."

      "She'll get over it when I tell 'er the alternative was throwing you both out and letting 'im an 'is turn you into fish-bait on the street. The city guard doesn't give a shit what happens down 'ere after the loading's done."

      The two were walking down the stairs as Victor chuckled. "Aw, you bluffed for me! I'm touched."

      She slapped his ass hard enough to make him yelp and said, "Now you're touched. I'm looking forward to a show, so don't you disappoint me!"

      He grinned. "Yes Mamma."
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      'The basement' turned out to be more spacious than the tap-room upstairs.

      Much more spacious.

      It was at least forty feet below street level and the space was dominated by a circular pit thirty feet in diameter. The ground within was sand. It was ten feet deep and ringed on all sides by enough bleacher space to accommodate easily two hundred people. Victor caught sight of other exits, and suspected that most of the organized fights here could be reached through the sewers or other basements elsewhere.

      If I hadn't heard the Locutor talking about Laina's fight record I never would have guessed there was anything like this here. This is fucking awesome!

      Despite the very real threat posed by the tiger man currently talking to Mamma Moo at the far edge of the pit, Victor was more excited than afraid. This place felt more like home to him than anywhere he'd been in the last week. The fact that the small — but strangely still growing — crowds in the stands were completely inhuman faded into virtual insignificance as he stepped to the edge of the pit across from the lion man and began to reorganize his wraps.

      Shoes or boots would be a special order for him, so in lieu he'd double-wrapped his feet. Now he took a portion of that and taped his hands absently as he watched the tiger man across from him strip out of his cloak and belt, leaving him in some very loose-fitting pantaloons and bare feet.

      Makes sense, with all that fur tight clothing would be a nuisance.

      He set his butt on the edge of the pit and folded first one leg up, then the other, tightening the wraps on his feet, then shrugged up and out of the rain cloak Laina had given him. He was down to his tunic and fighting trunks.

      Once he felt ready, he dropped down into the ring and began stretching absently as he did a slow turn, watching the crowd.

      More people were still trickling in, and none of them were coming from the stairs. That had to mean word was spreading fast through the underground, and that there were plenty of people nearby enough to watch.

      No wonder the Locutor was able to get into Florence and move around freely. There's probably a whole city under the city!

      He caught several men looking him over, then eye-balling the tiger across from him. He figured them for odds-makers and decided to give them just a bit of a show. He shuffled his tunic off and tossed it up out of the pit with his other clothes, leaving him in his mask, fighting trunks, and tape. He did a bit of shadow-boxing to warm up his muscles, then flexed and nodded around as a fresh ripple of murmuring greeted the show.

      That's right, hundred sixty-three pounds of 'gonna fuck you up,' right here.

      Call outs for bets grew in intensity as the tiger man leapt gracefully into the ring, landing in a crouch as he bared his teeth at Victor.

      "Don't bother to take off the mask; I'll be ripping that off myself soon," the tiger man growled as Mamma Moo strode around the ring and began to talk, her usual matronly tones gone in favor of a bellow that effortlessly carried above the shouts from the crowd.

      "Ladies and gents! Welcome to an impromptu, unranked bout! Got two scrubs in the ring an its time to find out which one gets a seat at Mamma Moo's!"

      Laughter, encouragement, and jeers greeted her words as she smiled indulgently and held a hand out toward the tiger man. He seemed to be impatient to start, and was clearly a bit out of his element. He wanted to fight, not listen to talk.

      "On my left we 'ave a native born son of the eastern steppes, 'ere in Florence to stock up before seeking 'is fortune in the Monsoon dungeon complex! A master of the sword and professional monster killer, I give you, YURI! KAAaaaaaLENKOOOOO!"

      Some things really never do change. Mamma Moo MC's like a pro.

      Victor gauged by the cheers that most of the heaviest betting was on Yuri to win. No big surprise there all things considered. With no claws and no one to back him, Victor was clearly the underdog even in his own mind.

      Yuri nodded around, holding his hands up to the crowd despite his earlier focus, then let out a snarling roar that met with crowd approval and heightened their own cheers for him.

      Mamma Moo held up her hands, and as the ruckus died down to a dull roar she asked, "'As anyone 'ere ever 'eard of a little fighter named Laina 'Cowhand' Lowe?"

      She held a hand up to her ear as the crowd cheered.

      Her fight name is ... Cowhand?

      Victor smiled, glad his mask hid his expression. Oh, I'm going to have SO much fun with that later.

      "Well Cowhand is back in town!" The cheers got louder, but Mamma Moo's voice easily dominated it all as she said, "'ere's a juicy bit of gossip for you all! Not only is Cowhand Lowe back in town ... but she's found 'erself a MAN! Yes indeed ladies and gentlemen!"

      Most of the sound from the bleachers died away at that. Victor did a slow turn and wondered at the befuddled expressions of the people looking back at him. Their eyes flickered from Mamma Moo, to him, and back again.

      She's amping this a bit much ... oh.

      He noticed that the bookies were still working their way through the crowds and realized she was drama whoring to give them time to get more bets in.

      This woman doesn't MC LIKE a pro, she IS a pro.

      "That's right, Mamma don't lie! Cowhand the Man-Crusher! The woman who swore she'd never settle for a swinging dick what couldn't whip 'er bare-handed! The minotress TITAN, with an undefeated record of eight and oh in the open division! She confided to me just the other day, said she's found 'er man! 'E's 'ere with us tonight, fighting for 'is own place at the table, and she calls 'im ... THE BOSS!"

      Mamma Moo threw a hand out toward Victor as she called his fight name. The cheering was hesitant, and there were more cat-calls than anything, but Victor took some comfort from the fact that it simply seemed most of the audience didn't believe the hype. Having seen Laina up close, he probably wouldn't have believed it either.

      He did a bit more shadow-boxing for the crowd, showed some fancy footwork, then executed a quick backflip, which seemed to get the cheers going. It was a trick he'd used before to hype the crowds, and as the appreciative whistles and shouting got louder, he took comfort in the fact that — human or not — some things really didn't change. He was in his element. Be it a cage or a pit, this was where he lived and he knew how to play to an audience.

      "Just so we're clear on the rules you two!"

      Mamma Moo faced the ring as a man hastily brought her crossbow and leaned it against her thigh. "This is a fight to win, not to kill! Either of you kills the other, and I'll the winner to the fucking wall me own self! No amputations, no viscera grabs! So fight 'ard, fight square, and leave the pit still breathing! Are you ready?!"

      VISCERA grabs?

      Victor's pucker factor went up a couple notches as he looked at the claws his opponent was flexing and pictured just how easy it might be for the tiger man to pull his intestines out through his stomach wall.

      So noted.

      She pointed to Yuri, who nodded and growled low in his throat, eyes falling once more to Victor Mack as he focused.

      Mamma Moo's finger moved to Victor as she shouted again, "ARE YOU READY!?"

      "Ready!" Victor called, raising his hands as he took a step forward, then stopped himself. Something told him he wouldn't get a fist-bump before this fight.

      "FIGHT!"

      Yuri crossed the space between them with a flying leap, one hand swinging in from way out in a move that looked calculated to disembowel. Victor hopped outside the arc of the swing and stepped around behind his opponent as he loaded up, then landed a kidney shot.

      I thought he'd be faster than this.

      The tiger man roared and spun on the ball of his foot, his hand flipping around to present his claws as he tried a backslash that Victor stepped away from, his hands in a low guard.

      The cheers redoubled as Yuri hopped forward, slashing wildly with both hands.

      He's got claws, but doesn't have a CLUE what he's doing! I feel like I'm fighting a punk who bought some knuckles off the web and thinks he's special.

      Victor backed away from the first swing, then the second, watching his opponent's timing. He knocked the third swing down with a hard slap as he stepped in and jabbed with his right, landing a short, sharp shot to the nose. He followed with a wicked left cross that stung his knuckles as it landed, snapping Yuri's head to the side with an audible crack.

      Victor twisted out of the way of a blind uppercut slash and used the movement to execute a low kick that caught Yuri behind the knee and kicked his foot up off the ground, leaving him off-balance and open for a follow-up. Victor whirled and landed a perfectly executed spinning back kick that caught the tiger man squarely in the solar plexus and sent him sailing off his feet to slam into the wooden slats lining the pit, five feet behind him. He sagged, clutching his middle.

      The crowd fell silent. Victor could have heard a pin drop but for the ragged gasps and groans of the tiger man as he used the wall to inch his way back onto his feet.

      I didn't hit him that hard ... did I? Is it even POSSIBLE I hit him that hard?

      Victor dropped his hands to low guard and backed off to give his obviously injured opponent space, wondering what the hell was going on.

      Yuri took two staggering steps forward, then fell to his knees, puking his guts out onto the sands. There was more than a little blood in the flood coming out of the tiger man's mouth, and Victor glanced up at an openly gaping Mamma Moo as he flashed his hands in a quick 'Well?' gesture.

      She recovered her poise and bellowed, "Yuri Kalenko! You 'ave ten seconds to acknowledge that you can continue! Ten! Nine! Eight! ..."

      Yuri struggled to control himself, wound up chucking another flood of disgusting into the sand, then fell forward into the muddy pile, barely able to roll himself to one side as he coughed and spit, bloody foam covering his muzzle.

      "... Three! Two! One! Winner by Knock-Out! The BOSS!"

      "Yuri!"

      The tiger woman leapt down onto the sands and ran to her fallen comrade. She spread a hand over him and Victor could see her lips moving, but couldn't hear what she said over the frantic roaring of the crowd. The emerald at the top of her staff began to glow, and green light began to coruscate around both of them.

      His first instinct told him to back away, but he stood his ground and waited. The tenor of the cheering changed, and he heard more than a few cries of, "Cheat! MAGIC! Cheat! Potion user! He's a cheater!"

      Mamma Moo held up her hand for silence, and Victor was surprised when after only a few seconds, she got it. The last dying breath of the crowd was a lone voice that cried out, "Test him!"

      A heavy thump announced the arrival of someone else in the pit, and Victor whirled to see the minotaur advancing on him, a tower shield on one arm and his ridiculously heavy-looking mace hanging low in his free hand.

      "The fuck, man!? I fight clean!" Victor shouted as he backed away, hands up. He wanted no part of what was stomping toward him.

      "STOP!"

      The minotaur paused and glanced toward Mamma Moo, who held her crossbow on her hip and said, "There's been a call to test you, Boss! What kind of magic 'ave you got on you, if any?"

      "I'm wearing a dryad mask!" he called back. "All it does is hide my face!"

      A ripple of murmurs washed through the crowd at that, and Mamma Moo gestured toward Victor with her crossbow as she said, "Sansun! If you would please, give us an assessment."

      A woman — at least Victor assumed it was a woman because of the name — stepped into view at the edge of the pit. She wore a cowled black robe that hid her features, but her hands were black furred and clawed as she revealed them, pointing at Victor as she demanded in a rasping voice, "Hold still!"

      Victor held up his hands, palm out as though she were a police officer, and held still as she began chanting. The words didn't make any sense, though they had a familiar sort of sound, and after about thirty seconds she trailed off and lowered her hands.

      The crowd was hushed and still, and everyone heard her even though she spoke in what — for her — was probably a normal voice. "He does indeed wear a dryad mask. There is power coursing through him, but no spells have been cast on him. As far as I can tell, he fought with natural ability. He is mortal, but I do not know his breed."

      "Take off the mask!" someone in the crowd shouted.

      "Eat a dick!" Victor shouted right back, snapping his head around to look in the direction of the offender. "My woman gave me this mask! You want it off me, come down here and take it, bitch!"

      Scattered laughter greeted his challenge, and the demand was not repeated.

      From another corner of the stands a lone voice began to chant: "Boss. Boss. Boss. Boss!"

      The chant started in several other places, and synchronized until most of the audience were throwing their fists, paws, and whatever else they had in the air screaming, "BOSS! BOSS! BOSS! BOSS!"

      Victor raised his arms in victory, and the crowd screamed in satisfaction. He glanced at the minotaur, but he no longer seemed to be threatening, so Vic turned and walked over to crouch by the tiger woman and asked, "Will he be all right?"

      She was on her knees and had both her hands wrapped around the staff, which was planted to support her. She was breathing hard, and whatever she'd done looked to have drained her of all her energy. After a moment she looked up at him and studied him as she panted.

      "Why do you care?" she asked finally.

      "Because I didn't mean to hurt him that badly. I honestly didn't. I want to make sure he'll be okay."

      "He will, though he won't wake up until tomorrow. You ..." She paused, looking searchingly at his face, then shook her head. "I wish I could see your face, or smell you. I can't tell if you're being genuine with me."

      Had no idea the mask was doing more than hiding the sight of me. Good to know.

      "I was told not to remove my mask, so I won't, but I promise you I'm on the level. Mamma Moo is letting me use a room. If you want, we can put him there until he wakes up ... after he's washed."

      He hesitated, then said, "I can probably get some minotress milk for him, if that will help. I'll have to ask though, so I can't promise."

      "Mamma Moo doesn't seem the giving sort," rumbled a deep voice from behind him. He twisted to see the minotaur towering over him, but his mace and shield had been put away.

      "Not talking about Mamma Moo," Victor said.

      "So this, Cowhand Lowe is both a vicious, man-crushing fighter and a producing minotress?" the tiger woman said, clearly suspicious. "AND she gave you a DRYAD mask?"

      Victor winced. There was no right way to say what came next, so he settled for blunt and hoped for the best.

      "Laina is one of my women. The dryad is the other — her name is Shy."

      The minotaur let out a rumbling chuckle while the tiger woman just stared open-mouthed at him for a long moment before she recovered enough to say, "You don't look much like a lion to me, Victor Mack."

      "Yeah. I'm not. Not a liar either, if you're wondering."

      The minotaur scratched his chin idly, and the rasping sound was loud even amid the general din. His dark eyes were intently focused on Victor and he seemed to be considering the smaller man intently, but he didn't say anything.

      Bet that dude could strike matches all day with stubble that tough.

      After a moment, the minotaur glanced at the tiger woman and said, "Maybe him."

      She glanced from the minotaur to Victor, and her eyes seemed to take on a speculative cast. She said, "We'll get our own room, thanks."

      "Okay, but stop by tomorrow and ask for me. I'll see about the milk."

      "I will ... will you, at least tell me your name?" she asked, still looking searchingly at his face.

      "Mamma Moo told you upstairs. She wasn't lying either. My name really is Victor Mack. You?"

      "Mila. Mila Kolenko. Yuri is my brother."
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      Getting out of the underground proved more difficult than Victor anticipated. Once he stepped out of the pit he was practically mobbed with people asking questions ranging from offers to rep him in the fight game to speculation on his breeding.

      He managed to swipe the cloak and shirt from where he'd left them and slipped into one of the tunnel entrances instead of trying the stairs. That way lay madness, given that there looked to be someone on pretty much every step and most of them had eyes on him when he looked that way.

      The tunnels were just as crowded, but fewer people were trying to chase him down or talk to him, and after a few minutes of dodging he realized that no one was chasing him anymore.

      Thank god for weird magical masks.

      He walked with the general flow of people up some stairs and wound up in a tavern he didn't recognize. Mamma Moo's place was close, low-slung, and looked to have seen better days. This place by contrast looked as though it had been ramshackle the day it'd been built, and gone downhill from there.

      Victor stepped out the open front door and found himself only about twenty feet from the docks. He walked that way, his thoughts fragmented. He'd gone into the fight with few expectations beyond trying not to get killed. He couldn't get away from the fact though that he'd wanted to get in the ring, and it hadn't mattered to him that he was up against a fucking tiger man. The victory had been as unexpected as it had been easily attained, and the whole situation left him wondering.

      The docks were well-constructed. The lumber was close fit and there was tar on the pilings. The river was fairly broad here, looking to be almost a hundred yards wide, and Victor wondered idly if it had been dredged and deliberately widened. It seemed impossible that a bay like this would have naturally formed at the base of the mountains, but there it was. He could see the current pulling at an array of ships at anchor, the largest of which had three masts with furled sails.

      One of the piers was empty though, and though there were people moving crates and barrels around, it seemed that most of the day's business was over. Victor passed by a pair of otter-like children who were doing something with a net. One of them glanced up at him as he approached, but went back to her work as he passed.

      The breeze was stiff out on the edge of the pier, and as Victor looked out over the water a strange and sudden certainty took hold and he called out, "Cecaelia? Are you there?"

      "I am, though a bit surprised you noticed me."

      The voice sounded in his head, just as Shy's had, but he answered aloud.

      "Can you come up on the dock?" he asked, glancing around. "Having your voice in my head is disconcerting."

      A splash drew his attention to the water, and he saw Cecaelia with her arms folded over the edge of the pier. She rested her cheek on a forearm as she looked up at him, water sluicing down her raven black hair.

      "Evening lover," she said as he folded his legs under him and sat down next to her. "You seem to be adjusting rather well to life on Celestine."

      He let his breath out in a rush and shook his head. "Not really. This place keeps fucking with me."

      "Well you've already beat the odds. Most templates don't last a week."

      "So you weren't kidding about that huh?" he asked, and she shook her head.

      "We get one a year, and they last an average of three days."

      "Why is that?" he asked.

      "Why do you think?" She smirked. "Though after fucking me, you gained a definite advantage. I'm not surprised you're still around."

      He smiled down at her, then sat with his feet off the edge of the pier and reached out to rest a hand on her arm. Her smile faded as she looked up at him speculatively, then said, "You're not afraid of me anymore?"

      "Well I am, but I recognize that you're hiding the bits that made me afraid to begin with. The gesture is touching."

      She laid her head on her hands and sighed. "There's only so much I can do, Vic. Still, you are full of surprises. How did you know I was here?"

      "At a guess? I'm bonded to you. Don't ask me to explain magic shit or this funky ESP you and Shy have going on."

      "Hmm. About that ... there are some things you should know about bonding. Now that you've got a decent chance of making it, I feel I ought to tell you some of those things."

      "Shoot."

      She opened her mouth, hesitated, then said, "Mind if I sit with you? Hanging off a pylon is a bit ..."

      He forced himself to nod. "Sure. If you were going to fuck me up, you'd have done it by now."

      "Hah! I might still fuck you up. You obviously haven't followed up with that whole 'asking about my reputation' thing."

      "I've got a pretty good idea of your rep. I just don't think it applies to us anymore."

      As he spoke, She muscled up and twisted, settling a shapely black ass on the dock. Her tentacles hung beneath her, not quite motionless, but not exactly a hive of activity either. He got the feeling she was deliberately trying not to draw his attention to them as she said, "Don't you?"

      "Mm. You kept your word to me at least, so we're good until you break it. There are all kinds of sayings about how treacherous the sea is even back home, and you kinda remind me of a sea witch character from a movie my sisters made me watch. 'Cept you're way hotter than she was."

      "Oh? Please tell me you're not talking about Ursula from The Little Mermaid."

      "I'm not talking about Ursula from The Little Mermaid." He answered without hesitation, then sat very still.

      Her eyes narrowed. "Yes you are."

      "Nope, Cause you're hot and trim, not fat and followed around by two ugly fish. How the hell do you even know about that?"

      "I've fucked my fair share of templates, Victor Mack. I have people watching all the places they're prone to appear near the shores I control. Most of them talk incessantly about your world, and the comparison has come up more than once."

      He quirked an eyebrow and said, "And you're a contributing factor in that whole, 'average of three days' thing?"

      "Yes. I usually kill the templates I find once I get their seed so they don't cause problems, but that in itself is ... beginning to cause problems."

      She glanced at him, then away and said, "What do you know about the Twilight Zone?"

      "Not much. Killed a Locutor the other day and almost bought it cleaning up the monsters she left behind."

      The look of complete incredulity he got from that was completely worth it and he grinned, but the grin faded as he said, "That's actually one of the things I wanted to talk about. I didn't intend to kill her. I just wanted to attack her. The killing part was ... I don't want to call it instinctive, but I don't know what else to call it. I snapped her neck like a twig."

      She nodded slowly, then reached up and ran her hand over the top of his head, ruffling the short, bristly hair. He scrunched up his face a bit as she did it, and she said, "I was curious. You look good with short hair, but you should shave the beard you've got coming in."

      Victor reached up and ran his hand across the week's worth of growth he had and nodded, then said, "Not exactly had time to go get a razor, and I've got no money. Should get some when I go back to the tavern we're staying at, but none at the moment. You were going to tell me why I killed that woman when I didn't really intend to."

      "Your bonds influence you, Victor. They won't make you do things, but they'll influence your feelings about what you experience, particularly eldritch bonds like my own and your dryad's. And yes, incidentally, I knew she was there. You don't really regret the killing, do you?"

      "No ... but that's a big part of what concerns me. I killed, unintentionally, and I'm not bothered. I should be."

      "I hate the Twilight Zone, and I suspect the other two women in your life do as well. It'll be very hard to hold back when dealing with Zone agents as a consequence, and it'll only get harder the more women you involve yourself with, provided they too hate the Zone."

      "Why would you hate the Zone? I wouldn't think it has much to do with you."

      "I ..." She trailed off and frowned, then snapped, "I don't like feeling I should be honest with you. It goes against my nature."

      "Well I suppose the bond goes both ways in that respect then. I feel like you should be honest with me. I'm not going to play you and I'd appreciate reciprocity."

      She sucked her teeth, then said, "The Zone is a consequence of the first template I fucked and then foolishly let wander around. He bonded me and several other Powers, but the reality of this place unhinged him. He wants to destroy it, so he used his power to create the Zone."

      "Why?"

      Cecaelia looked at Victor steadily and said, "If I tell you, I might wind up having to kill you depending on your answer. I want you to know that ... because I will tell you. Consider this a coin toss on your fate, Victor Mack."

      He swallowed and nodded. Her eyes narrowed as she stared at him for a long moment, then said, "The people of this world call the people of your world templates because that's literally what they are. Celestine was created by someone — don't ask me who — using human beings as templates for all the other intelligent creatures. That's why you can breed with them all. Many of the more powerful races in fact can only breed with templates."

      She paused, then sighed and said, "Celestine steals souls from your world for that purpose, Victor. And not just any kind of soul."

      She met his gaze and held it as she said, "Heroic souls."

      He laughed.

      She didn't.

      He stopped.

      "You've got to be kidding me, Cecaelia. I didn't die a hero. If anything I died failing to be a hero."

      She shrugged and said, "What makes you think that doesn't count? I'm just telling you what is true. Not all heroes who die wind up on Celestine, but only heroes wind up here. The problem is what happens after they get here."

      She gave him the side-eye, then looked back out over the water. "Eldritch races on Celestine need templates to breed, but heroic human men don't generally appreciate being denied their just reward in the afterlives they believe in. Of those who survive, many decide they're justified in working to destroy Celestine, if only to keep their fate from those who will follow them. The Zone was created by one such, and of them all he's the closest to success. He's not the only template working for the Zone either, and the Zone expands with every new recruit. That's why I tend to kill the ones I find after I ... get what I want from them."

      "Yeah ... that's kind of shit."

      "Which part?" Cecaelia asked, looking at him keenly.

      Here's the part where my life hinges on my answer ... and something tells me I can't lie.

      "All of it. The whole thing. It's a big steaming pile ... but if you're wondering, I'm not going to go down the 'rocks fall, everyone dies' route. That's compounding silly with stupid. No one here deserves to die because they're caught in a system they had no hand in creating. That's like nuking North Korea because whatever Kim's in charge these days is being a dick. Stupid."

      "What about the fact that none of these folk are real people?" Cecaelia asked.

      "Just because I don't think so doesn't mean ..."

      He trailed off, his mouth hanging open as the ramifications of what he'd just said hammered themselves home in his heart. Cecaelia laughed at him, but it wasn't an 'I'm going to kill you' laugh. It sounded — if anything — rueful.

      "You can't help how you feel, Victor. Like I said; you're not the first template I've dealt with. You're not even the tenth. This place isn't believable, so you don't believe it. I understand. Now maybe you understand why I don't like feeling as though I have to be honest with you. Like you'll know every little lie ... fault me for it."

      He reached out and wrapped a hand around her shoulder and pulled her close, kissing her forehead absently before resting his cheek against her head. "Yeah, I get it. I'm sorry."

      She didn't reply, not immediately. Instead she wrapped her arm around his waist and seemed to sag into him, and he felt her warmth through the rain-cloak he wore.

      "I've been listening to your heart, Vic. Several times in the last few days the seeming unreality of this place has almost overwhelmed you. It's so hard for templates to adjust to Celestine ... even if I didn't kill every template I find, you still wouldn't live very long on average. Most eldritch will want to get rid of a template after they mate, some to keep things like the Zone from happening, most because they're greedy bitches and don't like to share. Those that do survive almost always bond with a powerful eldritch, and she protects him, hides him away from the world to shelter his mind. I would have done that with you, if you'd proven compatible with me."

      "I'm sure you'd have killed me pretty quick then," he murmured. "I can't deal with treachery."

      He remembered Lisa's look as she'd nestled against Voight and betrayed him. "It's like a knife in my heart."

      "Such is the way of things with heroes." He could hear the regret in her voice, but she hid her face under his chin. "I want you so badly, Victor Mack, but you're right. I'd wind up killing you too if I took you with me. It's in my nature."

      "Were you hoping to kill me tonight?" he asked.

      "The thought had occurred."

      "Will you?"

      She shifted, then squeezed him harder and her tentacles writhed in agitation as she said, "No. You're the right kind of hero for Celestine, and she is waning. I have noticed that in the last few centuries, the templates who arrive here are becoming less and less able to cope with their new circumstances. I have to take a chance that you're the one to save her."

      "How do I do it?"

      Cecaelia shifted, looked him in the eye, then kissed him. He felt a familiar lust rise in him as he kissed her back, but it receded as she broke contact and put a finger against his lips. "You're bound to me. You have a shard of my power. It will be true of any female you have sex with. You should seek out powerful women and bond with them, then go to war. The template behind the Zone is old and mighty, and the power of one of his bonds keeps him alive far beyond his allotted time. If you want to oppose him, you must become mighty in your own right. Five of the powers are still bound to him. You must gather at least that many yourself."

      "What about you?" he asked, still struggling under the weight of the lusts she inspired in him.

      "My bond to him is long since broken, replaced countless times. He could not keep me. It will not be so easy with the others ... they are still with him, trapped in the center of the Zone. Worse, he is aware of you. The appearance of templates is a regular occurrence after all. The Locutor you killed is but the first of many who will search for you. No matter where you go, you will never know peace on Celestine, Victor Mack. Not until you destroy my first love. If you want any chance at peace, you must kill Thomas."

      He nodded, and they shared a companionable silence for a while, with only the sounds of the wind and water breaking the stillness.

      "Do you still want my name?" he asked.

      She blinked, and he said, "Ask again, and I'll give it to you. Whether I should or not, I'm going to trust you. Every instinct I have says it's a bad idea, but I want you to know that I'm on your side in this. I don't want you to betray me."

      Tears welled in her eyes. She set her forehead on his as they spilled down her cheeks and she put her finger on his lips again. "Do not tell me. Your willingness is enough. I swear to you I will never again ask for your true full name. Keep it secret. Keep it safe."

      "That last reminds me of something ... Man, that's gonna bother me all night now. I can tell."

      Victor shook his head, then reached for and pulled Cecaelia's finger away from his lips. He kept her hand though, and leaned forward to kiss her again. The overwhelming lust didn't rise a second time, but he'd already suspected it wouldn't. It was one of her tricks, had to be.

      She wasn't in the mood to trick him now.

      "I can't say I love you because it wouldn't be true, but I wish it were," he said, breaking the kiss a moment later. "Will it be enough for now if I tell you I want you to be happy, and that I'll do what I can to make that happen?"

      Cecaelia laughed at him, then caught his head in both hands, pulling him in for a quick kiss of her own.

      "Don't die, Victor Mack. If you keep surprising me I may become genuinely fond of you. For we ancients, surprises are treasured above all else. Remember that. It'll serve you well." Then she slipped off the edge of the pier and disappeared into the dark waters with a splash.

      "I'll take that as a 'yes.'"

      He got up, bemused, and ran his hand over the top of his head before pulling his hood back up and into place. He stayed where he was though, listening to the water lap the pier, listening to the wind, and the sleepy sounds of the town behind him.

      'What about the fact that none of these folk are real people?'

      The thought froze him. They had to be real people or he wouldn't care for them ... except that wasn't true, was it? He cared for movie heroes all the time, and they weren't real. Yet here his thoughts seemed to flip from acceptance to rejection, and he had no conscious control over which he felt.

      So what do I do?

      It seemed to him that he couldn't fight for a world he didn't believe in. Not really fight. When it came down to life and death, what would keep him from running away? He was good at running away. He'd done more than his share of running as a boy. Whenever he didn't think he could win, he ran away. That's what one was supposed to do.

      '... only heroes wind up here ...'

      He scrubbed at his face as though he could wad up and throw away the uncertain thoughts that plagued him. Part of him wanted to embrace the role, say 'That's right, HERO!'

      Then there was the sensible part of him that had worked day in, day out for years. Two jobs, sometimes three, to keep a roof over the largely ungrateful heads of his family. The part of him that had resented the work, hated the people who made him do it, and was glad he was here because it took his death as some sort of twisted revenge.

      There's no way that's hero thinking. No way a man who thinks that way can be a real hero.

      He turned away from the water and strode down the pier, filling his mind with other, more relevant thoughts.

      I'm going to go back to Mamma Moo's, collect my fight money, and if my women aren't there I'm going to go find them and fuck up whoever took them. I don't need to be a hero for THAT.
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      Mamma Moo was so busy with the business of the tavern when Victor got back that he decided not collect quite yet. It wasn't as though she'd spend his money ... though she was a fight promoter, and he'd yet to deal with an honest one of those. Still, at the moment he had higher priorities.

      A glance told him the two women he most wanted to see weren't in the taproom, and a moment after that he knew they hadn't gone to Laina's room either. No one stopped him from passing through the kitchen to the atrium, but that was empty as well.

      So they haven't come back.

      Victor thought back to the lion man at the gate, and left the tavern headed for the keep. His cloak blended well with the dull gray stone of the lower floors, and the moon — while almost full — was in a cloudy sky and hidden as often as not.

      Few people wandered the streets, and those who did took no notice of him as he moved steadily toward the cliff face and the keep built into the stone there.

      It took him the better part of thirty minutes to navigate the town. Twisting roads never seemed to go where he'd thought they would, and he kept running into dead ends and small cul-de-sacs without an exit in the direction he needed to move.

      It's like this whole place was built without any kind of plan. What the fuck?

      He was accustomed to broad, straight roads, and the idea of living in such a conflicted, haphazard, congested city was as nauseating as the smell that never seemed to quite clear his nose. It wasn't offal so much as it was an animal musk, like he was wandering through a zoo. The innumerable types of people here all had their own unique scent, but even if he'd liked an individual smell, blended all together it turned into a funk that he couldn't quite shake, and it gave him a headache.

      By the time he actually reached the large, open square that fronted the gates of the keep that headache had turned into a something just short of a migraine, and he was in no mood to be polite.

      It was at least two hours since the sun had set, and the buildings that lined the sides of the square all looked like they'd been long since closed. One in particular had a broad sign depicting a pile of coins counter-balanced by weights on an old-fashioned scale, and two guards stood at the top of a broad mezzanine that led up to the double-doors of the building.

      He stepped up the stairs and the two guards present only focused on him when he reached the top. Both carried spear-like weapons with broad cutting blades on one side and a wicked looking hook on the other, and while they left the weapons grounded, both angled the blades his way as one of them said, "What are you doing here? The tax office is closed."

      "So this is the tax office. I'm looking for someone who came here earlier today, and didn't return. A minotress: brown hair and eyes, very big horns. Hard to miss."

      "We don't guard the office while it's open, stranger. If you're looking for someone, check the guard-house. It's across the way, there."

      He pointed with one clawed hand, but his eyes narrowed as he said, "That's an interesting mask, stranger. You'll be questioned about it if you go there, friendly warning."

      Victor paused, then nodded. "Thanks."

      As he turned to go, the guard said, "Ask for Lieutenant Boone. As long as you're on the level, she'll be the most likely one to want to help you."

      Victor stopped again, then said, "You've been very helpful. What's your name?"

      "Josh. My partner here is Avery. You don't look like the sort of man who likes answering questions. If you're missing someone, you should wait until morning. Right now you've the look — if not the airs — of an assassin. Not all my associates will give you the benefit of the doubt as we have."

      The guard swung his weapon up over his shoulders and hung his arms off it as Victor turned to face him again. "That's ... really odd for someone who works for the city to say."

      "I came up from the under-city of Florence. I know not everyone down there is a bad person, but you won't get this kind of greeting at the guard-house wearing a mask and hood. Unless you're willing to show your face ... wait until morning. Hell even then you won't get far, but they won't throw you in a cell out of hand. Probably."

      Victor hesitated, pressing a hand to the side of his head. His headache was getting worse.

      "I can't wait. I'll go ask for Lieutenant ..."

      Avery supplied the name. "Boone."

      Josh nodded. "Lieutenant Boone. Say, are you all right?"

      "Headache. This city ..." Victor trailed off as he realized what he'd been about to say.

      There's no way any resident would take hearing that their city stinks in any positive light.

      "I'll try not to cause any trouble. If Laina's not there, I'll move on. Thanks again."

      "Hey! what's your name? If I see this Laina of yours, I'll tell her you're looking."

      "Victor."

      Victor walked away, still shaking his head. The headache was now so bad he was having trouble seeing straight. He found himself in the shadows between two buildings a few moments later, supporting himself on the wall. He'd meant to cross the open plaza, but hadn't been able to keep his balance.

      Okay, what the hell? This isn't normal. I've NEVER had a headache like this. I feel like something's trying to tear my head apart from the inside.

      He put his back to the wall and his hands on his knees, taking deep breaths. After a minute, the pain lessened to an angry throb that settled behind his eyes.

      Straightening, he shook his head as a test, and the pain spread out to grip his skull like a vise. He wrapped his hands around his head in a vain reflex to keep his shit together. He kept taking long, deep breaths, oxygenating his blood as he looked across the plaza at the guard-house the guards had pointed out to him.

      Maybe I SHOULD wait until morning. What good would it do to walk in, find they were captured, then pass out on the fucking floor? What if they were caught to bait me in? Am I really in any shape to do ... anything?

      He sagged against the wall and put his head back, breathing deeply. His thoughts were fractured, and he'd begun to notice a deep ache in his bones as well, along with a tightness in his muscle. The last he recognized as familiar, but he hadn't done anything that would cause that kind of damage.

      The fight must have done this. Or maybe Laina's milk really IS addictive, and has side-effects. Maybe whatever power that chick said she saw inside me doesn't agree with me. Whatever's going on, it's bad.

      It occurred to him that he should go back to Mamma Moo's, try and sleep it off. The thought of getting back up nauseated him though, and so he sat with his elbows across his knees, focusing on taking one breath after another. He fell asleep that way. His dreams were fevered and dark, full of muzzle flashes and screams.
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        * * *

      

      When he woke, Victor's headache was gone. Unfortunately it had been replaced by ague, and his tendons were all so tight that even moving his arms and legs to full extension was an exercise in agony. He hadn't felt this bad since the first time he'd over-extended himself at the gym, and that had been when he was fourteen. Forcing himself to his feet took a full minute and the help of the wall.

      I'd kill for some aspirin right about now.

      Daylight shone down on the square, and while at night it had been deserted, now it was packed with people, goods, and stalls that looked to be rigged up out of the backs of carts.

      The people moving around all struck him as a cut above those he'd seen at the docks: they seemed both better groomed and better dressed. Weapons and armor were in evidence as well, though for every armed citizen there were at least four or five normal people wandering the stalls — if people with tails, claws, and/or too many legs could be considered normal. A cacophony of shouting, selling, and conversation was washing down the alleyway he'd spent the night in.

      He noticed several small children at the edge of the alley, looking out at the crowds. They wore shoddy clothing and had a wary look about them that even inhuman faces and bodies couldn't disguise. He'd seen that look often, growing up where he had.

      I guess some things really don't change no matter how far from home I get. Still, I wish it wasn't just the worst elements of humanity that followed me.

      Vic rubbed at his face, wincing as he straightened his arm again. He stepped past the kids and entered the crowd. No one took any notice of him as he walked, and he made two full circuits of the plaza to ease the ache in his joints and warm himself up as much as he could. All the while he took note of the buildings and carts he passed, particularly the armed guards and where they were posted.

      The inside of his mouth tasted foul and hunger gnawed at him, but those were concerns he could put aside. He stepped up the mezzanine and into the now open tax office, taking the place in at a glance.

      There were two guards lounging on either side of the door, but this time they were posted inside the building rather than out. The hall itself was spacious and two stories high. Windows on the second story let in plenty of light, and a colonnade marched away toward the back of the room. Bars not unlike those found at a jail bisected the room into thirds, using the columns as borders. The central portion of the room was easily the widest, and benches lined the central walk. Desks anchored the iron bars, and behind these sat people whose job seemed to involve collecting taxes ... and whatever else it was they did here. It certainly seemed that most of the people talking to the attendants had money out.

      A man in well-to-do clothing with lapine ears tied back along with his blond hair elbowed past him and made his way toward one of the empty windows, apparently to start an argument. Victor scowled at him but chose not to make an issue of it. He was supposed to be barely noticeable. The fact this guy had just shoved past him told him the mask was just doing its job.

      He spotted an available attendant near him and made his way over. She was feline and wore a tabard of green with gold trim. Her ears flickered and turned toward him as she gave him that automatic and immediately recognizable universal retail smile as she said, "Good morning, Sir! How can I help you?"

      "I'm ... here to make sure a friend of mine paid her dues yesterday. She should have come in for a ... permit? A permit to sell minotress milk in the square outside."

      "Ah, well Sir, we do keep records. Can you describe this person?"

      "She's very memorable. Large minotress, very muscular, brown eyes and hair, horns three feet on a side. Even in a town like this I promise you'd remember if you'd seen her."

      The clerk's eyes narrowed slightly, and Victor only caught it because he was looking specifically for it. "I don't personally recall a minotress with that description, but if you'll wait right here I'll go see if an administrator remembers? Permits for minotress milk are notable transactions. Would you be willing to wait a moment, Sir?"

      "Of course. Take your time."

      The clerk got up and hurried away down the hall. As soon as she was out of sight, Victor turned. He walked calmly away and stepped outside.

      She was there, but something happened.

      Victor moved to the side and leaned against the wall at the base of the mezzanine, thinking inconspicuous thoughts as he waited.

      He didn't wait long.

      The two guards he'd seen lounging when he'd come in both shot out of the hall not more than thirty seconds later and scanned the crowds, presumably looking for him. Their eyes panned over him several times, but neither of them gave him any specific attention.

      MAN this mask is awesome. Will have to thank Shy again for it when I find her.

      One of the guards turned his head and shouted back into the building, "What'd you say he looked like again?"

      From inside the now rather shrill voice of the clerk said, "Gray cloak, blank face mask! He's about ... this tall!"

      Victor couldn't help but chuckle at that. If he'd walked into a convenience store looking like that, the clerk would have pulled a gun on him the second he stepped through the door. That the cat behind her counter hadn't batted an eye was either a testament to the mask, or the naivete of the people here.

      "Like that helps!"

      "Idiot! How many people have you seen walking around in masks!?"

      The mask. Definitely the mask. Still, it is weird. Mamma Moo could see me just fine. Is it because I let her look, or does it have something to do with the night I spent asleep with Shy? I wish I had a better idea how this thing actually works.

      "Well there's no one! So what do you want me to do?" the guard yelled, now clearly irritated himself.

      One of the guards went back inside, and after a moment a dapper, tall fellow with curving horns and flat, horizontal pupils in his eyes stepped out and handed a note to the guard as he said, "Take this to Captain Albrecht Ross. He should be in the guard-house. If you DO spot the man you're looking for, follow him, but whatever you do, don't hurt him. He's wanted, but — and Captain Ross was very clear on this point — he's not to be harmed. Find out where he goes, then report that information as well. Hurry!"

      The guard hustled down the steps and Victor detached himself from the wall, wincing as his tendons screamed in protest as he forced himself into a walk that kept the other man in sight as he shouldered his way through the crowds.

      I need to know what's on that note.

      The man kept disappearing behind one throng of people after another, but Victor forced himself to keep pace with him. If he hadn't known where the other was going he'd have lost him for sure, but having canvassed the square earlier he knew enough to keep him from getting too far away, and he always spotted his quarry again after a moment or two.

      As he followed, he struggled to think of a plan. He was so sore that any kind of scuffle was a risk he didn't want to take, but if he didn't risk it, he wouldn't get any information.

      He saw an alley coming up and decided to give the only idea he had a shot.

      "Yo! Guardsman! Isn't that the guy you're looking for?"

      The man paused and turned, looking around, eyes sweeping the crowd. They passed over him once and Vic waved in a random direction, then turned into the alley and walked as rapidly as he could toward the back. Fortunately it didn't dead-end on him, and he caught sight of the guard shouldering past a group of shoppers at a fruit stall, eyes locked on him.

      Okay ... so I'm about to assault a guard. Great plan ... FUCK!

      The alley forked left and right. He went right, moving away from the guardhouse. There were still people around though, and a few of them were looking after the guard curiously as he made his determined way forward. Another turn — this one a left — put him between two buildings that were so close together he could have reached out and touched both walls. The shadows were thick here, and there was a pile of garbage a few feet in that blocked any further movement.

      Vic cozied up to the wall and took a deep breath as he flexed his arms to loosen them up a bit, waiting.

      When the guard came even with him, he jerked the man in and slammed him against the other wall, gasping at the pain in his arms as he did so.

      The guard swore and reached for his sword, but as he started to pull it Victor grabbed his hand and shoved it down, slamming the weapon back into its sheath and breaking the guard's hold on it. The note was in the man's other hand and Vic grabbed at it, caught a thumb, and twisted until the fellow dropped the paper with a bark of pain.

      "Sorry. Need that," Victor muttered as he snatched the fluttering note from the air. He swung the off-balance fellow out from the wall, swept one of his feet, and pushed him back to fall into the garbage heap.

      Then Victor turned and ran, gasping with pain. His joints were all on fire and he held his arms close in to his sides, the note clutched in one hand as he made tracks back the way he'd come. He reached the main square before the guard rounded the corner, and forced himself to slow as he blended into the crowds and walked away.

      His headache was beginning to come back, and he forced himself to take deep breaths as he left the square at random. He didn't care where he was going at this point, as long as it took him away from the keep and the guardhouse. Once he was sure he wasn't being followed, he leaned against a wall and smoothed out the crumpled note, hoping that the fact he could speak the language here meant he could read it too. As it turned out, he could.

      
        
        A man came looking for Laina Lowe, but left before we could find a way to stall him for you. Gray cloak, approximately six feet tall, wearing a featureless mask. Indeterminate species.

        

      

      "That is ... much less helpful than I thought it'd be."

      Still, it did tell him a few things. Laina had gone to the tax office, and had probably been detained there, which meant Shy was probably being held as well. Going back to Mamma Moo's was now a dubious proposition. The fact that he hadn't been caught when he'd gone back there last night after talking with Cecaelia was probably because of the mask he was wearing.

      So what do I do?!

      It was a sure bet based on what the accountant — or whatever he'd been — had said to the guard that they wanted him because he was a template. No one had yet made any demands, so they couldn't use Shy and Laina as leverage against him, that was a plus ... but it also meant that he couldn't talk to them either ... not until he was ready to act, or he'd give away his only real advantage. Once he spoke to them, they'd threaten his women and put him to a decision right then and there. He couldn't take that risk.

      I need to recover ... I can't do anything in the shape I'm in now.

      He desperately wished for some of Laina's milk, and found himself walking back toward Mamma Moo's despite the risk. If there was any to be found, it would be there. If it worked the same sort of miracle for him that it had the last time, he'd be fighting fit before nightfall. He just had to hope the mask would keep working, and he could get in and out without being noticed by whoever was certainly there to watch for him. Laina's association with Mamma Moo through the fight games was a matter of record with anyone who paid any kind of attention to such things in Florence, and the fact that the Locutor had died in the same place meant even someone who didn't pay attention could piece together that something was going on there. That news couldn't possibly have been kept completely quiet.

      Victor's frustration kept building as he made his slow way back across town. The fact that he was alone gave him few options. He didn't even have a go-between he could trust. Mamma Moo didn't strike him as the type to get involved in these sorts of things, and he felt sure she'd give him up in a heartbeat if she felt any heat. It's not like she owed him any ...

      FUCK! She'll sell me out for sure to keep my cut of the fight money!
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            The Hard Way

          

        

      

    

    
      Victor had dealt with more than a few fight promoters over the course of his life, and they all had one thing in common: if their lips were moving, they were lying about something. Last night he'd been too distracted to nail Mamma Moo to the wall and get his money. Now that the city was looking for him, she had all the excuse she needed to welsh on their deal.

      The only possible reason she had left to want to keep up her end of the bargain was his promise to fight again. If she thought her future profit would exceed the loss she'd take paying him now, she might come through.

      Maybe. If her business is threatened though, I'm done.

      He kept making his way back toward the docks. He had the key to the room, and he suspected he could sneak into the kitchen without being caught. If he could find Laina's milk without talking to anyone, that seemed like his best bet.

      Except I promised I'd meet that tiger chick Mila Kosomethingorother tonight ... though it's not like I've got anything to give those folks. Never even got to talk to Laina about it.

      The thought of Laina and Shy being held somewhere because of him worsened his headache. He felt a deep, simmering resentment bubbling away in his guts and had to work to suppress the snarl that wanted to become a permanent fixture on his lips. He was feverish, in pain, and the women depending on him were out of his reach — probably for no better reason than that he was human. It was maddening.

      And these are supposed to be the GOOD guys.

      By the time he paused — loitering next to one of the stands in the bazaar as he watched the entrance to the tavern — his hunger was twisting his guts up in knots and it was an effort to set it aside and be patient.

      For the first time he noticed the placard over the door to Mamma Moo's. It was a pyrograph depicting a large mug framed by cow horns. There was a rickety porch in front of the saloon doors framed by low wooden benches and a lone rocking chair, which of all the porch furniture was the only piece occupied. The Neanderthal-like features of a satyr hung slack over a plain brown tunic and abbreviated trews. The only satyrs he'd seen so far had been city guardsmen. While it was too much of a jump to presume the same of this man, it was a hard leap to avoid making in Victor's current, paranoid frame of mind. He hadn't seen enough of them to be able to differentiate between them very well either; he had no idea if this satyr was one of the two men working for Captain Ross that he'd seen at the gate.

      Surely they wouldn't be THAT stupid though, would they? I mean, if Ross is involved, he KNOWS I saw those two.

      To all appearances though, the satyr seemed to be asleep. He was also unarmed, and after a long ten minutes watching the front door and searching unsuccessfully for other loiterers doing the same thing he was, Victor crossed the street, stepped up, and entered the tavern.

      The satyr snored on, unaware.

      Thankfully — once inside — Mamma Moo proved to be nowhere in evidence, and none of the few patrons gave him any attention as he passed. He made his way quickly to the stairway and up to the second floor, then down the hall to Laina's room. The door was closed and locked. After a tense moment with his ear pressed against the door, Victor used the key and stepped inside.

      Everything was as he remembered it, though the bed had been made. Laina's pack sat next to the bedside table, and when he rifled it he came up with the jug her sister's milk had been in. He shook it, but it was empty. Scowling, he glanced around, then went back through the pack and pulled out the belt with its sheathed knife, and put it on. The knife would be unobtrusive and hidden by his cloak, but might be the difference between life or death if he found himself needing a weapon.

      He also saw the two well-made lumbering axes, but left them where they were. They were not unobtrusive, and could only detract from the mask's magic if he took them with him.

      There were several chunks of dried meat, but without anything to wash it down the stuff was almost inedible. He picked up a sizable piece anyway because his next stop was the atrium, and it had water.

      Armed, but still ravenously hungry and afflicted with innumerable aches and pains, he made his way back downstairs after carefully locking the door behind him.

      Presuming Shy isn't in the atrium, I'll eat and try and figure a way out of this mess. Preferably one that doesn't wind up with me in a cell somewhere.

      His luck ran out in the kitchen.

      Mamma Moo bustled about the space, and caught sight of him immediately when he stepped through from the taproom.

      "Victor! My word, where've you been? I've been worried!"

      Yeah, it WOULD be her that the mask just doesn't fucking work on. Christ. NOW what?

      A quick glance about confirmed that they were alone together, and he said, "I've been looking for Laina and Shy. Do you know where they are?"

      "Certainly! They're being 'eld in the keep. They were, ah, 'invited' to visit the Vicereine. I'm supposed to tell the guardsman outside if I see you. Fah! Jealous bitch wants a taste of your cock I shouldn't wonder, and isn't above making sure you come see 'er."

      She approached him and he took a wary step back. Her eyes narrowed as she said, "My dear boy, you look terrible!"

      "You can see my face?"

      "Of course I can. 'Ere, take this."

      She reached up to a shelf and pulled down a small pint-sized glass bottle and handed it to him a she said, "Laina's. I kept a few samples 'ere ..."

      She trailed off and Victor got the distinct impression she was struggling for something more charitable sounding than, 'To sell for myself.'

      Still, she offered it to me right off. Maybe I shouldn't be so quick to presume EVERYONE is out to get me ...

      "Thanks," he said, taking the bottle and saving her the trouble of coming up with an excuse as he pulled the cork and downed the liquid in a series of long gulps.

      The feeling that washed through him was akin to a shot of whiskey after coming in out of the cold, save that instead of a burning warmth, it was a pleasant easing of aches and pains. His arms shivered and then relaxed of their own accord. His headache almost immediately receded, and he couldn't help murmuring, "That's fucking amazing."

      "Aye. Minotress milk is the cow's tits for aches and pains. Most of my fighters do well with mine, but your Laina's milk is on a whole nother level. I suppose that's warranted, considering you are on a whole nother level."

      She gave him a speculative look. "Don't suppose you'd mind a quick tumble with me, aye? I'm sure I could make it worth your while. If you can give her milk that kind of punch, I can't 'elp but dream about what you could do for me ..."

      "Ask me again after we're square and my women aren't in prison," Victor said, grimacing at the thought as he put the now empty bottle aside. "How many more of those do you have?"

      "Of Laina's milk? Two more, and they're yours o'course. The rest were 'appropriated' by the clinic in exchange for certification. As for being square, I have that 'ere."

      She reached into one of the pockets of the apron she wore and pulled out a small leather sack and handed it over. "There're six dimes and twenty-eight tokens there. Not a great 'aul, but as I warned you — the betting on scrubs doesn't tenth what we'll bring in on your next fight."

      She stressed the word, leaving no doubt in his mind that she was already planning it. He poured out the pouch — its contents easily fit in his palm — and did a quick count to verify that it matched what she'd told him was there. Dimes were silver, and tokens were copper. The count matched, and he refilled the pouch and cinched it, then hung it from his belt.

      I suppose she's holding out hope for a lay. The greed is there, but tempered, and apparently she wasn't threatened ... which is weird. It's obvious she's been in business for a while. I guess if I can't trust her self-interest, I can't trust anything.

      "So someone came looking for me?" he asked.

      "Aye." Mamma Moo folded her arms under her prodigious chest. "The captain of the city guard hisself came callin. Albrecht Ross. Know 'im?"

      "We've met. What did he say?"

      "'E said that Vicereine 'art wanted to see you, and wasn't taking 'no' for an answer. Said to pass on that neither your girls nor you would be 'armed, but that they wouldn't be released either until she'd had a chance to 'talk' to you."

      "Is there a time limit?" he asked.

      "'E didn't mention anything like that, no."

      So avoiding threats, but not above taking hostages. Weird. I'd think the Vicereine would make a threat even if she didn't intend to follow through, just to get me to come running.

      The way Mamma Moo emphasized 'talk' made it perfectly clear she thought talking had very little to do with what the Vicereine wanted.

      "Ugh. All right. You've lived here a while, what's this Hart person like?"

      "She's got a lot of fingers, and has one in every pie. That said, things around 'ere are peaceful by and large. People don't complain much. By the by, it was you killed the Locutor in my back yard?"

      "Yeah, sorry about that."

      Mamma Moo squinted at him, then shook a finger under his nose, "You be careful with that 'ero nonsense. Twilight Zone agents roam in packs, and they love vengeance like I love money. I may 'ave to move my business if it comes out I 'ad anythin to do with it, so mum's the word if anyone else asks!"

      Something about the motherly way she spoke simply drew out his acquiescence. His reply was a practically automatic, "Yes Ma'am."

      "So!" She gave him the side-eye. "'Ow you goin to 'andle this? The easy way, or the 'ard way?"

      "Which is which?" he asked.

      "The easy way would be to walk up to the keep, knock, fuck 'Art's brains out, and walk out with your women. The 'ard way would be ... well, pretty much anythin else."

      "Is that really what she wants?"

      Mamma Moo gave him an 'Are you serious?' look, and said, "My lover, that's all any woman who knows what you are is goin to want, present company excepted o'course ... and even I wouldn't say no if the offer were floated out there. The only thing I can think of off-hand that might be better than sex with a template would be gettin 'old of a Djinni's lamp."

      "Those are a real thing?"

      Mamma Moo lifted her shoulders and dropped them. Her chest bounced as she said, "Not that I know of."

      Victor blinked, momentarily distracted, then leaned against one of the counters, lost in thought. Mamma Moo turned her attention back to her cooking. Now that he'd had some of Laina's milk, he wasn't hungry, but he knew he should eat, so he stepped out into the atrium, drew water up in the bucket, then ate the chunk of dried meat along with draughts from the dipper as he let things work themselves out in his head.

      This was the second time since he'd arrived that someone had tried holding hostages against his behavior. The first time he'd gotten away with a bluff, but he wasn't sure that would work again. The problem was that if he walked into the keep as Mamma Moo suggested, there was absolutely nothing keeping the Vicereine from throwing him into a prison right along with ... or apart from, Shy and Laina. He didn't have the power to preserve his own freedom, nor did he have the power to free those he loved. Yet the instant he went to the keep to negotiate, his options went from few to none.

      I've only got one card to play ... I just need to figure out how to play it so as to get another draw.

      Any solution that wound up with him in the power of the Vicereine was to be avoided. Likewise, he'd rather not try using force, because from what he'd been told Florence was the only city in the region. If he turned it against him, he'd wind up worse off even if he did manage to free Shy and Laina. Shy couldn't travel very rapidly, and Laina was impossible to disguise.

      I can't fight the whole fucking city. I bust them out, and she'll have us caught again within a day, two at most even IF we can get outside the walls.

      He thought of the note he'd stolen, and pulled it out. He could read this world's writing. He could speak this world's languages. Could he write a letter? Something ... one of the things the sirens on the beach had said.

      'He speaks our language! He's a template!'

      If that meant no one here was speaking any language he knew, then magic had to be at work. It would have to be magic that had nothing to do with his bonds too, since it had been in play before he got laid. Would that extend to what he wrote?

      Maybe I could get work as a linguist, or a translator. That sort of job can be done by correspondence.

      He chuckled at the thought. Bookworm by day, hero by night. Then again, he couldn't exactly go attacking the Twilight Zone just yet. He didn't know anything about how to stop what had essentially been described to him as a gradually spreading dust storm that spawned monsters. Presumably he could find this, Thomas, who was behind the whole thing and convince him to give it up ... or kill him. Where would such a man be though, and what sort of defenses would he have? He'd been around for thousands of years; his abilities were probably far more formidable than Vicereine Hart's. Being a bookworm might kill two birds with one stone. Get him paid and get him information.

      Something to keep on the back burner for now.

      I need to write a note as a test, then, presuming it works, I need to be able to play keep-away until I find out what kind of person I'm dealing with, not to mention figure out a way to keep shit like this from happening again.

      The plan taking shape in his mind was not without risk, but it wouldn't put Shy or Laina in any more danger than they were already in. It avoided any confrontation with the Vicereine as well. The fact that he'd already been practically compelled to fuck Cecaelia left a bitter taste in his mouth, and he wasn't about to tolerate that again. Providing his plan worked, Shy and Laina would be freed without any further intervention, and the only problem it left was how to get cleanly away. There were other cities elsewhere in the world after all.

      Of course, how to avoid this kind of problem again in the future is entirely another matter. Presuming we get to another city ... these people found out about me through deduction, not because I was actually caught or identified. That problem isn't going away unless we keep Laina from trying to sell her milk on the open market.

      Trying the black market was a possibility, but in all likelihood the sorts of characters they'd run into would be even worse than the Vicereine.

      Essentially, I need more power. I need to be able to use or at least threaten force effectively if I want to keep my freedom in this world. Walk softly and carry a big d- ... stick.

      He chuckled to himself, shaking his head as the sheer insanity of what was going on hit him.

      This bitch is holding hostages against me so that I'll fuck her. Ain't that some SHIT.

      Knowing he needed power put him right back where he'd started. The easy way, or the hard way. If he did just walk up to the keep, submit himself on trust, and fuck Vicereine Hart, he would gain power. What kind of power or how to use it was anyone's guess, as was whether or not that boost would be enough to force his way free. He rather suspected it wouldn't be enough, and gratitude wasn't something to count on ... ESPECIALLY not with a politician.

      I could whore myself out in the city until I had whatever it was I needed ... That's me. Victor Mack, laying his way to world domination. So stupid.

      The thought came and went quickly. It was an option, but not one he gave any real weight. There were some bridges he just didn't ever intend to cross. Being a man-ho was one of them.

      He could talk to Cecaelia and see if she'd be willing to threaten the Vicereine on his behalf, but while that would probably work, it seemed guaranteed to cause collateral damage somewhere down the line. Cecaelia had already apparently wiped out every other city in the region. With one notable exception, no one in Florence had done him any wrong. It would be like bringing a nuke to a knife-fight.

      Still, perceived control of a nuke isn't exactly a bad thing ... I just have to make sure that if I MAKE that threat, the Vicereine buys it.

      A middle way presented itself, one that would probably leave no one happy, but might at least get everyone what they most wanted out of the deal. IF his note was successful in causing the Vicereine to release Shy and Laina and IF he learned that Vicereine Hart was honorable enough to meet with him somewhere neutral, perhaps whoring himself out just the once would secure freedom for himself and his women to act unmolested in the region.

      He finished eating, drank his fill from the well, and went back inside. Mamma Moo was sampling a stew simmering in a cauldron, and turned to look at him as she set her ladle aside. "So? Come to a decision?"

      Victor grinned.

      Mamma Moo shook her head and sighed. "The 'ard way."

      His grin widened. "I'll need some paper and something to write with."
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      Victor glanced up, as he'd gotten in the habit of doing, when Mila Kolenko stepped through the saloon doors and into Mamma Moo's taproom. She was dressed in the red-trimmed, cream-colored robes he remembered from the night before and carried her staff in her left hand. As she looked around, he noticed that she seemed to be unaccompanied.

      That's odd. I felt sure she'd bring her brother Yuri and ... what'shisface the minotaur. Come to think of it I don't think I ever did get that guy's name.

      He glanced toward the satyr — who at some point had stepped into the tavern and had a seat — and refrained from waving her over. He wondered just how effective his mask would be against someone who not only was looking for him, but had seen him before. He was seated in the same place he'd been the night previous though, so as he thought about it he realized it wouldn't be a true test. Unfortunately Mila was rather striking, and the satyr's eyes locked on her and tracked her unerringly across the room.

      Don't notice ... don't notice!

      Mila sat down at his table, but still seemed not to be looking at him. She glanced back at the satyr, then concentrated her attention on him, glaring openly. The satyr licked his lips and glanced away.

      "That mask of yours is really something, Victor Mack. I knew you were here, but it's very difficult to focus on you."

      "That's kinda the point. I'm pretty sure that satyr is watching for me, so I'd appreciate it if you'd shift a bit, so that you're not blocking his view of me. As long as I'm in plain sight, I won't draw as much attention. If you talk to someone he can't see, he might get curious enough to break through whatever magic the mask relies on."

      Mila smirked — an expression her striped face seemed ideally suited for. "Devious."

      She shifted a bit and then put her elbows on the table, her staff leaned against her thigh. "I wanted to bring Yuri and Marcus, but Yuri refused to come, and Marcus stayed with him. That man does things his own way; I admit I have trouble figuring him out sometimes."

      Marcus the minotaur? Are you serious? Then again Laina's fight name is 'Cowhand.' Maybe it's just a thing here. At least the dude's name isn't Ferdinand. I don't think I could keep a straight face for that ...

      She tapped her chin with a fingertip as she looked at Victor out of the corner of her eye. "Do you ever take that mask off?"

      "Not since I put it on a few days ago. It doesn't keep me from the business of life, and I was told not to remove it." Victor shrugged. He then reached down below the level of the table and pulled up one of the two remaining bottles of minotress milk and set it between them.

      "My women are being held at the keep, so I can't get to them. I promised I'd ask about milk for Yuri, but I'm afraid this is all I can spare at the moment. I need the last bottle for myself. Please give it to him, along with my wish for his complete recovery."

      Mila hesitated, then picked up the bottle, uncorked it, and sniffed. Victor watched her carefully, but whatever she smelled seemed to satisfy her. She recorked the small bottle and slipped it into a fold in her robes. "Thank you, but that's not why I decided to meet with you."

      "Why are you here then?" he asked.

      "A few reasons. First, to satisfy my curiosity. There are rumors in Florence, and I have a feeling they're centering around you."

      "Not all of them I hope."

      Victor tensed slightly, and his tension only increased when Mila turned her slitted green eyes on him and said, "Well, one of them is that there's a template here. People are saying that a minotress with extraordinary milk arrived, and that if her potency is legitimate it can only be explained one way."

      "I can see how that might lead you back to me," he said, glancing behind her toward the door, suddenly very unsure of his position. If she'd put the pieces together so readily, there was nothing that would have prevented her from bringing the guard with her, or worse.

      "Yuri doesn't pay attention to such things, and Marcus — while interested in the rumors — seemed disinclined to pursue this one. I on the other hand ..."

      "What do you intend to do?" he asked, his eyes still on the door.

      "That question brings us to my second reason for coming. I want you to come with us. We'll be leaving for the Monsoon dungeon complex tomorrow. Having someone as strong as you are with us will put me at ease. It is usual for those attempting the dungeon to go in groups of four to six. As you must have noticed, we're a man short."

      Victor blinked, and hesitated for a moment as his thoughts carried along.

      This is PERFECT! It'll get me out of the city and I won't have to go alone!

      He asked, "How long will this take?"

      "It varies. The dungeon is a complex of caves defended by a variety of beasts, monsters, and ... unfriendly types. The areas closest to the surface are raided often, so the threats there are relatively easy to deal with. The further in one goes, the more difficult the challenges."

      "And the greater the rewards?" he asked.

      She nodded, her eyes gleaming with reflected light. "It will take at least a week, but not more than two. We will only be carrying fourteen days of food, and we'd rather not run out before we get back to Florence, which is the only reasonable base of operations in the region for us."

      He leaned back, making a show of nodding.

      "What are you after?" Victor asked as he shifted his attention back to the sheet of paper he'd been writing on, though he glanced at the door every few words. It was unlikely that this was the sort of pitch she'd be giving if she wanted to trap him, but it was still a possibility.

      "Monsters and magical beasts provide a wealth of useful components for spells and crafts. That is how we make our living."

      I'm going to have to spill the beans if I go with them ... if I'm honest up front that'll probably work out for the best. If she DOES look like she's going to flip the script on me, I can probably throttle her and get away as long as she hasn't already got guards waiting.

      "I don't have any weapons to speak of, and no armor. I don't even have shoes. I don't think I'd be of much use to you if I went with you."

      He held up a finger as Mila opened her mouth to stop her as he added, "That said, I'd love to come. It's actually a perfect opportunity for me. May I be honest?"

      She blinked, then said, "I ... yes? Please do?"

      "I am the template everyone's looking for, though I'd appreciate you keeping that on the down low. My women have been detained to try and ensure I turn myself over to the Vicereine — something I've no intention of doing. Tell me, can you read this?"

      He shifted the paper around so that it faced her, and she glanced down at it.

      "The writing is ... the letters seem oddly fashioned, but yes, it's legible. I wasn't aware that templates were typically literate."

      "At a guess, you don't know much about templates at all."

      "... No."

      "Thought not. Literacy is not common here?"

      "No, but those who study magic must be literate, merchants and nobility are as well with few exceptions, and most craftsman can at least read and write at a basic level. Are you nobility? You don't look like a mage or a merchant."

      Victor chuckled at the thought and shook his head. "Where I come from literacy is pretty much taken for granted. Everyone reads, even beggars."

      "Oh? Where do all the books come from? I never saw one until after I became a mage's apprentice, and my master only had about twelve books, all dedicated to the art."

      This is a can of worms I probably shouldn't have opened.

      He waved a hand dismissively and said, "Nevermind. Yes, I can read and write. No, I'm not nobility. How long until you leave for this, uh ... dungeon did you call it?"

      "Monsoon dungeon complex. We'd planned to leave today, but won't because I had to expend most of my power on Yuri. Had I not, he'd have died from the damage you inflicted last night. We don't like to travel once my magic is exhausted."

      "Okay. Well, I need to get a few things. Would you be willing to help me out?"

      "How much money do you have?" Mila asked.

      "Six dimes and twenty-eight tokens."

      The tigress frowned, and Victor said, "I know. Probably not enough to even get a decent pair of boots."

      "Boots and clothes won't be a problem," she said. "It's not enough to get you any armor, or even a decent weapon."

      "Well I can borrow an ax from Laina; she left hers upstairs. I've also got some of the basics that I can borrow from her. As for the armor ... yeah, I didn't plan on any. I wouldn't know how to wear it anyway."

      Mila tilted her head as she examined him. Vic had to wonder just what it was she might be looking at. He was still wearing the gray raincoat and the hood was up. If all she could see was his mask, he must have looked pretty impenetrable at just that moment. As though to reinforce his impression she said, "I really dislike not being able to smell or see you, Victor Mack."

      "Maybe once we leave the city behind I'll take the mask off long enough for you to see my face. I'm not sure how the magic in it works. Mamma Moo says she can see my face right through it. I don't know why you can't ... we've been introduced, after all."

      "Mm." She glanced at the satyr, then back at him. "Footwear should be your first priority, Victor. After that, get a bedroll and a backpack, along with a waterskin and dry rations for two weeks. Save the rest of your money. You'll need a token or two for the ferry: we'll be using it to cross the river. The Monsoon complex is in the mountains on the far side."

      "All right."

      She sat silent for several long moments, staring at him. At last the discomfort of her unwavering gaze got to him and he asked, "Is there anything else?"

      "I have many questions, Victor. I'll save most of them for the journey. You seem very trusting, being willing to go along with us like this. I admit I thought I'd have to pay you to recruit you."

      He chuckled and spread a hand, "You can always pay me anyway."

      "It would be against my interests. My brother and I came here to make money, after all. Not spend it. As it is, I'm uncertain how much help you'll be given you're obviously not an adventurer. Last night had us all convinced you were one of us. Even Marcus thought so."

      "Sorry to disappoint you. Feel free to withdraw your invitation. I readily concede I'm getting much more out of this deal than you are."

      If she DOES withdraw, I'm going to have to do some hard bargaining to ensure her silence ...

      Her ears flickered back and forth, then she shook her head and stood. "Your speed and strength aren't in dispute, nor is your courage. You'll accompany us. I'll go out first. You do what you need to do and meet us tomorrow, sunrise, at the eastern end of the docks by the ferry."

      A thought occurred to him as she stood up and he asked, "What kind of cut can I expect?"

      She smiled, giving him the impression she'd been waiting for that question. "You'll get an even share of the profit provided you do an even share of the work. You seem almost distressingly forthright; I doubt we'll have a problem there." She hesitated, then said, "Thank you again for the milk."

      She was turning to go when the saloon doors swung to admit a slim woman with brown fur and small, rounded, upright ears on her head. She was wearing a worn dress and it was obvious she was having some trouble moving, as she stumbled a bit and leaned against the door frame before gritting her teeth in determination and pushing away.

      The few patrons in the taproom fell silent as they watched her walk unerringly toward the table Victor sat at. When she arrived, she said without preamble, "I've been looking for you. I ... I wanted to thank you. If it hadn't been for you, I would have lost my life along with my husband."

      Recognition dawned, and Victor blurted, "You're that girl from the alleyway."

      "My name is Therese."

      She stood there, trembling, and Victor asked, "Are you injured?"

      She nodded. "Hector did what he could to protect me. I will heal. I just ... something told me I had to find you, to thank you. It seems like fate that I could find you here. This is the first place I thought to look."

      Therese swallowed and gave him a wan smile. Victor set the remaining bottle of milk on the table without a second thought and said, "Take that. It'll help with your wounds. I wish I could have gotten there sooner, Therese. I ..."

      His throat closed up and he couldn't say more.

      It's my fault the zone beasts went crazy ... if it hadn't been for me ...

      "Oh, I couldn't! I already owe my life to you!"

      He sat for a moment, speechless. He wanted to argue, to apologize, but the words refused to come. Her eyes were bloodshot and it was obvious she was both in pain and still all but overwhelmed by the tragedy that she'd so recently suffered through. Yet here she was, smiling at him in genuine gratitude. If their roles had been reversed, would he have felt the need to thank his rescuer so soon after? No. Surely not. There was simply no way he could ignore that. Emotion threatened his composure, and he stood up abruptly.

      "If you don't take it, I'm going to leave it behind." Victor said quietly. "You need it more than I do. Don't throw away your husband's sacrifice by refusing the only help I have left to give."

      Tears spilled down her cheeks, and she took the bottle and clutched it to her chest. "Can I have your name? Please? My children need to know. I need to know."

      "Victor Mack." He bowed his head. "I'm so sorry for your loss. I wish with all my heart I could have ... prevented this."

      Therese eased past a visibly thunderstruck Mila and reached up, touching his face. He felt her fingers on his skin and wondered if she could see him, anguished expression and all. He hoped not, but something told him that the magic of the mask didn't affect her. To her — the one he'd saved — Victor could never fade into the background.

      "If I can ever help you, if I can ever even begin to repay your kindness, please ask. I will never turn you away. Never."

      Tears spilled down his cheeks as his composure cracked and he whispered, "I'm so sorry!"

      She wrapped her arms around him and hugged him. Her head only came up to his chest. He hesitated, then gently returned her embrace. After a moment they parted, and she said, "My husband would have liked to have met you, Victor Mack. You're a good man."

      He smiled at her, then wiped his eyes in a poor effort to regain his composure.

      As he glanced around, he noticed that attention of the rest of the room had finally focused on him. Therese hadn't been at all quiet about her thanks. The satyr still sat where he'd been most of the morning, but his eyes were bugging out in a way that told Victor that if he didn't get over there soon, the man would flee to whomever he was reporting to.

      "Please excuse me, Therese. I have a few urgent things that need doing."

      As he slipped away the satyr started to move for the door. Victor caught him just before he made it.

      The man took a half-step back, then gritted his teeth. Victor said, "Don't try. I just came to give you a note to pass along."

      "Huh?" The satyr visibly relaxed in his confusion, and Vic handed him a folded piece of paper and asked, "What's your name?"

      "Vengle."

      "Well, Vengle. This needs to get to either Captain Ross, or Vicereine Hart." He paused, then said, "If it gets to anyone else, I've got your name. Disobey me and I'll find you. Shortly after that I'll shove your teeth so far down your throat you'll have to sit on your food to eat it. We clear?"

      The satyr's expression darkened and his fists clenched. "Are you threatening me?"

      He gave the satyr a slow, deliberate nod. "Yes. I'm well-aware that the orders for my capture include that I not be harmed. Even if they didn't, you aren't even close to man enough to take me. Captain Ross, or Vicereine Hart. No one else. Understand?"

      The punch the satyr threw was both unsurprising and painfully slow. Victor tilted his head just enough for it to get by as he reached in, dug his finger into the notch at the center of Vengle's collarbone, and shoved sharply downward. The satyr's goat legs folded like a paper bag and he wound up on his knees, mouth open in a mixture of agony and surprise. Victor curled his finger in and pressed down harder until the man let out an undignified squeak of pain, then asked again, "Understand?"

      "Understood!"

      Vic released him and took a step to the side to let him up. "You're the worst lookout in the history of the job, Vengle. I've been sitting in here all damn day, and I beat you with just, one, finger. Get out of my sight before I decide to hand the note to a random stranger instead."

      "I'll remember this!" the satyr swore as he got to his feet.

      "Good, because if you forget they'll calling you 'assmouth' for the rest of your life. Captain Ross, Vicereine Hart. No one else."

      What came out of the satyr's mouth as he left the tavern was so guttural that whatever was letting Victor communicate on Celestine didn't translate it. It rather reminded him of one of those old Yosemite Sam cartoons, and left him grinning.

      He turned, saw that Mila was talking earnestly to Therese, and decided he didn't want any part of that conversation. He went back upstairs, picked up the backpack and one of the two axes, and left the second of two notes with Mamma Moo on his way out the door. If all went well, Shy would read it when they were released, and he'd be able to find them when he got back to town.

      Both Mila and Therese were gone when he stepped back out of the kitchen, and he escaped the tavern just in time to see a squad of four men charge down the street and enter. Vengle however, was not among them, thus proving he wasn't quite as stupid as he looked.
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      "Good morning, Sir! How may I help you today?"

      Victor half-turned away from the rather impressive display of footwear to look when he heard the cheerful voice behind him. She was ... strange.

      Then again, everything he'd seen in this world was strange. She had floppy ears rather like those of a Labrador that all but blended into the blond hair cascading down around her shoulders. Her face was round and cute but more canine than human, with a button nose at the end of a brief muzzle and large blue eyes. She wore an open, untied red silk robe with a flower pattern on it and short sleeves, and a black sarashi wrap across her chest.

      He caught himself staring, shook himself and said, "I'm looking for boots. I'm going to the Monsoon complex, and I need something for my feet."

      "Well, you've come to the right place, sir! We'll measure you and see what we have! We serve all manner of walker here, so I'm sure we can find something that will be both functional and comfortable. Please come! Have a seat."

      She smiled and tipped a black-nailed hand toward a small bench topped with well-worn leather. Victor moved and sat down, feeling vaguely embarrassed. Her hands were a bit larger than he was used to seeing on a woman her size, and her forearms were covered in fur that drooped in a blond fringe all the way to her elbows.

      "Thanks."

      Victor tried to stop staring by concentrating on his foot as he folded one leg over the other and unwound the absolutely filthy wraps he'd been wearing for the past week or more.

      Why am I so damn taken with this chick? She's barely human looking ... and almost too cute for words.

      "Goodness! You've been reduced to that?!"

      The woman knelt at his feet and pulled his leg away from him, examining his foot. "You've got blisters! No, wait, these are healed. Ah? I've ... never seen a foot quite like this."

      She looked up at his face and asked, "Sir? If I may ask, what manner of man are you?"

      "The kind that needs a good pair of boots."

      Despite the fact that she could only see his mask, Victor felt heat rising in his cheeks and the tops of his ears. His reply was so brusque that it only deepened his embarrassment as he saw her redden with shame.

      "I'm so sorry! I didn't mean to intrude. Please, give me just a moment."

      She pulled a measuring tape from a pocket of the silk robe that hung open around her and began measuring his foot as she mumbled, "Mmmm ... plantigrade, eleven and a half inches by ... three and a quarter ..."

      The woman examined his foot closely, turning it one way, then another as she looked at it, then gazed up at him with wide eyes.

      "I'll look but ... this is — forgive me for saying it — a very unusual foot."

      "How so?" Victor asked.

      "Well, it's ... simple, but elegant! It's like ..." She trailed off and peeked at him through her lashes, then said, "I think we can adjust a pair of boots we have in stock, but it'll take a little bit. Do you have time?"

      Did she just call my foot ... ELEGANT?

      "There's nothing I have to do right now that's more important than getting boots," Victor said, bemused as he watched her walk to the front door and close it before dropping a bar into place. Her tail was thick, with long blond fur that obviously needed regular brushing to keep from becoming a mess of tangles. The fact that he could see her tail at all meant the robe was split to accommodate it, and as she moved he caught glimpses of her backside: glimpses that only made him want to see more.

      Victor covered his eyes with a hand and took a deep breath, letting out slowly.

      This isn't me. This isn't what I want. Is it Shy? Is it Cecaelia? Both? I know Laina isn't that kind of girl, but the other two ...

      'Your bonds influence you, Victor. They won't make you do things, but they'll influence your feelings about what you experience ...'

      A shadow fell across him and he glanced up. She was gazing down at him, holding one hand out. "Come into the back with me."

      Hesitating, he looked her over. Now — with the door closed — the look she was giving him was more than just ... warm. He said, "I'm, getting some rather strange vibes here, Miss ...?"

      "Promise not to laugh?" she asked, folding her hands behind her as her eyes shifted away from him in embarrassment.

      He blinked, then shrugged. "I promise."

      She glanced at him, then met his eyes steadily as she said, "My name is Shu. Shu Lace." She hastened to add, "My father is a good cobbler, but has the worst sense of humor in history."

      "I promised I wouldn't laugh, but I'm going to admit I really want to," Victor said, struggling with the smile tugging at the corners of his lips. "Are you sure you're not making fun of me?"

      "I'm quite certain ... Boss."

      Victor's eyes shut as a sigh escaped him. "Ah. The other shoe drops, no pun intended."

      "You totally intended that."

      "I did. Put the shoe on the other foot though and you'll see-"

      She pressed a finger to his lips, her own quirking just a bit. "I'll let you laugh if that means you won't make any more bad shoe jokes."

      "I don't know ... I mean, there's just so many."

      She split her knees and sat astride his lap, settling her arms across his shoulders as she said, "You're not going to put me off, Boss. I saw your fight the other night. I know what you're hiding under this rain cloak, and I want it. You're going to be a champion in the fight games ... just do me a favor?"

      Shu's scent was distracting, and the way she pressed herself against him even more so, as it revealed among other things that there was nothing between his sex and hers but his fighting trunks. He didn't know where to put his hands, but he did know that no matter where he put them he'd want to squeeze what he found. She might have a wealth of canine features but she was all woman, and he found himself wanting to unwrap the sarashi to see what it contained. Laina had worn one as well, probably out of necessity. Shu though seemed to be wearing it purely so that she could leave her robe open.

      She also seemed disinclined to keep his roaming eyes from exploring, and it was only when they finally reached hers again that he blinked and asked, "What's that?"

      She kissed him, her tongue swirling into his unresisting mouth. His hands slid over her hips, found her ass, and squeezed. She gasped softly but didn't break the kiss. His breathing deepened and his hips shifted as his fighting trunks became more and more constraining.

      When she finally broke contact, they were both breathing heavily, and she said, "Tell me when you're fighting next. I don't want to miss it."

      "Mamma Moo will be promoting my next bout, though it'll probably be a few weeks from now at least ... can you see my face?"

      She nodded, kissed him again, and nuzzled his cheek, then leaned further in and he shivered as she traced the shell of his ear with a supple tongue. "Thank you for taking it off," she whispered.

      I think maybe I figured out what's going on with the mask ... it's pervy, just like Shy.

      He slipped his hands inside her robe and ran them over her flanks, exploring the curious feeling of fur under his fingertips as she laid a trail of kisses down his throat.

      She wants me because she saw me fight. It has nothing to do with templates or magic or bullshit. She's a fan ... I can work with that.

      Hooking his arms under her thighs he picked her up as he stood. She squeaked and curled her arms tightly around him, her ankles locking behind his hips as he strode to the back of her store and through a beaded curtain into an area that smelled strongly of leather.

      Half-finished projects were strewn everywhere and assorted crates and boxes were stacked to the ceiling in places. There was a workbench with a vise attached to one side that was both surprisingly free of clutter, and at just the perfect height for what he had in mind.

      As he set her down her fingers twisted into the rain cloak he was wearing and tugged it impatiently up and over his shoulders. She tossed it aside and then pulled his tunic up just as frantically. He lifted his arms to let her get it off, then shucked his trunks and shifted her ass forward a bit, trapping his erect cock between them.

      She froze, her eyes a bit glazed as she stared at him. "I've been a fight fan for years, boss ... I've never seen a body like this. It's ... perfect."

      Her fingers traced over his chest, down over the ridged muscle of his abdomen, exploring with an eager sort of reverence every nook and cranny. Victor watched her, smirking as he enjoyed the attention, but part of him knew that his body was far from perfect. He wasn't even close to the kind of shape that he'd have to be in to enter a body-building competition, and he'd looked. If he wanted to fight though, he had to stay clean, and clean competitions at his level just didn't provide enough money to make it worth the extra work.

      Still, the hushed excitement Shu showed him as she let her hands wander made him feel — for a moment at least — happy to have put in the effort. He was leaner now than he had been when he'd arrived on Celestine, but it was difficult to tell just what other changes might have manifested during his time here. His strength was clearly abnormal, and not entirely dependent on his muscle anymore.

      If I think about this too much now, I'm going to lose interest, and I wouldn't DARE do that to a woman whose put herself out there for me, not like this. She deserves all my attention.

      Putting his grander thoughts away, he shifted and slid into her with just the barest resistance. She shivered and leaned into him, wrapping her arms around his shoulders and moaning in his ear. "Ooooh. Boss, fuck me. Fuck me, let me feel it ..."

      He wrapped an arm around her back and the other around her ass and for the next five minutes lazily stroked, keeping her at the edge of the work-bench. She cooed and moaned and bit his shoulder as her hands played across his back, tracing his lats.

      Eventually though she whimpered and kissed him and shifted her butt back far enough to pull away from him as she whispered, "Let me ..."

      Shifting off the table she shrugged out of her robe and turned, presenting her ass as she stretched luxuriously across her usual workspace. Her tail lifted, curling with sensual ease out of the way. He was almost immediately struck by the potency of her scent. She positively reeked of sex, and both of them were covered with the creamy froth of her lust. He pressed himself back into her and she yipped as his hips thumped her ass.

      "Go hard," she sighed, pressing her belly to the table and arching her hips for him. "Fuck me hard, boss. Give me everything; I want it all!"

      She had a tight body and her bottom was pert. He wanted to spank it, but she was furred and he wasn't sure it would feel good for her so he slid his hands over her hips and locked her in as he began, starting with deep, slow strokes.

      "Harder ... HARDER! PLEASE!"

      He made her wait, building at his own pace as she squirmed and shook her ass, dropping her heels in time with his strokes as she tried to get him to go faster. He wasn't against going hard, but he didn't want to slam and jam her either; recent events had made him cautious of his strength.

      Eventually she was shuddering and moaning wantonly as her pussy clutched rhythmically at his shaft, and he noticed one of her hands had vanished between her thighs just before he felt her fingers split around his cock, rubbing, drawing her own lubrication up. Her contractions intensified as she rubbed furiously at her clit, and he felt himself start to swell and throb inside her.

      His hands tightened around her hips as he slammed himself deep and let out a strangled gasp as the first wave of orgasm washed through him. His cock jerked and sent one heavy jet after another deep into her body as he kept her pressed tight to him.

      She squeezed her inner muscles in what he was sure was deliberate effort, milking him as she sobbed with her own release.

      "Soo good ... SOOO good ... NNnnnn!"

      As his orgasm peaked and began to fade into aftershocks, he started to pull away only to have her straighten abruptly and reach around, grabbing his ass and holding him tightly to her as she panted.

      "In me. Stay in me ... just a little bit longer. Please?"

      He kissed her shoulder, brushing his lips over her lightly furred flesh as he wrapped a hand around her belly to keep her close.

      "So good to me ... I expected you to be more brutal than this, but I like it anyway ..."

      Warning bells went off in the back of his mind, but he wasn't in any physical danger and was sure he hadn't hurt her, so he put it out of his mind and held her as his erection faded, wincing as the hypersensitivity that came after orgasm made holding her close difficult.

      She seemed to sense it too, and deliberately tightened against him to make him wince and shiver as she made pleased sounds.

      When she finally slipped away from him, it was to turn and sink to her knees. She had his cock in her mouth before he fully realized what was going on, and took her time licking him clean.

      So much time in fact, that she bought him a second wind. As her lips drew further back each time she suckled at him, his cock grew along with it, until when she finally eased off him and ran her tongue along the underside of his length, he was at rigid attention.

      He looked down into her eyes — which were glimmering with mischief — and said, "I still need boots you know."

      "Oh I'll get you boots, boss. Never you fear, but you said you had time, and I can see you've got the inclination. There's a bench over there, and I'm in the mood for a ride."
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        * * *

      

      He'd come in mid-morning, and it was well past noon when Victor stepped out of the shoe shop in a new pair of boots. He also had several pairs of socks, and Shu had stubbornly refused to tell him how much he owed her, saying only that if he came to tell her personally when his next fight would be, she would consider them even.

      What the HELL am I doing?

      They both knew that there was nothing to it beyond the obvious: she was a fight fan ... and he was a fighter. Even after they'd had sex she had made no mention of templates or anything of the kind. She was a groupie, and not his first.

      Still ... she knows what I look like.

      The thought came and went. Day late, dollar short, as it were. Shu knew what he looked like, but she didn't know what he was. Or rather, she didn't now. She'd probably learn.

      I wonder what she got from that, besides the obvious?

      The scent of the city had become — if anything — even more oppressive. His hearing also seemed oddly acute. He attributed it to her canine nature, and didn't think any more about the likely fact that with every sexual encounter, he'd lose a little bit more of what made him human.

      If I wanted to stop it, I could have. I had my chance ... and I didn't. Am I going to blame that on 'influence?' No ... I was frustrated, angry, and took the opportunity for a lay when it presented itself; that's all.

      He took a few steps, then paused as worry gnawed at him.

      God I hope that's all.

      Wiggling his toes, he found the boots to be a perfect fit, and very comfortable. They were a bit more than high-tops and snug, but he had the feeling that he wouldn't get blisters no matter how far he walked. Shu hadn't lied. She'd given him good boots.

      As he walked away, he resolved that he'd keep his promise to tell her personally when his next fight was scheduled. He felt that he'd taken advantage of her ... he owed her at least that much.
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      "Where do you think he is now?"

      "Mm?"

      "Boss. Where do you think he is?"

      Shy opened her eyes and tilted her head, looking over at Laina. The two of them were in a room about twenty feet on a side. The cell was furnished with two rather comfortable beds, a table with two chairs, a washbasin, and other necessities of life. A single empty bowl, extraordinarily large, sat on the table, and the husks of a few oats were scattered across the surfaces nearby. Shy after all, needed nothing that Laina wasn't providing her, and so did not eat.

      As far as prisons went, it was fairly nice.

      The dryad folded her hands behind her head, smirking as she looked back up at the ceiling. "Well ... I think he got laid this morning."

      Laina perked a bit, then her brows furrowed. "Cecaelia?" she asked.

      "No, someone new."

      "I'm not sure how I feel about that."

      "I wouldn't worry. He's not serious about her. I can tell that much."

      Laina shifted on the bed, but didn't bother leaning up. She'd been laying there for most of the day, unmoving and petulant. She said, "I still don't get how you can see inside his head and I can't."

      "I can't see inside his head."

      At least, not when we aren't touching.

      Shy didn't think it would be politic to say that though, so she just went on. "Right now I just have a sense of him. He's thinking about us almost constantly, but I don't think he'll come for us."

      "He's a fighter!" Laina sat up and glared over at Shy. "He'll come!"

      "He won't."

      Shy sighed and leaned back against the headboard of her own bed, staring at the stone ceiling above them. "This is a set-up. You and I know it ... and he knows it. He won't come."

      "A hero would come anyway," Laina snorted as she dropped her head back onto her pillow. "I thought he was a hero."

      "He is."

      Pretty much by definition in fact. Celestine doesn't pull ordinary men.

      "He's smart though, and very, very cynical. He won't come. Do you remember what he did when the villagers were in danger? When Cecaelia threatened them to get what she wanted?"

      "Yeah, I remember. He wrote them off like they were nothing."

      "And as a consequence, they were spared. He'll do something similar here. It'll work out; just wait and see."

      "You're a tree." Laina thumped a fist against the headboard. It shook and cracked under the blow despite her being on her back and off-balance. "You're better at waiting than I am."

      "That's true." Shy gave Laina an acerbic look. "Trees are pretty good at waiting."

      Laina draped her arm across her face, completely ignoring the acid in Shy's tone. "You have a lot of faith in him."

      The dryad's expression softened. "Don't you?"

      Laina sighed and sat up. "He's ... not what I expected."

      Shy laughed and rolled onto her side, slipping a hand under her cheek as she looked at her cellmate. "That makes two of us. He's more than I could have ever hoped for. He's strong, smart, and kind. As an eldritch I always wanted to get my hands on a template. It never occurred to me that I'd actually fall in love with one."

      "Eldritch? I've heard that word before but ... what's it mean?"

      "Higher ... well, I shouldn't say that. Certain races on Celestine are more powerful naturally than others. Most of us are ageless, but the trade-off is there are no males of our kind. Ever hear of a male dryad?"

      Laina's ear flicked, and she lowed softly. "So you've never ... before him?"

      "Oh I have. Many times and with many different partners. But sex with other species for an eldritch is just a fun sort of exercise ... ultimately fruitless. Templates are different. Every eldritch alive today has a template for a father — no, that's not right either. A template for a sire. Few of us come to know the men to whom we owe our existence."

      "Are you pregnant?"

      Shy smiled and stretched luxuriously, then sat up. "Not in any sense of the word that you'd recognize. I can have children now though, yes, and I will someday — if I live long enough. They will be his children, daughters all."

      Shy set her hands behind her and set her feet on the floor as she looked at Laina. "You might be pregnant too, you know? It's kinda what a template does — what they're here for."

      Laina gave that some thought as she came to the edge of her own bed and the two sat across from each other. Shy could tell that the idea didn't thrill Laina the way it did her, but that was no surprise. If she got pregnant, it would make it harder for her to travel with Vic, and they both knew he wouldn't stay in Florence for very long even if the current nonsense were sorted to everyone's satisfaction.

      "Will he leave me?" she asked, looking at Shy plaintively.

      "I don't know. He might." Shy said, feeling a bit guilty as she said it. If he did leave, it would be because Shy and Cecaelia were pressing him. Shy understood some of what motivated the Lady of the Waves, and shared many of those motives. Vic needed to gather an army, needed to stand up to the Zone. He couldn't do that if he was busy looking after pregnant women and the children they'd have. He would settle down and become a father, which while noble in itself, was not what Shy wanted most from him.

      "If I get pregnant, I'll handle it then," Laina said. "There will be time for children later."

      "Talk to Vic about that first. I get the sense from him that he wouldn't appreciate it if you did something like that without his knowledge."

      "It's not his business."

      Shy shrugged. "That's what you think. Maybe you're right. The question is, what does he think?"

      "I think he shouldn't be off dipping his wick while the women he supposedly loves are locked up," Laina said, scowling.

      "I'm rather heartened that he is," Shy said, waggling a finger. "Remember that he gets more powerful with each new woman he fucks. Perhaps he's getting ready to come rescue us."

      "You said he wouldn't do that."

      "I've been wrong before."

      Laina narrowed her eyes at Shy, who shrugged and said, "I'd be lying if I said the thought of him breaking down that door to come save me didn't make me wet ... but I just don't think he's that sort of man. He's not above violence — he rather enjoys it in fact — but he picks his fights. He's smart enough to know this isn't a fight he can win."

      "So he's just out fucking around for fun?"

      Shy smirked. "If he is, he's still increasing the odds of our eventual rescue. Let him have his fun, Laina. It won't make him any less devoted."

      "You know things I don't apparently," the minotress said, standing up and beginning to pace. "He's strong, and good with ... me, but I don't understand him at all."

      "He's genuinely in love with you Laina, even though I warned him against it. You don't have to worry. He's not going to forget you."

      Or me.

      Laina snorted — a very unladylike sound — and said, "I wanted a husband, kids, a domestic life. Being saddled with a body like mine ... wasn't something I ever wanted. Now I'm in a relationship like nothing I ever wanted. I feel like things are completely out of control."

      Shy got up, and when Laina turned toward her she wrapped the minotress up, pillowing her head against the much larger woman's breast as she said, "Think of it a different way, Laina. Your life has never been something you had any control over. We are all of us cast adrift in a river. We can swim against the current, or with it. If we oppose the flow, we waste all our energy and go nowhere. If we swim with the flow, the force of the entire river is behind our every move."

      "How do you know which way to swim?" Laina asked, wrapping Shy up absently.

      The dryad sighed and said, "That is the real trick of life. You think it's hard, but just imagine the position Victor Mack is in right now. He could leave us behind and go his merry way if he wanted, but I doubt the thought of doing so has even occurred to him. Waiting isn't easy, but what he has to do is much harder than waiting. We would be disappointments if we didn't place our faith in him."

      "Way to make me feel bad, Shy."

      "It's a gift I have." Shy tilted her head up and gave Laina her best doe-eyed look. "Feed me?"

      Laina rolled her eyes but picked Shy up like a child as she sat on the edge of her bed. Neither of them had bothered with clothes since they'd been summarily thrown into their cell. The only people they'd seen were female guards who brought Laina's food, which was fresh and high quality. Bottles and buckets had also been provided, and Shy had taken over milking her over the course of the last few days. Now she drank, and knew that in doing so she was helping to calm Laina down.

      The minotress always seemed to get a bit blissed out when Shy drank from her, and the dryad had taken the opportunity to molest her afterward more than once. Laina had never considered sharing her man with others, and Shy did what she could to actively break down those mental barriers. Pleasure was a great motivator, after all, and it helped divert Laina's attention from where they were, buying more time for Victor to do whatever it was he planned to do to get them out.

      And he will get us out. I'm sure of it.

      Shy drank her fill, helped milk Laina of the rest, and as the minotress lay down both in relief and for lack of anything else to do, Shy heard noise on the far side of the ironwood door behind which they were sealed.

      It caught her attention because it wasn't near the time they were usually fed, and though she could not see the sun she had a good sense of the time. Now that she was imprisoned she found herself unconsciously counting the minutes, and it was far too early for there to be noise on the far side of that door.

      "Laina. Put a shirt on."

      "Mm? Mm."

      She did as she was asked as Shy grew appropriate foliage for the sake of decorum. A few moments later the door opened and Vicereine Volai Hart, mistress of Florence, stood at the threshold.

      Perhaps stood isn't quite the right word.

      The Vicereine was a greater naga. As such she had no legs. Instead, a serpentine body of glittering green scales somewhere between four and a half and five feet wide descended from flaring hips girded in a ruby red sarong. Her hair was black as midnight and fell behind her in a cascade. Her upper body was that of a woman, and silks girded and supported a generous chest. Four arms — one set above the other — gave away her species, for lesser naga had only two arms. Her eyes were golden, slitted, and radiated danger from a narrow face with high cheekbones and little more than a slash for a mouth.

      She smirked as she saw her two prisoners facing her, and said, "Ah, so sorry to make you wait. I do hope you haven't been too inconvenienced by your stay here."

      "Say nothing," Shy said sotto voce to Laina, before meeting the Vicereine's terrifying eyes. Vicereine Hart's left two arms were hooked around a staff that seemed to bend the light around it, radiating heatwaves like the horizon in a desert at noon. It was capped by a ruby and seemed to be carved from wood so black that it absorbed rather than reflected light. A single thick bead of gold wound around the black staff from the silvery metal butt to the peak where it split into a tracery that clad the ruby in gold that looked like veins and arteries.

      The Vicereine caught her staring.

      "I see you're familiar with the Rod of the Heart. I wasn't aware that dryads made a study of magic."

      "I'm something of an exception," Shy said cautiously. "To what do we owe the honor of your hospitality, Vicereine?"

      "You know."

      "Yes, but it would be only polite of you to put our minds at ease, seeing as how you've made yourself our host."

      Hart's golden eyes narrowed fractionally, then she waved her upper right hand negligently as she lifted the other, revealing a sheet of rolled parchment. She caught the leading edge with her upper right and unfurled, her eyes flickering across its contents before looking back up at Shy.

      "You have a template. I want him, so you are here," she said. Her tone was ripe with the authority that comes from being an unquestioned ruler and — at least in Florence — she was exactly that.

      "It seems though that your template is somewhat unusual. Instead of charging to your rescue or submitting himself to an interview with me, he subdued one of my guardsmen and sent along a note. This man of yours is insolent, disrespectful, and I am displeased with this response."

      Shy knew better than to answer. Anything she said would only harm their chances in the long run, so she remained silent. As a dryad, she could endure the quiet much better than any animal, no matter how cold, or how long-lived. Unlike lesser naga, great naga were eldritch beings like herself. Shy knew exactly what it was Victor was wanted for.

      After a long pause, Vicereine Hart's brow rose marginally and she said, "Something in this note does concern me though, and I felt compelled to satisfy my curiosity."

      "I will of course answer as best I may, Vicereine," Shy said. "What is your question?"

      "For you it is no question, but a demand. Name his third woman."

      Shy carefully kept the smirk off her face.

      So, he answers hostage taking by taking an even BIGGER hostage. I KNEW he wouldn't risk his own capture coming here personally.

      "Cecaelia."

      Volai's pupils expanded until they were almost completely round as she hissed, "You lie!"

      Shy shook her head slowly, but her eyes never left Volai's, and she did not speak again.

      The Vicereine let go of the parchment and bit the long nail of her upper right thumb, her eyes downcast as her expression contorted. There were not many things that could rattle a great naga, a ruler, and holder of an ancient artifact, but the name of the Lady of the Waves was one to strike fear in anyone who lived anywhere near the sea.

      Shy watched carefully as thoughts swam to the surface in Volai Hart's expression. Florence was on the seaward side of the mountains. It was the only such city within two hundred miles north or south, but it had not always been so. There were plenty of ruins to attest to those who had — in times past — upset Cecaelia. This city might be out of range of the worst of the sea power's wrath, but the horrors she might wreak on Florence were not difficult to imagine. Just the rumor that she might be displeased would be enough to dry up trade for a decade or more even if Cecaelia did nothing at all.

      "She kills the templates she finds!" Volai cried at last.

      "She didn't kill Victor. In fact, he bargained with her, then satisfied her lust in front of an entire village. Laina and I are only two of dozens of witnesses."

      Laina didn't say anything, but she nodded gravely, her eyes wide. She didn't know exactly what the Rod of the Heart was, but the power it radiated was something no conscious creature could ignore.

      Volai tensed. The musculature of her abdomen stood out even through the silk sarong as she struggled to maintain her composure. The pulse of the staff sped up, and for a moment Shy wondered if they might be annihilated, here, now.

      "Nnng." The Vicereine's jaw tightened, then visibly relaxed along with the rest of her. Despite herself, Shy breathed an audible sigh of relief.

      "I will see you to the front gates of the keep. Follow me."

      Shy wasted no time stepping out of the cell, and was followed closely by Laina. There were several guards escorting the Vicereine, one of whom was Captain Ross — the lionman they'd met at the gates. He gave Shy a perfunctory nod as their eyes met, and then they were walking rapidly down the corridor some ten paces behind Volai, whose massive body prevented them from getting closer. Her tail's sweep took up all six feet in width of the corridor.

      As they walked though, Shy caught a glimmer from the sarong around Volai's waist, and spotted an eyeball. It blinked at her, seemed to realize it had been spotted, and vanished.

      What the hell was THAT?

      No creature Shy was familiar with would appear as that eye had done, and vanish just as swiftly. It was something to be aware of. Volai Hart was obviously possessed of powerful weapons, vast resources, and clever spies.

      Shy briefly considered the possibility that the eye had nothing to do with Volai and she had no knowledge of it, but that seemed absurd. A magic user as powerful as she would be warded such that nothing should be able to come into such close contact with her and not be revealed.

      They reached the bailey of the keep not long after that, and Volai half-turned and held out the parchment. "Take this with you."

      Shy took the paper as the Vicereine hesitated, then said, "After you read it, you will understand. I would appreciate your discretion in this matter, should you ... see the Lady of the Waves again. Captain Ross has all the paperwork that Laina requires to set up shop in the market outside. I will send an agent along should you be so kind as to notify the keep when you plan to open, as there will likely be a bidding war for her produce. It would also be prudent if you didn't try and leave the city."

      So saying the Vicereine turned tail — literally — and re-entered the keep as Captain Ross handed a scroll-case to Laina and an ornate green and gold silk robe to Shy, which she took even though clothing wasn't something she typically wore. She imagined it would sell for a good price; it looked to be of high quality.

      "I look forward to seeing you about town," Ross said before he gestured with an open hand toward the front gates.

      Seconds later Laina and Shy were outside the keep in the free air.

      "Can I talk now?" Laina asked with the air of a woman who's question is entirely rhetorical.

      "If I said no?"

      Laina put a hand on Shy's head and turned it toward her as she bent at the hip so they were eye to eye. "I wouldn't recommend it."

      Shy smirked. "Well then. Feel free."

      "Read the note that boss sent to the Vicereine out loud. I want to know what got us out of that mess."

      She can't read.

      The thought was something of a shock to Shy, who had spent much of her life at a university, and she resolved to broach the subject at some point in the future.

      "With pleasure."

      She unfurled the paper and read:

      

      Vicereine Hart,

      You don't know me, but apparently you feel justified interfering with people who DO know me. That being the case, ask either of them, 'Who is his third woman?'

      Give their answer some thought. Then turn them loose.

      I'm leaving town. When I return I expect to find that Laina and Shy are free to go about their business, and have been since the day you got this note. Should you prove reasonable I MAY consent to a meeting.

      

      Yours in good faith,

      Victor Mack

      

      Shy lowered the note, blinking rapidly as Laina said, "That man has brass balls the size of watermelons. Do you think he really left?"

      The dryad closed her eyes and concentrated for a moment before she said, "If so, he hasn't yet. I can still feel him in town, but we won't see him. Given the content of his note, he'll stay away from us."

      "What do we do? Should we go find him?"

      "We would just be leading the Vicereine to him. We should stay here and take advantage of this."

      Laina tilted her head. "How?"

      Shy reached up and patted Laina's bust fondly. "We go about our business. After all the trouble we went through to get those papers, it would be a shame not to make use of them."

      The Minotress grinned. "I'm down for that!"

      Laina took the lead and Shy was content to follow. Despite her assumed confidence, she desperately wanted to track Vic down. She had no idea where he planned to go, or if he would be going alone ... she fervently hoped he wasn't alone. Yet if he wasn't, who was with him? Could any company he kept be trusted?

      She knew she needed to trust his judgment if they were to get anywhere with their long term plans ... but in her heart she had hoped she would be rescued, just like Laina. After a fashion they had been, but it wasn't the daring sort of rescue that set the heart to racing. Instead he had name-dropped Cecaelia, which was tantamount to threatening the entire city of Florence. The Vicereine had no trouble reading between the lines.

      Did he really have so thorough a knowledge of the Vicereine as to be confident of his success, or was he just grasping at straws?

      Shy had tacitly assumed the role of Vic's adviser, but now she wondered just what kind of advice she could give someone who could demonstrate such ruthless cunning. It wouldn't have worked if Victor had said the name himself. Instead he had made the Vicereine confront her prisoners, made them tell her who it was she risked pissing off.

      We are the ones who made the Vicereine believe him. He even offered a possible meeting as a reward for good behavior, yet made no promises. He completely and expertly mirrored the Vicereine's plans. All that remains is to escape ... which is of course practically impossible, something Volai has clearly already realized. We'll be watched day and night. In a way, we're still just as much prisoners now as we were locked in a room.

      "Something wrong?"

      Laina's voice dragged Shy's mind back to the present, and she smiled and shook her head. "No, just thinking."

      "About Victor?"

      Shy nodded. Laina smiled and wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her in close. "It bothers me too, that he's not here. Still, he got us out, just like you said he would. There's nothing to do now but build a foundation for him to come back to. When the boss gets back though, he and I are gonna go round and round. Leaving us behind like this, fucking around behind my back ... he has a lot to answer for."

      "He'll be back."

      "I believe you." Laina got a distant look as she stared out across the town, and said, "I don't think he'd leave you without your mask. I thought about it, and he just isn't that kind of man."

      "No, I suppose he isn't."

      He won't tell Cecaelia. It's a bluff. He wouldn't risk the lives of all these people, and even if he WOULD, there'd be no way to save US if he did. We'd drown right along with all the rest.

      That in turn meant that Victor had only bought them time. When they were reunited, they would be captured, and his bluff would be revealed.

      Does he have something more in mind? Or is he just as lost as I am, right now?

      Shy resolved that she would carry the Locutor's lightning rod with her from now on. She'd left it behind when she'd gone with Laina to the tax office, so it should be in the room under the bed. If Victor needed her to fight when the time came, she owed it to him to be ready.
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      Yuri and Marcus — the tiger-man and minotaur respectively — walked ahead, chatting amicably. Yuri did most of the talking in point of fact, while Marcus nodded along or made some short remark or reply. Their conversation ranged from the weather to the surroundings, but after listening for useful information for the better part of an hour or so, Victor gave up and let their talk sink into the background of his conscious attention.

      When they'd met at the ferry, Yuri had been brusque and had asked only if Victor truly intended to stay the course. When he'd agreed, Yuri had shaken his hand, and spoken not another word to him. Marcus had simply nodded at him. Mila had asked him a few questions about the pack he was carrying and its contents, but had afterward settled into her place in the middle of the group, with Victor bringing up the rear and not the least bit discomfited to be doing so.

      There will be plenty of time to ask my questions tonight. I heard them mention earlier that it would be two days to reach the entrance to this 'dungeon complex.'

      Most of the reason he'd been comfortable not talking was that his senses had changed since his encounter with Shu — most notably his sense of smell — and he was still trying to sort himself out. The odors of the forest around them seemed to penetrate his nose almost as though he'd walked into a bathroom recently cleaned with too much bleach. Every individual scent was sharp and distinct in his nostrils, though most of them were smells he didn't recognize. They penetrated his brain as though demanding to be identified, and he'd spent most of the day breathing through his mouth to try and cut down on the headache they'd brought on.

      His ears also seemed sharper, but in a strange way. He could still hear what was going on around him normally, but found that when he focused his attention at a given sound source, the clarity and perceived volume of that sound increased dramatically. Early on he'd made the mistake of focusing on a bird call, and the resulting pain had been enough to convince him that he might rupture an eardrum if he kept it up.

      He'd long since come to the conclusion that the change was a consequence of his sex with Shu the day previous. This was the punishment — or power, depending — that he'd acquired from her. He wondered what she'd gotten from him.

      Whatever it is, I hope it's less annoying.

      His eyes seemed to still be in normal working order though, and the scenery around them was more than enough to make up for the pain in his head.

      They walked a mountain trail in amongst tall, stately trees. The forest was old, with plenty of open space and not too much ground clutter, and the path they were on seemed surprisingly well-worn. He presumed since their destination was generally known that people moving to and from the complex typically took this path, but he hadn't seen anyone else on it despite the fact they'd been following it practically since leaving the ferry behind that morning.

      The mountains rose up to their right, and occasional breaks in the trees revealed a charming vista of river bottom-land off to the left.

      "Everything here is so fucking pretty ..."

      "Mm? Did you say something, Victor?"

      He glanced toward Mila and shook his head. "Just talking to myself."

      "Are we such poor company that you feel you have to keep your own council?" she asked.

      His eyes narrowed as he considered her, but he caught the hints of a smirk on her face and forced a chuckle. "I'm sorry. I'm being rude aren't I?"

      "They started it," she said, her smile broadening as she jerked a thumb at her brother and Marcus. "Yuri isn't quite sure what to make of you. I can't imagine why."

      "Huh. I took a bath last night and everything." In fact he'd spent the previous night in an alleyway near the docks sleeping next to a pile of garbage, but he already knew the mask kept her from smelling him.

      She laughed and her smile showed an inordinate number of teeth. Unlike the other women he'd ... interacted with, Mila had a very feline face, complete with a muzzle and black nose. It made her a bit hard to read, but her ears were very expressive and she did at least seem to be in a good mood. The hood of her robe was down, so he'd been able to see how her ears swiveled to and fro with her attention and her moods.

      Nausea shot through him as he inhaled and caught a foul odor. It was new in his experience, and so rank that it stopped him in his tracks as he turned his head, breathing in short, sharp bursts as he tried to pinpoint the source of the smell.

      "Something wrong?" Mila asked. Yuri's ear flicked back toward his sister and he paused and half-turned, which caused Marcus to stop as well.

      "I don't know ... something stinks. From that way." Victor pointed off the trail to their right and ahead of them. There was an outcrop of boulders that came right up to the edge of the path, moss-covered rocks that must be several tons apiece piled together in what Victor could only guess were the ancient remains of an avalanche.

      "Stinks?" Yuri asked, the sharp tone of the question indicating he took the observation seriously. "Stinks like how? Like shit? Like rot? Like corpses?"

      "No ... like, body odor, only way, way worse."

      Yuri glanced at the minotaur next to him. "Goblins?"

      "Goblins."

      Marcus hauled his door-sized shield around to the front as angry shrieks erupted from where Victor was pointing and darts came flying at them.

      Most fell short, but a few had the range to thunk into the shield, and several screaming figures leapt up from under piles of leaves to charge at them with weapons that ranged from crude clubs to savage-looking rusty meat cleavers. The creatures stood on two legs but none were more than four feet tall. They looked like nothing so much as green-skinned, filthy children with long, floppy ears and too-large eyes, drooping noses, and pot-bellies.

      Here and there one of them wore a piece of obviously scavenged armor, and as they charged forward Yuri pulled his two-hander free and swung it up into a guard position.

      "Have you ever fought goblins before?" Mila asked breathlessly as she brought her staff around and raised a hand over it.

      "No."

      "They'll try and flank you, and their claws and teeth spread disease. They're every bit as filthy as they smell. Have no mercy, Victor."

      "Oh ... kay?"

      He pulled the double-bladed lumbering ax he'd borrowed from Laina out and dropped his backpack, then stepped forward as the first few goblins died screaming to a single swipe of Yuri's greatsword.

      The fight that ensued was brutal and lasted less than two minutes. Victor found his opponents no more challenging than anything else he'd yet encountered, and his axe was so light in his hands it felt like a wiffle-bat. He destroyed everything he hit, and though his adrenaline surged with the knowledge that he was in mortal danger, the threat remained purely theoretical in the end. He had no way to gauge the strength of his opponent because none of them got close enough to take a swing at him with their much shorter weapons.

      The darts flying from the boulders seemed to be the only real danger, but they were fighting so far out from the site of the goblin's attempted ambush that most of the missiles fell far short of their intended targets, and no one was hit.

      When the last of the melee attackers went down, the as yet unseen dart throwers fled, or at least stopped trying to hit them.

      Victor buried his ax in the soft loam with a gentle swing and then cleaned it off as best he could by scrubbing it with a handful of pine needles and moss. He was breathing through his mouth again, and even that wasn't doing much to reduce the absolutely putrid stench of the little creatures, who like anything else, shit themselves when they died.

      "Aw, this is fucking gawd awful! I've never smelled anything like it!" he groaned as he moved back to his backpack and picked it up.

      "It'll get worse soon. Come on, help us drag these things off the path. We can't leave them on the trail."

      Yuri suited actions to words and — using his sword almost like a shovel — scooped up a corpse and hurled it off the path and away down the hill.

      "Why would we bother?" Victor asked. "Won't scavengers eat them?"

      "There aren't any natural creatures above ground but worms, maggots, and other goblins that will eat goblin flesh," Mila answered as she too began helping clear the trail. "If we leave these where they are, imagine the ruin we'll face when we come back in a few weeks. There will be others along at some point as well, and it would be discourteous. We are professionals. We clean up our messes."

      Huh. Not the attitude I'd have expected adventurers to take, but I guess it makes sense.

      Victor gritted his teeth and smiled hard to keep his gag reflex in check as they spent far longer disposing of the corpses than they had making them dead to begin with. Victor very quickly came to the conclusion that if they fought goblins again, he'd be careful to aim for center mass. The detached limbs were the worst, and he fought the urge to puke throughout the clean-up.

      "Are we going to be fighting a lot of these things?" he asked as he flung the last few arms away down the hill.

      "It is likely. Goblins tend to infest the surface caves of almost every dungeon complex," Yuri said, waving a hand as he explained. "At least when we get to Monsoon, we'll be able to loot their camps. Goblins are great collectors of gewgaws and trinkets as well as the coinage of less fortunate travelers. This group of raiders will have come from some cave higher up on the mountain and won't be worth tracking, but it'll be a few months at least before enough of their kind mature sufficiently to put together another crew like this, so we shouldn't have to worry about them on the way back."

      The tiger man glanced back at Victor and touched his own nose as he said, "You've got a keen sense of smell. We'd have not gotten away unscathed if we'd been another thirty feet closer to those rocks when they attacked. Goblins make up for their weaknesses with cunning. They're more dangerous than this encounter made them seem."

      Victor shook his head, nose wrinkled in distaste as he said, "Yeah. Lucky me."

      "Lucky us." Marcus's voice rumbled as clapped Victor on the shoulder hard enough to make him stumble. "Thank you."

      "Ah. You're welcome?"

      Marcus nodded his heavy head and the group resumed its march, but this time Yuri and Marcus seemed to make a point of walking with Mila and Victor. Instead of the fifteen to twenty feet of separation they'd spent the morning with, now they were only a few steps ahead.

      Victor couldn't help but realize as they did so that he could now recognize them by scent. Marcus had a heavy, earthy sort of smell to him, while the tigers both had more ... spice? Yuri's scent had a bit of acidity to it while Mila's was, appealing. Strangely so. He couldn't put his finger on exactly why.

      Ugh, and the headache is back.

      He rubbed at his temples and shook his head, wishing for nothing so much as for his sense of smell to go away. He wasn't accustomed to getting so much information through his nose, and didn't know how to deal with it now that he had it.

      "Something wrong?"

      Mila dipped her head a bit to look up at him. At some point during the fight she'd drawn her hood up over her head, but he could still see her ears shifting his way.

      "Sensory overload. Nothing to be done. I'll adjust."

      "Sensory overload?" Yuri asked. "What's that even mean?"

      "It means everything stinks is what it means," Victor snapped, biting each word off as his frustration got the better of him. "Don't worry about it."

      "Fine fine. Just tell us if its goblin stink. There are griffons and landsharks out this way too, so if you happen to get a wiff of either of those it'd be good to warn us."

      "What's a landshark?" Victor asked, glancing around.

      "Big, hungry, and profitable if dead," Marcus rumbled. Yuri chuckled and touched his nose, then pointed at Marcus as he added, "The problem is that they come up from underneath, and the only real warning you get is a rumbling in the ground a few seconds before it surfaces. They're about twice the size of a big horse, and they can swallow people whole, not that it wouldn't chew you up for spite, or the flavor."

      "Jesus. Anything else I should know about?" Victor asked.

      "Let's see." Yuri glanced up as though in thought and ticked off his fingers. "Trolls — I'm told you'll see those on this trail every so often — wolves, which aren't really a problem unless there's a warg leading them, sprites — nasty little blood-suckers those — uhhh ... that's most of the big ones in these parts. Well, and other adventurers of course."

      "What?"

      Yuri grinned, showing his teeth in a display that wasn't anything like a normal smile. "Well sure! There are no rules out in the wilds man. 'Adventurer' out here is just another word for bandit. Every so often you'll get a crew that specializes in picking off dungeon delvers like us on the way back from a raid. Why go in risking life and limb when you can just kill the poor saps who already did all the work?"

      I fucking hate this place.

      Victor nodded and said, "Got it. Essentially what you're telling me is if it moves, and it's not us, kill it."

      "My brother is exaggerating." Mila shot Yuri a venomous glare.

      "Slightly," Marcus rumbled.

      "Marcus!"

      The minotaur held up his hands in absent-minded surrender but neither made eye-contact nor broke his stride.

      "Why do all this?" Victor asked.

      "Fun," Yuri said, still smiling in that predatory manner of his.

      "Profit," Marcus added.

      "Necessity," Mila said with a sour tone. "Despite what these two hoodlums seem intent on filling your head with, we're out here because we have to be."

      Yuri's smile lapsed and he turned his attention to the trail while Marcus scratched at his jawline absently.

      Victor waited, but when no one offered anything more he said, "Really? Just gonna leave me hanging like that?"

      Mila sighed. "We received a quest from our tribe. Yuri and I did. Marcus is tagging along because, well, he's Marcus."

      "What do you have to do exactly?"

      "We were sent to find and kill the Madsee," Yuri declared. "We can't go back to the tribe until we've accomplished this."

      "So what's the story behind this ... Madsee?" Victor asked.

      "Do you want the short version, or the long version?" Yuri asked.

      "Uh ... short version for now."

      Mila said, "The short version is that there is a legendary creature inside the Monsoon dungeon complex. The Madsee. It's supposedly been around for ages; so long there's even a limerick about it."

      She held up a finger and recited, "Monsoon depths are cloaked in fear, for therein dwells the Madsee, Dear. Should she find you and come near, you'll hear her screaming loud and clear, Her powers are both great and queer, Your only chance is, flight by ear."

      "Who the fuck came up with that?" Victor asked. "That's terrible!"

      Yuri glanced back at Victor and showed his teeth as he said, "The only survivor. The story is that he was stark raving mad and more than half dead when they found him at the dungeon entrance, and that rhyme was the only thing they got out of him before he died. That was what, few hundred years ago? I've got a bet with Marcus that even if this thing did exist, it's long dead now. Thousands of adventurers have been through the Monsoon complex from top to bottom, and no one's ever seen anything that could possibly be this 'Madsee' there."

      "No one that lived," Marcus commented.

      "So wait, you guys are from the eastern steppes right? Isn't that far away?"

      "Very," Marcus chipped in.

      "So ..." Victor left the question hanging.

      Mila sighed and said, "Yuri has challenged to be chieftain. This quest is to prove his worth."

      "I smell bullshit." Victor said. Then he glanced up at Marcus and hastily added, "Figurative bullshit. No offense."

      "None taken," Marcus rumbled complacently.

      Mila's lips twisted with distaste as she said, "The shaman is ... well there's no other way to say it. He's an evil bastard. Yuri is the sixth warrior to challenge for the role of chieftain. The shaman has the right to declare a quest for fitness, but all the quests he's given so far have been even more suicidal than this one."

      Victor looked at Yuri, but the man seemed to have lost his good humor, and no wonder. "And you're putting up with this evil bastard shaman because ...?"

      "That's part of the long version of the story," Yuri said, his words clipped and precise. "It's getting late. We should start looking for a suitable camp."

      Victor nodded and they walked on in silence for a while. It wasn't until they'd found a campsite and settled in that Mila glanced over to him with a worried look and said, "Not having second thoughts are you? We didn't exactly lie to get you to come this far you know. We've been on this journey for almost two years now, and we really do make our living as monster hunters. There should be quite a lot of coin to be made off this quest."

      He thought for a moment before answering. As he did, he glanced over and caught Yuri looking away. Marcus didn't bother hiding the fact that he had stopped what he was doing and was waiting to hear Victor's answer.

      "I said I'd come and I will. I have my own reasons for needing to be away from Florence for a while. You seem like decent people. I'll see this through with you; one way or the other."

      "We've come clean with you, and your answer is honorable, but I have one question, Boss." Yuri squatted on his haunches and looked at Victor squarely as he asked, "Who are you? Or perhaps a better question would be what are you, really?"

      I was wondering when this would happen. Probably makes sense that they'd ask now, when it's risky to turn back and I've committed to going on.

      "Why ask now? Were you waiting until you felt I'd be compelled to answer?"

      Yuri gave him a level stare. "We have a right to know."

      Victor stared right back, though the effect was probably blunted by the fact that they couldn't see his face. "Actually, no you fucking do not. My help was asked for. Knowing my secrets wasn't part of the deal when I agreed to come. What? You think I wear a mask for shits'n'giggles?"

      "Are you a zone agent?" Yuri asked. The question was pitched softly, but Victor noticed the man's hands were poised to draw the greatsword he'd put on the ground in front of him.

      "Yuri!" Mila protested, but the tiger-man cut her off with a sharp gesture and pointed at Victor as he said, "Answer the question."

      "No. In point of fact the one who gave my mask to me asked me to wipe out the Twilight Zone."

      Yuri started laughing incredulously and Victor shrugged, adding, "It's a long term goal. What, you guys think you're the only ones with impossible quests? I can play that game too."

      Mila tilted her head. "You're serious?"

      He nodded, then said, "One thing at a time though."

      "So you really are a template?" Yuri asked.

      His eyes flickered to his sister as she nodded, then widened as they returned to Victor, who said simply, "Yes."

      "Now I really want to see his face," Yuri declared. "Templates are worth a fucking fortune!"

      "Am I missing something about the difference between the words 'monster hunter' and 'slaver?'" Victor asked with deceptive mildness.

      "Half the jobs we get are bounties," Yuri waved the concern away. "And there are always people willing to pay for templates. If you knew, why didn't you say anything, Mila!?"

      "First of all because you've been known to let the glitter of gold get the better of your common sense, brother, which in this case should be telling you that Victor Mack isn't someone you have any hope of beating. Second because the three of us working together with surprise probably couldn't overcome the sort of strength he's already demonstrated, with you and with the goblins."

      I'm not sure about THAT, but will roll with it. I'm pretty sure she's building to a point.

      "Third, because he's a good man who has so far kept his word in every instance, even to his own detriment. Zone agent, phah! He's killed zone agents."

      "How would you know?" Yuri asked pointedly. "We just met him a few days ago."

      "Because a survivor came and thanked him right to his face while I was there asking for his help. Did you enjoy the minotaur milk I gave you yesterday, brother? Did it help ease the last of your pains?"

      He nodded, clearly taken aback, and she pressed him, jabbing a finger at him as she said, "Well he gave his last bottle of that to her to help with wounds given to her by the zone beast he killed to save her life. So one more word about how much money he's worth and I swear by all the powers I will never heal you again!"

      My God. She's on the verge of tears.

      Yuri shifted from a squat to his knees and put both hands on the ground, then bowed his head to his sister as he said, "Forgive me."

      "To him!" she said, pointing at Victor.

      Yuri shifted without hesitation and bowed at Victor, who flushed and waved his hand in a lifting motion as he said, "Get up man, you're embarrassing me. If I'd known I was worth that much ... hell, I might have turned myself in. Think nothing of it."

      "Exactly!" Mila said, glaring at her brother as she added, "Think nothing of it."

      Holy crap. She's SCARY when she's mad.

      "I suppose we know who wears the pants in this family, huh?" he said, looking at Marcus as he tried to break the tension.

      Marcus smirked, but didn't bother to answer.
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      Victor wasn't sure what he'd expected to see when they got to the entrance to this much talked about 'dungeon complex,' but he did know it wasn't THIS.

      It looks like the city park after battle of the bands, only worse.

      Rickety picnic tables and several old tarps were set up near what essentially amounted to a gaping hole in the side of the mountain. The rickety, splintery tables had carvings all over them: initials, dates, and more than a few crude drawings, most of which looked like either penises or boobs.

      There were also some rather suspicious stains on most of the old wooden slats that made up each table surface, and bones of various kinds were scattered across the clearing in front of the cave.

      The entrance itself reminded him of a postcard he'd once seen of the entrance to Carlsbad down in ... where was it? Arizona? New Mexico? One of those places. Except instead of a paved switchback populated by well-heeled tourists and wildly gesticulating children, there was a treacherous, shit-covered mudslide strewn with the remains of goblins and other heavily decayed and less recognizable bits. The stench of the place was so overwhelming that after one particularly ill-timed gust, Victor twisted to one side and lost his lunch in a gut-wrenching heave.

      Once he'd regained some sense of equilibrium he immediately wound one of his spare socks around his face, and started breathing through his mouth. Flies buzzed everywhere and the place had a desultory, rundown feel to it, like a long abandoned amusement park or dilapidated haunted house. A huge clapboard sign had been nailed to the cliff-face just above the entrance with what looked like climbing pitons. It declared in faded red lettering that — given the feel of the place — was probably blood, Monsoon Dungeon Complex! Enter at your own risk.

      "Are you fucking serious?" Victor muttered to himself as he looked around.

      "Are YOU fucking serious?" Yuri said, waving a hand at Victor. "What's with the sock?"

      "It stinks! Did you somehow miss me chucking my last meal into the woods just now?"

      "Get used to it. It's not like the inside is going to be any better. Goblins shit where they eat. I'm pretty sure they eat their shit too, but I couldn't prove that."

      "Augh! Why would ANYONE voluntarily go IN there?" Victor asked. It was mostly a rhetorical question, but Mila answered him anyway.

      "The dungeon complex is home to a variety of rare species of both fauna and flora that yield rare and expensive components or serve other valuable functions, not to mention delvers after both die with enough regularity to practically stock the place with salvage that can be very profitable if it can be retrieved. Typically the further in you go, the more valuable the salvage due to the skill required to get that far. The goblins only nest near the entrance. Unlike here on the surface, in the dungeons they get eaten rather quickly, so once we're past their camps the smell will improve."

      "Why doesn't Florence just send an army to clear the place out and turn it into a mine then?" Victor asked, turning to look at Mila.

      Marcus rumbled, "Start-up costs."

      Vic blinked and turned to the minotaur, who shrugged and added, "Losses would exceed gains."

      "That's why dungeon delving teams range typically from four to six people," Yuri chipped in. "Aside from the fact that only so many people can fight effectively in confined spaces, bring any more than six and you risk taking a loss on the trip even if it's an otherwise successful run."

      Well okay then.

      Victor shook his head as he looked at the garbage, shit, bones, and bloody stains all over everything. Flies buzzed and swarmed around the fresher deposits, and even the air seemed hazy with stench.

      I really don't think I'm vaccinated for this kind of work. It'll be a miracle if I don't wind up with some kind of fantastic disease by the time this is all said and done.

      For the first time, Victor seriously considered turning back. Killing the goblins hadn't bothered him any more than killing the zone beasts, but the moral implications of slaughtering intelligent beings were something he'd made a conscious decision to set aside for the moment. THIS however, was an entirely different kind of obstacle — one he hadn't expected to face. Violence was one thing. Disease on the other hand ...

      "I suppose water isn't going to be a problem?" he asked.

      "We have a bottomless flask," Mila said, smiling slightly. "Food is our only real limiting factor."

      "Relax, Victor. This isn't our first expedition." Yuri slapped him on the back and jerked his head. "Come on. The sooner we get past the goblin camps, the sooner you can take that ridiculous looking sock off. Not sure how that does you any good wrapped around the front of your mask, but magic is as magic does I guess."

      Marcus had slipped his pack off and as Victor watched he opened it and pulled out a short sword that reminded Victor of a Roman gladius save for the fact that it had a knuckle-duster guard. The sheath was plain leather, and Marcus tossed the weapon to Yuri, who caught it and tossed his own massive two-hander back at the minotaur, who caught the weapon in turn and slid it into his pack. The pack was about four feet high. The sword was almost six.

      It fit, disappearing without a trace into a side pocket no more than two feet in length that ran along the outer edge of the pack.

      "The fuck?"

      Marcus and Yuri glanced at each other, then at Victor as they said in unison, "Magic."

      I hate this place.

      Mila chuckled and set her hand on Victor's shoulder. "You've got plenty of mysteries of your own, Victor. Do you need a smaller weapon as well or will you be all right with that ax in close quarters combat?"

      "Should be fine. If I have to I'll swap ends and use it as a club."

      "The balance will be poor."

      "Doesn't matter. It weighs next to nothing. I've got a hunting knife as well."

      Mila's eyebrow rose, then she nodded, her lips parting in understanding. "I had forgotten for a moment your disproportionate strength. Fair enough then."

      "All right crew, gather round. Here's the plan."

      Yuri was flattening a large roll of paper on one of the decrepit tables as Victor and the others gathered around. He saw immediately that it was a map, and one of the worries nibbling at the back of his mind resolved itself.

      Naturally if so many people venture into these caves they'll sell maps of the place.

      The tiger man tapped the top center of the map and said, "We're here. The entry cavern is typically empty but it's a dumping ground. Just like out here, only much, much worse."

      He paused and glanced at Victor as he said, "Try not to fill your sock."

      Fantastic.

      Victor wasted a scowl on Yuri, who grinned as he returned his attention to the map. "Watch your boots and step carefully. Let Marcus clear any debris that needs moving. Anyone gets cut and you let Mila know immediately. No fucking around, no macho bullshit. Even the smallest cut needs to be healed. I talked to some regular Monsoon delvers about the upper levels and they all said we may get attacked near the back of the entry cave by slingers or archers. They'll be on a high ledge and we don't have range, so we'll have to rush the entrance ... here, if it happens. Once inside Marcus' shield will be big enough to keep us safe from ranged because these caves are only about six to ten feet wide. We clear any resistance in the cave and head here."

      He tapped a second open looking space joined to the first by a series of branching caverns that looked almost like a network of tributaries or capillaries.

      "These caves all head the same way, so if you get split off from the group just don't turn around. There are only a few deadends, here, here, and ... here. Just alternate choosing left and right and you'll eventually pop out here, which is our first regroup point in the event of a split up. Ideally we'll make it here before the goblins know we're coming. It's a fight all the way through this cavern, and we need to kill everything that's big enough to pick up a weapon. Once that's done, we'll take some time and go through the camp looking for salvage. I don't want to spend too much time on it though because this close to the entrance there isn't likely to be anything worthwhile, but let's be thorough. If we take fire in the entry cave, those archers will reappear here from one or both of these two entrances, so if we can we'll clear those before we head out into the middle."

      Yuri glanced at each of them in turn and they nodded their understanding before he set his finger down on the far side of the second open space. "This is where things start to get interesting. Everyone repeat after me: Left left, right left, right left, left."

      He felt like something of an idiot, but Victor did as he was told. As they spoke, Yuri tapped a series of branches in turn, ending in a roughly circular open space about half the size of the first two.

      "This is the entrance to the second level of the dungeon. We're skipping the other camps and the entrance to orctown deeper in. This room is not safe, so once we get here we have to keep going. There are pitons set in the rim of this pit. Test each before putting your weight on it, and unless shit goes sideways we all end up ... here."

      Tapping a disconnected room across the parchment, he said, "Typical encounters on the second level will be rot crawlers, giant beetles, ferrous moss, and gelatin."

      "Gelatin?" Victor asked.

      Mila said, "They're amorphous creatures that absorb and digest whatever they find — typically carrion. They'll usually avoid fire and heat sources, but if it's bigger than you it'll try and rush you. Use something blunt. They're held together internally by tendons. Snap enough of them and it'll lose cohesion and the ability to move. Only then is it safe to cut open."

      "Why blunt?"

      "Gelatin is thick enough to steal the momentum from an edged weapon before it does much damage, and the splashback is acidic. You cut it, and it'll spray you."

      "Ew."

      "Close. More like 'Ow.' That shit really stings. They're also great sources of useful salvage, because they only dissolve flesh, blood, and bone. Metal gets integrated into its structure. They're like roving treasure chests. We see one, we pop it," Yuri added.

      Great. ONLY flesh, blood, and bone. Fuck did I get myself into?

      "The second level is a mostly straight shot because it connects to the old dwarven roads here. Once we find the main highway though, we'll have to keep our eyes out for goblins and orcs. Ambushes are a distinct possibility, but orcs don't smell much better than goblins, so with Victor's nose I'm not too worried. The first place we can safely camp is here. Any more questions?"

      Yuri looked around. Victor raised a hand and said, "Light?"

      Marcus slung his pack around and pulled a torch out of another too-small-to-possibly-fit-that pocket, and handed it over.

      "Don't light it unless you need it," Yuri said. "Mila is our light and despite what I said earlier, we really, really, really don't want to get split up. Most of this was strictly 'cover your ass' planning. Anything else?"

      "Yeah I've got about a thousand questions, but I think most of them will get answered on the job."

      The tiger man grinned, showing off an impressive set of teeth. "That's the spirit! Name the turns I gave you earlier."

      "Left left, right left, right left, left," Victor said automatically. Marcus rumbled deep in his chest as he nodded with approval, and Yuri's grin widened.

      "We'll make a monster hunter out of you yet! Let's go."
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      "Which direction?"

      "Dude, how the fuck should I know? There's no breeze! What do I fucking look like, a fucking dog? All I can tell you is that there's goblins somewhere out there in the main tunnel!"

      "What's a dude?"

      Mila listened to the exchange between his brother and Victor, conducted in hushed but heated whispers. The raid had so far gone largely according to plan. They now sat uninjured at a ragged hole in the wall on the second floor of the complex, beyond which was what Yuri had earlier described as the old dwarven road. They'd fought several times, and on each occasion Victor had demonstrated strength, speed, and keen reflexes more than sufficient to overcome his lack of experience both with fighting as part of a team and with his weapon of choice.

      He learns quickly, and forgets nothing of what he's told.

      Before Victor, Mila had known of templates only through stories she had heard, most of which suggested they were feeble creatures that died quickly once they reached Celestine. It was therefore imperative that the eldritch races who required them to breed find and protect them at all costs.

      Yet before her squatted an imposing specimen whose every movement seemed born of a deadly inner grace. Though it was clear he had no formal training with an ax, he did well through pure physical ability. Then there was his unquestioned skill in unarmed fighting. Yuri had confided in her that he had never seen anyone move and strike with such precision, and that the thought of a rematch terrified him.

      Are they all like this? Surely not. Otherwise why do all the stories claim they're weak?

      Mila had never made a study of templates, reasonably secure in her belief that she'd never encounter one. All she knew was that they were rare, could breed with any of the intelligent races, bestowed powerful gifts upon their mates, and were born of another world. Now she wondered just what 'powerful gifts' entailed. Laina Lowe's milk was presumably one such 'gift,' but it was the sort of gift that hardly suited Mila.

      What am I even thinking about? He's not my mate!

      She chuffed, the insides of her ears growing hot as she heard Victor say, "Look, wait here. I'll go out and sneak around, see if I can figure out which way this fucking stench is coming from."

      Yuri asked, "Why are you swearing so much? Are you okay?"

      Mila turned her attention to Victor as the man behind the blank wooden mask took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then said, "Not really ... but I'll adjust."

      "Well you're not thinking clearly, Victor," Yuri said, reaching out and putting a hand on the template's shoulder. "You need to calm down and breathe. You've got no way to see out there, and if they're close they already know we're here. Let's wait a few minutes. Just relax, and tell us if the scent gets stronger."

      Yuri seems to have really taken him under his wing.

      Initially Mila wondered how things would go, but she needn't have concerned herself. After the initial fight with the goblins during which Victor demonstrated his willingness to pull his weight, any reservations Yuri may have had seemed to dissipate. She knew Victor's gift of the minotress milk had moved her brother deeply, as had her tale of the zone beast survivor.

      Marcus hadn't said much one way or another, but his behavior led her to believe that he too had accepted Victor's presence and acknowledged his value.

      Still Mila wondered. While her impression of him generally was that he was reliable, it was clear that he was ill at ease with his surroundings. There was a tension that never seemed to leave him, and it wasn't just now. The same tension had been present in the set of his shoulders before Yuri had even drawn his attention for the first time in the tavern. As a member of a predator species, Mila knew that tension instinctively for what it was. So had Yuri.

      He feels exposed, hunted. He has the mindset of prey. That's why Yuri accosted him in the first place, thinking he'd be easy to move. I thought so too.

      Now that they knew his capabilities, it made his aura of constant nervous tension all the more discordant. He never really seemed to relax.

      "It's not getting any stronger. I'll be right back. I won't go more than five steps either way, and I'll still be able to see the light from Mila's staff to make my way back. Should be enough to let me tell direction."

      "Victor, wait." Yuri's tone was firm, but fell short of confrontational. "Think about where you are. This is a dungeon. There are no second chances here. Be. Patient. In a situation like this, the one who moves first, dies first. Stay calm. We're the predators here, remember. They are the prey."

      That's my brother ... our thoughts roam the same way.

      Victor's hands twisted around the haft of his ax. Mila actually heard the wood creaking under the strain. Yet after a moment, he shifted from a squat to his knees and settled in, his chest rising and falling slowly. She frowned, irritated for the thousandth time that she couldn't see his face, or smell him. While her sense of smell was apparently not nearly as strong as his, it would have told her much of him. She could sense the flow of the magic around the mask when she concentrated, enfolding his body and smoothing out his edges, blending him into the background. It was subtle; not a spell but more a state of being tied to the mask.

      He probably COULD go out there and get away with it, but in the dungeon Yuri's the boss. I can't have Victor doubting his decisions ... and it IS the safer move.

      Yuri and Mila had been dungeon delving for the better part of the last two years with Marcus, usually hiring a guide for each of the dungeons they plumbed. As a strategy, it worked fairly well. Yuri was a conservative leader and they'd never lost anyone in any of their dives, though they'd often had close shaves. He was right in that patience was a virtue down here. Goblins and orcs were not typically very patient. They set ambushes when they knew someone was coming. If that someone didn't arrive, they tended to leave their hiding places to go find out why.

      This time though, we brought Victor instead of a guide, in part because we knew no guide would be willing to take us as far as we need to go.

      As she thought that, she wondered how well the template would hold up once they reached the lower levels, out beyond the maps. She glanced at Yuri and caught his eye. She knew at a glance that he was wondering the same thing.

      "Are you going to be all right?" Mila asked softly, speaking up for the first time.

      "I'll adjust. You people seem to have your shit together and this is what you do for a living. I'm just not used to being one mistake away from dying all the time. It's got me stressed."

      "Heh."

      Marcus, laconic as usual, said nothing more, but he set his own hand on the template's shoulder briefly, then drew it away and took up position closest to the crevice that led out to the road. He kept his shield at hand, setting it on the ground and leaning his forearms along the upper edge as he too settled in to wait.

      Mila watched Victor's attention fixate on the shield, and he was still for several long moments before he said, "We should douse the light."

      Yuri and Mila both looked at Victor with raised eyebrows. He glanced from one to the other and said, "What? They can see it. Douse the light and we listen for them. That shield Marcus has is big enough to completely cover all but the very top of the entrance here, so let's do that, and see who comes knocking."

      "Orcs and goblins can see in the dark, we can't," Yuri said, pointing out the obvious flaw in the plan from Mila's perspective.

      Victor nodded and said, "Yeah but doesn't that mean the difference between no light and low light will be worse for them than for us? When the fight starts they'll be facing a sudden light source, while we face them. With the shield covering the opening here they can't really surprise us. If I smell or hear them coming I'll reach out and give everyone a tap to get ready."

      Yuri pursed his lips thoughtfully, his head tipping from one side to the other idly as he turned the idea over in his mind. At length he nodded. "Let's give it a try. Marcus, if you would?"

      Marcus shifted his shield to cover the craggy entrance and sat down, leaning against it to keep it in place. Once he was set, Mila doused the greenish light coming from her staff with a whispered word.

      The darkness was immediate, and stifling.

      Dungeon crawlers feared many things, but one of the most pervasive fears was fear of the dark. It was not the unjustified childish fear of the unknown either. Rather, it was the sure and certain knowledge of what waited for them in the dark that drove them to fear it.

      Most of those who made their living as guides were of a race or had an ability that allowed them to see in the dark. Mila's magic didn't allow for such a thing.

      Aside from some minor prestidigitation that any magic user could do — such as making the gem in her staff glow — Mila's magic focused on abjuration and healing. She could conjure walls of various types, banish lesser demons, create wards, and delineate zones of influence that changed some characteristic within the space. Healing was her secondary school, thus it cost her much more to heal injuries than to prevent them from happening in the first place. Yuri's cautious style of leadership was at least in part to suit her abilities. It was always much easier for them to win a defensive battle for which they were properly prepared. It was also why they usually didn't take ranged combatants with them into dungeons. Her walls usually blocked in both directions.

      She felt a tap on her knee.

      How long have we been waiting? Surely no more than a minute?

      Time acted strangely in the dark, but Victor had warned her, and so she prepared to cast a spell. She had an innate sense of direction and knew that they were currently facing almost due south. The spell she had in mind would bolster combat for anyone facing a given direction, but it only lasted a minute or two, so she had to wait to cast it until combat began. Once she had the spell firmly in mind, she listened intently, waiting for the battle to begin.

      A scrabbling sound reached her, and a stone skittered across an open space somewhere in the dark ahead of her, followed by a blood-curdling scream and the thunk of something heavy slamming into Marcus' shield.

      She waved her hand across the gem at the top of her staff and held it aloft as it blazed to life.

      Yuri was to her left, Victor to her right, and Marcus stood like a bulwark just in front of her. She couldn't see any of their opponents, but that was fine. It wasn't her job to dispatch them.

      Mila quickly murmured the words of her spell and the staff channeled her magic into the air around them in the form of a swirl of green that expanded and then vanished. The only outward evidence of her spell was a subtle breeze at their backs, blowing toward the enemy. As long as the breeze could be felt, strength, speed, endurance, and the senses would all be enhanced.

      Marcus shifted his shield slightly as his mace rose and fell, crushing his opponents as they came within range. Yuri used his short sword to good effect, stabbing around the body of Marcus' shield while simultaneously using it for cover himself. Victor bolstered Marcus's right side, watching the fight and slamming his ax into anything that looked like it might slip past the minotaur's defense.

      It was an effective choke-point strategy, and the three men in front of Mila worked to dispatch their enemies with almost mechanical precision until with a despairing wail, a lone survivor lost his courage and fled down the road.

      Victor darted over the mound of corpses to follow. Yuri put out his hand and yelled, but the template paid him no heed as he disappeared out of Mila's view.

      A bare second later, the shrill scream of a goblin was cut brutally short, and quiet descended, punctuated only by ragged breathing.

      "Idiot."

      Yuri spat the word, and stepped out into the comparatively wide open space of the underground road. "I keep telling you that you have to be patient! I really don't want to see you killed!"

      "That last one was going to get away!" Victor protested as Mila gingerly stepped through the mass of corpses. The greenish light shed by her staff revealed a broad avenue ill-used by time and covered with chunks of broken rock and other debris.

      Marcus was the last through the hole, and as Mila scanned the area Yuri was facing off with Victor. "So you let it go! Worst case scenario they bring back more goblins. So what? We're here to kill them anyway! Letting the survivors spread the word isn't entirely a bad thing!"

      Victor was practically vibrating with nervous energy, and as Mila noticed this she also saw Yuri take a careful step back. It was obvious that he was looking at the ax trembling visibly in the template's grasp.

      "That's so counter-intuitive I don't even know where to start," he said after a long moment. "I'm sorry. I won't go chasing stragglers again."

      He shuddered as he spoke, then visibly relaxed, holding his gory ax low across his body. It, along with his near featureless mask and the gray rain-cloak he wore — now blood-spattered — made him look terrifying there in the shadows, particularly with the magic of his mask drawing him into the background. He looked like a vengeful wraith.

      No ... not a ghost. Not an undead. He looks like a murderer. An indiscriminate, faceless killer straight out of a nightmare.

      Mila felt her heart flutter with fear at the image that — once rooted in her mind — refused to dissipate.

      Yuri had put his sword away and was speaking with his hands up, palms out. "There was no harm in it this time, fortunately. This is your first delve. I can understand you're anxious. I just need you to understand that you can't act on impulse down here. There are simply too many ways for it to backfire. As it stands, you got him, but so what? What do you think happens when these goblins and the orcs with them fail to return? Either way, whoever's left gets warned that there are delvers here. All this does is spare some of the particulars of our group — which is good don't get me wrong — but the gain isn't worth the potential loss of a teammate.

      "You're one of us, Victor. I'd rather turn tail and run than lose you, or anyone. Living delvers can always try again tomorrow. Dead ones become dungeon decorations ... or worse. All right?"

      Victor nodded, then asked, "Why are you all afraid of me?"

      "What?"

      Mila's brother licked his lips unconsciously, and Victor waved a hand at them and said, "I can smell this ... acrid edge to everyone. You're scared, and I'm the only one here."

      "That's because you're terrifying, Victor." Mila spoke softly, and stepped up to stand beside his brother. "The ax, the bloody rain-cloak, the faceless mask ... and your strength. We know you're on our side, but as nervous as you are right now you're making a terrifying impression. Calm down. Trust us."

      They watched as Victor looked down at his hands, lifting his left off the haft of his ax to rub the blood absently between his fingers. Then his head tipped back to stare up at the darkness above them and his whisper was loud in the silence.

      "I hate this place."

      Something tells me he's not just talking about the dungeon.

      Before they could say anything to him, Victor shook himself and jerked a thumb over his shoulder. "We're going that way?"

      Yuri nodded slowly. Victor sighed and turned sideways, offering his hand across his body in a 'be my guest' gesture.

      Marcus — bless him — stepped past Mila, walked up to Victor and stared down at him for a long moment in silence. When he spoke, it was with an uncharacteristic gentleness. "It's okay, Victor."

      "Is it?" he asked, an unmistakable note of weary resignation in his voice. "Can we go? I really think we need to go. This place stinks of shit, goblins, blood, and fear. I like none of those things."

      "Just a moment," Mila said. She stepped up to Victor and touched his cloak gently with her staff. The emerald pulsed, and all the blood, viscera, and other unmentionable bits slid off him and pooled at his feet, leaving him clean. As Mila touched Marcus next, and then Yuri, she said, "If we're going to leave this place behind, best leave it all behind."

      Victor was trembling as she looked back at him, and his voice came in a whisper heavy with emotion.

      "Thank you."

      With Marcus in the lead, they set out. Victor waited until everyone had passed him, taking up the rearmost position, as had become his habit. No one had asked him to do it, and it was not without risk, but though he was a bundle of nerves he'd never allowed them to be caught out from behind.

      Mila knew without a doubt that it would be a mistake to turn and look at him, much less speak to him. She might not be able to smell him or see his face, but she was coming to know him, and she wondered again if Victor Mack would be able to stay the course.

      She hoped so, but she couldn't help but wonder. He had indisputable courage in the face of deadly combat, but the prey animal stress she sensed from him was only getting worse as time went on.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            28

          

          

      

    

    







            Fkt

          

        

      

    

    
      What we do in life, echoes in eternity!

      Hello. My name is Inigo Montoya. You killed my father. Prepare to die.

      Yippie Ki-yay motherfucker.

      Victor sat with his back to the wall, replaying in his mind scenes from movies wherein the hero never broke. Movies where the good guys won. Movies where it all worked out in the end ... somehow.

      God why can't this be a movie, or a dream, or SOMETHING I can shut off and walk away from. Why does this have to be real, why does THIS have to be my life?

      He glanced over to where the others slept, even though in the pitch black he couldn't see a damn thing. Then he looked toward the equally invisible wall of stone Mila had conjured to cover the only way in or out of the room they now rested in. While it was great to have a solid wall of stone between him and ... whatever the hell lurked out there, he couldn't help but wonder if the room was big enough for four people to breathe the air all night. What if they used up all the oxygen in here and just ... never woke up?

      By the time it had occurred to him to ask, everyone else was asleep, secure in the knowledge that anything that tried to come at them would have to go through the stone wall first and wake them up in the process. Victor found sleep elusive.

      This isn't the first time they've done this. I've got to trust these people to know what they're doing down here.

      But did they have any idea what it was that kept them alive when they took a breath? Did they know? Victor wondered, and his nerves wouldn't let him sleep. So here he was, leaning against a wall in absolute darkness, trying not to think about how badly he wanted to scream, or cry, or just break down and completely flip his shit.

      It's just an excuse. Of COURSE we'll all be alive tomorrow when everyone wakes up. Of course we will be ...

      He felt sore and had for the last few days, but not nearly as sore as he'd feared he would be. He hoped that was a sign his body was acclimating to the new stresses being placed on it by whatever power had filled him since he came here. He'd been initially terrified that the fights would tear him up inside again, but it hadn't happened.

      If Shy were here I wouldn't be going through this. She'd tell me what I need to know, or at least what I need to hear. She'd help me cope.

      He hoped she and Laina were okay. He wondered what they were doing right now. He had no idea when now was, topside. It could be in the middle of the day for all he knew. He'd lost all track of time. Had the Vicereine been given his note? Had it worked? He hadn't dared get close enough to the keep to find out, and hadn't gone back to Momma Moo's after getting the gear. He spent the night sleeping in an alleyway near the docks, and no one had bothered him.

      If not I'll kill the Vicereine. I don't care what it takes, but this is the very LAST fucking time I let someone take my family from me.

      The thought that Shy and Laina were his family now set him back though. Were they? He certainly felt so, but how did they see him? As a means to an end, certainly ... but was there more to it? He thought so, but how could he be sure? How would they feel about his methods? Would they even know how he'd done it if the Vicereine did free them? Had they gotten the note he'd left for them at Mamma Moo's asking them to wait for him, warning them not to try and leave the city, or would they be long gone when he returned?

      If they ARE gone, how would I even know?

      He gripped his head and struggled to control his breathing, lower his heart rate, and stay calm. He was so far out of his depth that it felt like he was drowning ... and it felt like that all the time now. There was no refuge from the world itself, after all. No matter where he went, how hard he ran, he would never, ever get home.

      His fingers traced the star-like bullet scar between his eyes and wondered for the thousandth time if his sisters were okay. He would never know, and he would always wonder.

      God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference. PLEASE.

      He closed his eyes and trembled in the dark where no one could see him, and tears welled in his eyes.

      This too shall pass. I will adjust. Tough times don't last. Tough men do.

      He took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and the tears did not fall.

      "Are you okay?"

      The whisper came from just ahead and to his left, and the scent of Mila wafted to him as she shifted in her bedroll, presumably to face him.

      "I'll adjust," he whispered back to her, as much for his own benefit as hers.

      "You say that a lot."

      He heard her shifting, moving, and then felt a questing hand touch his boot. A moment later she settled against the wall next to him. The warmth of her body heat seeped into Victor as she leaned against him.

      "I'm still waiting for it to happen," he said, pitching his voice as low as he could so as not to disturb the others.

      "Do you want to talk about it?" she asked.

      "I'm not sure what I'd say," he said. "I'll ..."

      He'd been about to repeat himself, and wound up biting the word back before it could get out. It was becoming something of a mantra, a promise, and a hope all rolled into one.

      Instead he said, "I'll do my part. Don't worry about me."

      Mila didn't say anything for a long moment, then she shifted, pressing herself in close against him. The scent of her came to him in a powerful wave, and he caught nuances his human nose should never have picked up. He didn't know quite how to interpret some of what he smelled, but her concern came through distinctly, along with lingering traces of fear.

      She's trying to comfort me, even though she's afraid of me.

      He shifted an arm and brought it around her shoulders. She sighed and relaxed against him. "Trust us," she murmured. "We won't let you down. We'll see you safely through this place, and back to Florence where I'm sure your women are waiting for you."

      "I'll help you kill the Madsee, and make Yuri chief. He's a good leader. It's obvious he cares for us."

      "Mm."

      She remained where she was, nestled against him, and the warmth, feel, and smell of her focused his attention. Everything else drifted into the background as they sat together in the dark. With her there, the pitch black seemed to have lost some of its oppressive weight. He let himself fall into that feeling, and found himself listening to her breathing. It slowed, deepened, and after a few minutes he realized she'd fallen asleep against him.

      She really trusts me that much?

      For a moment he wondered what the hell he should do, but eventually he just put his head back against the wall and listened to her breathe.

      He fell asleep just like that, and for the first time in days there were no dreams to haunt him.
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      "Mila! Wall off the right corridor! Marcus shift to cover her! Victor, with me!"

      Victor swung his ax at the head of something that didn't have any eyes and looked vaguely like a dinosaur. Vaguely, in that it was shaped pretty much like the velociraptors he'd seen in Jurassic Park. Yet this creature had no eyes — just skinned over eye-sockets — no forelimbs, and the flesh itself had no pigment. Its spiderweb of capillaries could be seen clearly in the emerald glow from Mila's staff.

      It began a high, piercing screech that ended abruptly when his ax crashed through its skull, shearing the top quarter of its head and face off. There were more of the things stepping out of the darkness of the tunnel in front of them though, and an ominous skittering could be heard from the right, where another tunnel intersected with theirs. Victor followed through on his stroke and brought his ax around and down in a broad overhand strike that caught the next creature coming in. The ax embedded itself in the creature's skull and its dying reflexive jerk took the weapon out of his hands.

      "Fuck!" he screamed, taking a half step toward the falling body only to jerk back as another of the creatures snapped at him and practically took his arm off.

      These things are FAST!

      For the first time since coming to Celestine, he was having difficulty keeping up with his assailants. They were scary quick, and though they had no forelimbs, their powerful hind legs had three wickedly over-sized claws each that tapped and scrabbled on the ground as they approached, and their jaws were filled with saw-bladed teeth.

      Several of the creatures began to screech, and the sound was so piercing that it almost incapacitated him. He was sure his ears were bleeding. He could feel the blood trickling down the sides of his neck.

      He pulled the hunting knife from its sheath and moved to cover Yuri's flank as the tiger-man spun one way, then the other, hewing at the creatures in front of him. Great gouts of blood followed the arc of his blade, but he couldn't be everywhere at once and whatever these things were, they fought with a pack mentality.

      Despite their lack of eyes they seemed to have no trouble sensing their opponents, and even followed the movements of blade and hand. Victor thrust with his knife, but the weapon was too short and his target dodged adroitly and screeched, then launched itself, legs coming forward as its over-sized talons flexed for the kill.

      Victor did the only thing he could think to do: as his right hand came back he loaded up and caught the creature coming in with a left hook. There was an audible crunching sound as things broke inside the beast, then it slammed into him, bearing him to the cave floor as talons shredded his flesh.

      He screamed in pain but slammed his knife in again and again, alternating each blow with a fist, striking wherever he could, legs, belly, chest. Blood fountained over him from the wounds he made, but it wasn't enough as the thing's jaws gaped wide to end him.

      Then the creature was flung back into the darkness, preceded by bits of brain and skull fragments. Victor barely registered the head of Marcus' giant mace flashing through his field of view as the minotaur grunted, "UP!"

      Victor rolled back over his shoulder and to his feet once again, charging back into the fray in time to put his knife in the throat of a raptor that had flanked Yuri and was poised to strike. The thing shrieked and whipped around to face him, opening its own neck in the process as Victor kept grim hold of the knife. The pain of his wounds was a fiery agony, but his adrenaline was pumping and he knew that if he faltered, he would die.

      He fought on.

      The fight ended as the last of the creature's died impaled on Yuri's sword, and Victor shoved his knife back into its sheath and went looking for his ax. He picked it up and turned to find a wall of stone had formed in the right hand corridor. Several spider legs — each the length of his arm — were twitching at the base of the new wall, and the top of it ran with ichor where they'd raced Mila's magic, and lost.

      Small favors.

      "We've got a break, who's hurt?" Yuri asked.

      "Me."

      Victor raised a hand as he added, "Not sure how bad ... but it feels bad."

      "Take off your cloak!" Mila said, all business as she stepped toward him. He set his ax against his thigh and lifted the shredded, blood-stained cloak up and off. The raptor had opened long gashes high on his chest and low on his side. It was a minor miracle he hadn't been disemboweled, but blood was still running freely from both sets of wounds, and the gashes were close together.

      Victor looked at his wounds, and abruptly wished that he hadn't. As soon as he saw how deep the gashes were, the pain redoubled. A scream welled up, but he choked it back to an inarticulate whimper and swayed on his feet.

      "That my friend, is why we wear armor," Yuri said. "You're not dead though, so you'll live. Mila?"

      "Give me a few moments."

      Mila held her staff near him, her free hand over the emerald, and began to chant. He knew she was chanting, but he couldn't hear what she was saying over the high pitched whine in his ears. Yet gradually, his pain eased and the wounds began to close.

      First his side, then his chest. The ringing in his ears was the last evidence of his wounds to fade away, but it did fade, and not for the first time he said, "Thank you."

      "Of course," she said, thumping him on the chest with the head of her staff. "Get some armor when you get back to town, Boss."

      He winced, Yuri laughed, but his mirth was short-lived as he pointed at the stone wall. "That won't last. We've got another few minutes before it comes down. The question is do we want to be here when that happens?"

      "Why? The wall she put up where we slept lasted all night!" Victor said, staring at smooth blank stone as alarm flooded his mind. Spiders weren't something he wanted to face. Not if they were the size of dogs ... or bigger.

      "Short version of the long story is that wall was built with care. This one's a rush job. It's egg-shell thin," Mila answered.

      "Fight here," Marcus said firmly. "Audiofreaks are money."

      Audiofreaks?

      Mila was casting healing magic on Marcus, and then on Yuri. As she did so he noticed that his ears hadn't been the only ones bleeding. He'd thought his injuries were because of his enhanced hearing. Now he suspected they'd all been under a deliberate auditory assault.

      I HATE this place!

      "All right, Marcus take point. Mila, what can you give us for spiders?"

      "Ugh. Not much. I can do a protection circle that will make them prone to miss, or I can do one that'll keep their webs from pinning us down. Which do you want?"

      "Why not just reinforce this wall?" Victor asked.

      "Doesn't work that way. I can layer another wall on top of this one, but it'll take too long to bring up."

      As though to emphasize the point, cracks began to appear in the smooth gray surface, and Yuri nodded decisively. "Give us the miss chance. Marcus and Victor should be strong enough to beat the webbing anyway."

      "You got it."

      Mila began casting as Marcus took up position facing the wall and as had become their habit, Yuri flanked him on the left, Victor on the right.

      As she chanted her spell behind them, the cracks multiplied, connected, and shards began dropping off the wall. Victor noticed with a weird sort of focus that the crumbling bits of the magical wall faded out of existence seconds after they flaked away. The wall itself would eventually be gone without a trace. He reached out and touched it, but it felt solid.

      Is the feeling an illusion, or ... does she just magic up stone that goes back to where it came from?

      Not for the first time, he was forced to conclude that magic made no fucking sense, and he was better off not trying to puzzle it out. Waiting for the wall to burst and cover them in a cascade of spiders was fraying what felt like his last nerve though, and he took sharp, deep breaths trying to maintain his composure.

      "Hey, Boss."

      "Yeah?"

      "Don't get bit."

      Victor leaned back to glare at Yuri behind Marcus' back, his fear forgotten for the moment as annoyance took its place.

      "You're really on point with that advice there, Chief Running-mouth. Whatever would I do without it?"

      Marcus guffawed, and even Mila snickered, then covered her mouth and made a very poor effort at looking contrite when Yuri quirked a brow at her.

      Then he grinned and turned his attention back to the wall. "I try. Eyes front. Here they come."

      Shards of wall exploded outward and rained against Marcus' shield. The resulting hole filled itself with black, flailing, hairy spider-legs scrabbling madly to widen the gap. Yuri lunged, speared the body of the spider and with a shriek pitched almost too high to hear the monster tumbled out of sight, only to be replaced.

      The next several minutes were pure nightmare fuel as the hole got bigger and spiders began launching themselves at them through the widening opening. Marcus stepped up and controlled the size of the hole with his shield while Victor and Yuri swung, stabbed, and slashed through a forest of legs, mandibles, and eventually the bodies of spiders that were black as night and easily the size of great danes.

      Webbing shot out of the darkness, latching onto clothes, weapons, hands, and above all Marcus' shield. Yuri was able to avoid these by hiding behind the shield, and true to his prediction Marcus and Victor were strong enough to ignore the strands as long as there weren't too many of them attached to the same place.

      When the fight finally ended, Victor was goopy with webbing, blood, and spider guts, but otherwise unharmed. He checked himself over to make sure, panting as the furious fighting took its inevitable toll with the fading of his adrenaline rush.

      "We ... done?" he gasped, bending over and holding his knees as he took ragged, gasping breaths.

      "Nope!" Yuri said, practically chirping the word as he carefully cleaned and sheathed his sword. "Now comes the really fun part!"

      Victor looked over at him incredulously, then at Mila and asked, "What the hell?"

      Mila smirked at him as she set her staff aside and drew a dagger. "Now we have to butcher the audiofreaks for teeth and talons, and the spiders for venom sacks and intact mandibles. Audiofreak teeth make excellent arrowheads, the talons are popular tokens and fetishes, venom sacks yield extractable poison and the mandibles make excellent syringes for all kinds of things. Get that hunting knife of yours out and come here. I'll show you how."

      "Audiofreak steaks are supposed to be pretty good too, though the meat doesn't keep," Yuri added. "We'll take a few flanks and cook 'em up tonight. Be a nice change of pace. Oh! And we'll collect the digestive tracts and open em up just before we go. Might be a ring or something left over from an earlier meal."

      Victor spent the better part of the next two hours learning more than he ever wanted to know about how to butcher monster corpses. To his surprise, they did actually find a pair of rings on a half-digested hand. Yuri cut the fingers apart and handed both rings over to Marcus, who put them in his pack. One of the rings was a plain gold band that looked like a wedding ring, but the other had been on the thumb and was either silver or platinum with rubies inset all around the band.

      "We'll have them appraised when we get back to town," Yuri said as they packed their kit and prepared to leave. "Once everything is sold, you'll get a cut of the profits. It pays to be thorough, you know? Come on! Let's go see if we can find the audiofreak's nest. There'll be more stuff there! They always shit in the same place. We find their scat pile and we should be able to sift through it for more! There's a decent chance on the way we'll find armor, weapons, backpacks, you name it! That hand means there was at least one group of delvers that bit the big one down here, and recently! This is great!"

      "It's great that these things slaughtered other people down here?" Victor asked incredulously.

      "Them's the breaks down here, Boss," Yuri said, waggling a finger. "Think of it this way: delvers got killed, and we killed the killers, so in thanks our dearly departed comrades are giving us their swag."

      Marcus nodded, his dark eyes glimmering as he summarized in his usual laconic way. "Find it, kill it, take its stuff."

      Yuri showed all his teeth in a predatory grin, then set off, practically skipping.

      Victor followed, eyes wide in bewilderment as they made their way down the tunnel, marveling at how this was just another day at the office for Yuri and his merry band. Even Mila was grinning happily as she kept pace, presumably at the thought of finally getting some loot.

      Find it, kill it, take its stuff.

      He chuckled ruefully and shook his head.

      I'll have to remember that one.
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      "We'll camp here tonight. Mila, if you would?"

      Victor watched as the tiger woman moved to the room's only entrance and began to chant, one hand held over the crystal in her staff as she raised it toward the archway they'd just come through.

      They were now four days into the Monsoon complex, and had come to the end of the map's usefulness. As it was, their journey yesterday was informed more by sketchy details and hearsay than by any concrete information.

      Now we're out where the busses don't run.

      The cavern they'd spent most of the day traveling through had been natural, complete with stalactites, stalagmites, and egg-shell thin flooring in places that broke with the least bit of weight and opened into a rushing torrent below. They could still hear it even here, thundering through whatever empty space it had carved beneath the cave floor. The monsters they'd encountered today had been fewer and far between, but each meeting had been much more dangerous than anything they'd faced so far.

      Victor's least favorite fight of the day had been a creature that — to all outward appearances — had been just another stalagmite. Yet when they'd approached it twisted in place and showed them a circular maw of teeth and sprouted heavy, rope-like tentacles with which it had lashed out at the party, slamming into them hard enough to stagger even Marcus. Not only had it thrashed them with its tentacles, it somehow increased the gravity in the area around it, making it increasingly difficult to move. Victor had reached it, ending the fight by literally hewing through the base of the vile creature with an ax he'd found nearby, cutting it down as though it were a tree, dodging tentacles all the while and trying not to think about the furnace-like heat radiating from the open maw only inches away. It's body turned out to be fibrous and tough, and his own ax — already dulled from days of fighting — had been useless against the behemoth.

      The damn thing's essentially just a mace now. It couldn't cut warm butter.

      Still, it had gotten him through, and he intended to keep hold of it. It had more sentimental value to him now than pretty much anything else he'd ever owned, and it — along with his companions — had saved his life several times over. The grain of the wood had darkened though, stained countless times with the blood of the creatures he'd hewn through to get here. Even Mila's spell wouldn't clean it of more than surface grime now.

      As it turned out though, that fight had also won them a sizable pile of loot, or swag as Yuri liked to call it. Victor wondered idly what word he was actually using, that his mind translated it that way. Speculating on the nature of his ability to understand the denizens of Celestine had taken up an increasing amount of his down-time, which he struggled to fill with anything other than thoughts of how often and how close he'd come to death over the course of the last week.

      Nearby they'd found a backpack similar to Marcus' that held much more than it had any right to. There had been a full set of custom-tooled, black leather armor inside, along with a brace of long, wickedly sharp dirks with matte black blades and onyx jewels set in each pommel. They'd also found a highly polished mahogany box, about two feet long by ten inches wide by ten deep. Inside the box they'd found a series of stoppered glass vials in three different colors. There were seven of them left — of twelve potential slots. Four had a ruby red liquid inside, two were filled with a viscous green substance, and one was to all appearances empty, yet just as heavy in hand as the rest.

      They'd also found the weapon Victor had been able to use to end the fight: a gigantic double-bladed ax with a steel haft and a dusky red design on the face that, after a moment's study, resembled a minotaur flexing its biceps, complete with rubies for eyes. The ax had obviously seen heavy use before its owner had come to his end, down here in the endless dark. It was also quite obviously magical. After the fight, Yuri had asked to see the ax, and when Victor handed it to him it had fallen to the ground with a clang. Yuri wasn't able to shift it no matter how hard he tried, though Marcus was able to pick it up without difficulty and had declared in his usual laconic way that it was a weapon only a tauren could use. Then, with an inscrutable glance at Victor, he'd put the weapon away in his pack. The only hint of the former owner had been a dessicated arm, with the hand still clutching the haft.

      How many bodies, or pieces of bodies does that make? Eight? Nine?

      It was impossible to know for sure because they'd yet to come across a whole body, much less one in recognizable condition. Arms were the most common bits left behind, but they'd found half a head with all the juicy bits eaten and most of the flesh gnawed away. On the fourth level they'd run across a pair of dismembered torsos laying practically next to each other, also emptied of vitals and with strange looking luminescent mushrooms sprouting from what little exposed skin remained. Mila had harvested those without a second thought and they'd moved on, sneaking past some threats and slaying others, seemingly always barely half a step ahead of death.

      "All right, that's it. We should be safe here for the evening."

      Mila came and sat down, her staff's emerald glow the only light.

      The room they'd chosen to bed down in was an exception to the natural cavern they'd been roaming. Its walls were smooth and vertical; the room itself was squared at the corners and about twenty feet wide, ten feet deep, fifteen high. The floor was its most striking feature though. It was a fresco of tiles that depicted a scene.

      Victor stood up and began studying the tiles, his head tilting as he tried to piece together the picture, unable as he was to see it all at once. When he came to the middle of the room he stopped, then abruptly said, "Yuri, please move. I want to see this."

      I need to see this.

      "Sure boss."

      Yuri got up and Marcus followed suit without being asked. Both men came to stand next to him, looking down at the same image that now held him spellbound.

      "I know this story."

      Victor's whisper was loud in the stillness.

      The image was actually several pictures, one blending into another in a time line. On the far left hand was a scene depicting a towering statue inside what looked like a temple. A man crouched over a beautiful woman with long, flowing golden hair, golden hands, and angelic feathered wings at the feet of the statue. His face was twisted with lust, hers with agony. The second scene showed a young man surrounded by divine figures, receiving gifts from them.

      The third image — the one centered in the room — showed the young man poised over a sleeping woman with his sword raised. The woman's head was covered in snakes and bat-like wings were folded across her body, and the man was looking at a mirrored shield to aim the blow. To one side were two other women, both with golden, clawed hands and mouths open in silent screams. They also had demonic wings and snakes for hair, and all the snakes were aimed at the young man, mouths agape and fangs displayed.

      The sleeping young woman about to be slain was easily recognizable as the angelic girl being raped in the earlier scene.

      The next image showed the two remaining sisters facing a white-bearded man arrayed in radiant armor, clutching lightning in his hands. The last image in the room was of the two women with demon wings and snakes for hair plummeting face-first into darkness, with a brilliant planet of blue and green far below them. The land masses of that planet weren't the familiar ones he knew.

      "Are these all templates?" Mila asked.

      "No." Victor shook his head. "Most of these people are gods. I only know anything about it because we spent almost a semester on Grecian myth when I was a senior in high school."

      Well, and because I saw the movie.

      He looked at the images again, recalling what he could, and pointed as he said, "That one with the lightning there is called Zeus, king of the gods. That one is Athena, goddess of the hunt I think. The man raping the woman is a god of the sea, Poseidon. He's the only god I know of with a trident, and you can see it in the image just next to him. All of them are from ancient Greece. No one believes in any of them anymore ... at least, not that I know of. This entire story is mythical, and thousands of years old. If you'd asked me about it yesterday, I'd have told you it was nothing but a fairy tale. A fantasy."

      "Who are the women?" she asked. "If I interpret this story correctly, it is very sad for them."

      Victor nodded slowly. The story was recognizable, but it wasn't the story he remembered. He suspected he knew why. The people who had made this fresco had a different point of view from the one he'd grown up with.

      "Those are gorgons. I don't think we're safe here," he said quietly. "We need to leave."

      "Hey what's this?" Yuri said, pointing up toward the wall near the ceiling. Victor looked, and his fears deepened.

      "Mila, can you read this? It looks like magic."

      Mila shook her head after a glance and said, "I've never seen glyphs like that before."

      "It's Greek."

      Everyone turned back toward Victor and Mila asked, "Can you read it?"

      He shook his head. "I don't speak Greek. I'm guessing since it's not a language born on Celestine, whatever's letting me communicate with you isn't translating it. We really, really need to get out of here though. If this was made by who I think it was, the Madsee isn't something we can fight."

      "We can't go back without the killing the Madsee. That's the quest," Yuri said, folding his arms across his chest. "What aren't you telling us?"

      Victor took a deep breath, and let it out slowly as he shook his head. "You were tricked. That shaman of yours really is an evil bastard. There's literally no way for you to win. See this woman here? Of these three sisters, she was the only mortal. The other two are supposed to be completely unkillable. Athena found no fault with Poseidon for raping a girl in her temple. Instead she blamed the girl, and cursed all three sisters, thus the snake hair and bat wings."

      "Who were they?" Mila asked.

      "I don't remember the names of the other two, but this one ... the one Perseus killed. Her name was Medusa."

      "Who speaks that name? Who dares speak of PERSEUS in the tomb of my beloved sister!?"

      The overwhelming voice — feminine and filled with rage — rumbled from everywhere and nowhere as the Greek script all around flared to life, glowing with impossible brilliance as molten stone began dripping from each letter, landing on the tiles and spattering as they sizzled and popped.

      Light flared in the center of the room, and Victor turned away to face the wall as dread welled up in him. He heard Yuri yell, "Mila! Douse the li-!"

      Douse the light.

      It was a sound tactical move, but the flaring sigils all around the room made it a futile effort, and Victor kept his gaze averted, knowing better than to turn and face his doom. He glanced instead to his left and right, and saw to his horror that his companions — the people he had come to trust with his life — had already been turned to stone.
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      "There is no escape. I can see you, man. Your magic cannot hide you from me. Turn, and share the fate of your comrades or I will leave you to starve to death, here in the dark."

      Victor straightened, his mind whirling as he struggled to come up with something, anything, that might save his life.

      There was nothing.

      It was a good run. I should have known better than to tell that story. If I'd just kept my mouth shut, we might have walked out of here, all of us ... alive.

      He turned, and gazed into the face of death.

      She was shorter than he would have expected, no more than two inches over five feet. Her figure was lithe and athletic, with small, pert breasts and slim hips. Just as in the fresco on the floor, bat-like wings spread out from her back and a halo of black-scaled snakes with red eyes writhed around her face. Her own eyes were ice blue and piercing, and her features were vaguely snake-like. Her nose proceeded smoothly from her forehead, her eyes were a bit large for her face, and she had no lips to speak of. Her hands and forearms were burnished gold ... no, the color wasn't quite right for gold. Brass? Her bare feet were small and perfectly formed, and her skin her skin had a slight greenish tinge. But for her demonic features, she was trimly beautiful, and wore not a stitch of clothing. Victor noted in passing that the neatly trimmed patch of pubic hair was just that, hair. Not baby snakes.

      Small favors. Wait. Why am I not dead?

      Just as he had the thought, the woman answered the question. "I see. You wear a mask to preserve your life, yet you can see through it by means of magic. Very clever, yet also very foolish. Now instead of an insensate eternity in stone you will die slowly. Starve and be damned, hero. Know that your fate was sealed by Euryale, sister of Medusa, who was slain in her sleep by the mighty Perseus."

      Her inflection was full of scorn, and as she snarled the words her snakes hisses discordantly to add emphasis.

      "Wait."

      He spoke the word quickly, hoping to keep her from leaving. Her eyes narrowed, and he said, "I'm not Greek, and I'm certainly not a hero. The pictures here tell a story with characters I recognize, but the details are different. Will you tell me your side before you leave me to die?"

      He carefully crouched and set down his blunted, blood-stained ax. She watched him like a hawk as he then shucked his rain-cloak, thus allowing her to see him loosening the belt to which his dagger was affixed. This too he set aside, disarming himself and leaving him in a tunic and rough-spun trews. He turned slowly around, then faced her again with his hands chest high, open, and facing her as he said, "I've dropped my weapons. I mean you no harm. The quest to kill you was given to these others. When I saw the fresco I warned them not to try. I am here for my own reasons."

      "I find that difficult to believe, considering your mask must have been specially crafted to keep you alive to face me," Euryale said. She folded her metallic hands across her pert breasts and glared at him, waiting for his explanation.

      Well, she's not leaving ... best keep talking.

      "The mask was given to me by my lover, for my protection yes, but not from you."

      "Who then?"

      He shrugged. "Everyone."

      She quirked a perfectly plucked eyebrow at him and said, "Explain."

      Now it was his turn to wonder, and he asked, "Do you not know how Celestine works?"

      She scoffed at him. "You are a human, and if you are here that means you are a hero, for only heroic men are brought here. Most of your kind fuck their way through as many women as will have them before they are slain."

      He nodded slowly, hands still spread, palms facing her as he said, "It's a bit more complicated than that. Just being human has already forced me to negotiate my way through two hostage situations, and if my presence were generally known I would face no end of trouble. Just a few weeks on this world have convinced me to stay hidden. That's all the mask is for. I'm told most templates ... humans, last less than a week here."

      Euryale lifted her head slightly and seemed to consider him for a long moment in silence. Then she said, "I will not tell you my story, man. You have already deduced it no doubt from whatever knowledge you arrived with, combined with the fresco beneath your feet. My sister and I are true immortals rather than the pale imitations Celestine breeds, and so Zeus banished us when the saga of Perseus was done, unwilling to allow us to remain and spread the truth against his rule. You said earlier that none believe in the gods?"

      Victor shook his head. "All the pantheons are gone. Greek, Roman, Norse, Egyptian, doesn't matter. They're all just legends now. Myths from a time before man learned better ways of coping with reality."

      "Hah! Then I have survived them all, and that is worth some small measure of comfort. Perseus and his line, what of them?"

      "I haven't the faintest clue. I come from — quite literally — the other side of the planet. I was born on a continent as yet undiscovered by the civilized world in the time of ancient Greece."

      "Yet you know his story."

      "His and many others. The story of Hercules and the seven labors, Jason and the Argonauts, Odysseus, Achilles. They're all just stories. No one believes they really happened. Hell lots of people wouldn't know about them at all if they hadn't made movies about most of it."

      She seemed to be listening to him intently and an idea came to him. He went on. "You may be pleased to know that Athens was defeated by Sparta in the Pelopesomethingorother war ... somewhere around twenty-five hundred years ago."

      Euryale's eyes widened. "That long?"

      He nodded, playing up what he sensed would be good news, at least from her perspective. "These days Greece is just a broke-ass step-child of the European Union. They can't even control their own borders and survive off international loans they haven't a hope in hell of paying back. The last war they fought was with the Turks just about a hundred years ago, and they got their asses kicked. The whole country is just a tourist trap now, full of fat retirees spoiling the view on pretty beaches or gawking at old ruins."

      "If you were born on the other side of the world, how do you know these things?" she asked, eyes narrowing suspiciously as her snakes wove around, staring at him with those baleful red eyes.

      "Wikipedia. These days on Earth, you can learn pretty much whatever you want, whenever you want. Back in school I thought war was pretty cool, so I looked up a lot of that stuff."

      "So you are a scholar then?"

      "Naw. I'm a ... I guess you could just call me a fighter. Mixed Martial Artist if you want to be fancy. Hand to hand combat is my specialty."

      Her snakes hissed balefully at him as she snarled, "So you tell me that you are disarmed, all the while trusting in your fists to fight? Foolish mortal!"

      "Look!" His hands shot up even higher, and away from his body. "I know you're unkillable, all right!? I swear to God I'm not going to fight! I just don't want to die!"

      "What god?" she asked.

      "Uh ... actually? Given how long you've been here? You've probably never heard of my god, and to be honest I'm not very devout. In fact as far as Christians go I'm pretty bottom of the barrel. I've broken one, two, three ... four ... half of the ten commandments just since I got here. 'Swear to god' is just a habit of speech. I'll happily swear on whatever you like that everything I've told you since you showed up is the truth."

      "A Christian? So you are an agent of the Twilight Zone."

      "What? No! Why the hell would you think that?"

      "Thomas is a Christian. My sister told me of him. The Zone is his holy war on Celestine."

      "Well if that's true, he's an even worse Christian than I am! Fuck that guy!"

      Euryale fell silent, and he watched her absorb what she'd told him. At first her expression was one of suspicion, but it faded eventually to speculation, then wonderment. Finally her lips twitched and gradually a smile overtook her features, until at last she tipped her head back and laughed. It was a musical sound, and it occurred to Victor that she must have quite a singing voice.

      "How perfect! Wonderful! Zeus and his pantheon discarded and forgotten, their heirs and descendants relegated to the status of a conquered backwater! HAH! Hahaha!"

      She pursed her lips in an effort to contain her amusement, turning twinkling blue eyes back to him. "I am glad I stayed to speak with you, man. You've done much to ease my pain. Have you any idea what it is like to be cast adrift in the sea of stars, never to have your vengeance, or even know the fates of friend and enemy alike?"

      He nodded wryly and said, "Yeah, I've got an inkling. I'm glad I could help though. I'm pretty sure I'll be long dead again before anyone shows up who can answer my questions."

      Euryale's brow furrowed. "What?"

      He blinked. "What?"

      "Unless I mistake your meaning, you'll die twice."

      "Oh, yeah. I don't know about that hero business everyone keeps spouting off about, but I showed up here after getting shot. I've got the scar to prove it, but if I take my mask off to show you I'm pretty sure that'll be the end of our conversation."

      "No no! Don't do that!" she waved her hands vehemently. "You're the first person I've been able to talk to in over a thousand years! Ever since my sister left I've been alone here!"

      "So ... you don't want to kill me?"

      She paused, giving him the side-eye for a long moment before shaking her head. "No. I cannot in good conscience take your life after you've brought me such wonderful news. I'm a cursed monster, not a complete bitch."

      He burst out laughing at that, and she smiled indulgently.

      An idea occurred to Victor, and he mulled it over a moment, then asked, "Don't suppose you could spare my friends? I owe all of them my life several times over. Were it not for them, we'd have never met."

      "I can ... but I seem to recall something to the effect of their being here on a quest to kill me?"

      He winced. "There is that. As I tried to tell them though, it's impossible right? If the legends are true, you and your sister can't be killed."

      "No, but it's still annoying to have some twerp with a sword waving it blindly in my general direction. I'm not much in melee and while I am a consummate archer, I tend not to carry my bow with me outside my lair. When I bother at all with those few fools who make it down this far, it's usually just to scream at them from the dark and send them packing with their tails between their legs. I haven't actually turned anyone to stone in what, few hundred years? And even then I let the one sensible fellow in the group get away."

      "That's probably where the story of the Madsee came from."

      "Is that really what they call me? What an appalling name."

      He grinned and slowly lowered his hands. "Yours to cherish if you want it. The limerick that goes along with it is even worse."

      She folded her arms across her chest and quirked her eyebrow at him. Her voice was exceedingly dry. "A limerick."

      "Yup. It's fuckin' terrible."

      She started tapping one fingertip on her elbow as she eyed him. "Is it."

      He nodded gravely. "Suuuuper bad."

      They stared at each other a moment. Her lips pursed, then she smiled and with a girlish giggle exclaimed, "Well now you just HAVE to tell me!"

      Victor put a fist in front of his mouth, cleared his throat melodramatically, then pressed a hand to his heart, his other spread wide as he recited the awful verse to best comedic effect. When he finished, Euryale stared at him with an expression of complete incredulity on her face, then collapsed onto the floor, her wings wrapping her body as she rolled around cackling madly.

      "That's absolutely atrocious!" she said in between laughing fits. "I've never heard poetry so BAD!"

      Keep her laughing, keep her happy.

      "It gets even worse," Victor said, grinning honestly despite his tenuous position. "Those were supposedly his last words."

      "Oh stop! STOP! Hahahahahaha! Let me breathe! Aahhhh that's hysterical!"

      He chuckled along with her, then said, "You have to admit, it does give away the flesh to stone thing pretty well."

      "Oh who cares! The very idea that anyone would take a crap rhyme like that seriously is insane, even to me, and I've been down here alone for a long, loooong time."

      She rolled onto one hip, her wings revealing her rather svelte body once again as she sniffled and wiped at her eyes. "Oooooh. I haven't laughed like that in ages. Thank you!"

      "You're welcome."

      He crouched on his heels across from her, and she shifted up onto her knees, folding her hands in her lap as she looked at him.

      "What's your name, hero?"

      "Victor Mack, and I told you: I'm no hero."

      She nodded. "Well, if you are then at least you are not afflicted by the hubris so common to the breed. Very well, Victor. I'll give you a solution that you can use to reanimate your friends after I'm gone. As long as they don't break or chip, and it's applied within a day or so, all will be well. I do hope," she said, giving him a mocking grin, "That you can convince them not to try again?"

      "I'll do Mila first and convince her, then let her figure out what to say to her brother and Marcus."

      "Mmm."

      She tilted her head and gave him a speculative look. "Victor?"

      "Yes?"

      She opened her mouth, then her eyes widened and she gasped. "Oh! So that's what you look like!"

      He blinked. "What?"

      "Your mask just faded away!"

      Uh .... oh. OH.

      "Wow, I see what you mean." She reached out and touched his forehead, her brass claws brushing across the starburst scar left behind by the bullet that had ended his old life. "You really do have a scar."

      "Haven't lied to you yet. Don't intend to start," he said, unease twisting his guts up in knots. There was only one reason he could think of why she could abruptly see past his mask. Her hand dropped away as she opened her mouth, again hesitated, then said, "Would you ..."

      She trailed off abruptly and blushed — which in her case deepened the greenish cast to her skin — and she tilted her head down. Her snakes draped across her face, fanning out to hide it from view. Now that they weren't all hissing and glaring at him, he had to admit they looked incredibly cool ... and more than a little cute.

      "Would I?" he prompted, hating himself for doing so. He felt he knew where this was going and he wasn't sure he wanted to go there.

      "Would you be willing to ... maybe, do me a favor?"

      I need to get through this in one piece. I need my FRIENDS to get through this in one piece. I need to make sure she doesn't change her mind.

      He buried his doubts and smiled encouragingly at her as he reached out, setting a hand on her shoulder. He knew it was a risk, and in fact several of the snakes shifted away from his hand and her entire body shuddered at the contact, but after a half-second several of them approached him and he felt their tongues flickering out against his skin. She kept shivering though and set her hands beside her knees and shifted closer to him without looking at him.

      "If you're not ... um. If you don't think ... AAAAH this is so hard!"

      She leaned up abruptly and stared at him, her face inches from his as she blurted, "Please have sex with me!"

      He blinked, then very cautiously said, "I'm ... not exactly opposed but, I figured with the whole thing that went down with Poseidon you wouldn't be keen on that sort of thing."

      "That happened over four thousand years ago! I might be mad about it, but I'm not crazy!" she cried, desperate frustration and more than a little crazy showing in her eyes. "I'm cursed Victor! Do you know what that means? I haven't even been touched in living memory! Just your hand on my shoulder has me so randy I can barely stand it! PLEASE do this for me! I may never have this chance again, and I'm going to live forever! Now that my sister's gone I'm doomed to be alone!"

      "Euryale ... I-"

      Words failed him. As he looked into her eyes, watched them gazing intently back into his own, he saw the desperate loneliness there, and his heart broke.

      Even if I didn't want to, I couldn't just leave her like this.

      He reached out and wrapped her up in his arms, settling back as he gathered her to him and pressed her against his chest. She let out a muffled sob and clutched at him, her cold metal hands raising goosebumps across his back.

      "Oh! You have no idea, Victor! I'm being HELD!"

      Euryale, immortal gorgon, daughter of ancient gods, trembled against Victor's chest as he held her close, obviously trying not to cry. He didn't try to quiet her, nor did he have any comforting words for her. There was nothing a mere mortal could say that would ease the pain of endless centuries of loneliness. He did the only thing he could do: he held her close and shared his warmth with her.

      "He's holding me, mother. He's holding me ... He's so warm. Please ... just like this, for a little longer?"

      Hers was the voice of a desperate little girl, and his already broken heart shattered entirely. He shed tears of his own for her and — heedless of her snakes — he bent to kiss her head. The snake he touched curled up and pecked him lightly on the cheek, and then he was practically assailed by snake kisses. They touched their snouts to his raggedy beard, his lips, his nose, his forehead, everywhere they could reach. They pressed their bodies to his flesh even as Euryale curled in closer, snuggling up against him in a desperate bid for contact. Then one of the snakes tasted his tears, and she gasped and tilted her head up to look at him, eyes wide.

      "Are you ... crying for me?"

      He grimaced and looked away. "I can't help it. My heart hurts. You don't deserve this."

      She reached up and touched his cheek with her cold, clawed fingers, turning him back to look at her. "Victor, no one ... ever, cried for me. No one, be they god or man or monster. No one cried for me ... no one but you."

      "They should have," he said softly.

      She touched a cold brass finger to his lips to still them, then leaned up, looking him in the eye, her lips trembling with emotion.

      She deserves better than to live alone in a hole in the earth. I don't have the right to judge her, or the authority to forgive her ... but at least I can ease her pain.

      He kissed her.
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      Euryale trembled as his lips brushed hers. He was gentle, and his kiss was chaste at first. The rush of sensations as he touched her nevertheless shook her to her core. Only in her dimmest memories and nightly dreams had such contact been possible, yet here he was, human, a hero, kissing her. Holding her close.

      None of her dreams even came close to giving her the feeling she now had to cherish, and her lips parted against his. He let her lead. Their tongues met, his warm and inviting, hers forked and supple. She searched his eyes for shock or rejection, found lust and compassion instead.

      This is real. It's happening. Oh, mother, YES!

      Her tongue twisted around his and she felt him smile as his curled up, playfully wrestling for control. She moaned deep in her throat and let her eyes drift closed. She floated on a sea of sensations. His hands, strong arms, warm body. His lips, his tongue, everything about him was completely devoted to her in that moment. She knew it, sensed it. Her hair was continually exploring his throat, his ears, even his prickly scalp and ticklish beard. His scent was pungent, raw, blood-soaked. He'd fought many battles, slain many monsters to reach the Tomb of Medusa. He was every inch a man.

      Yet he cried for her.

      He was strong, resolute, yet could be moved by even so horrifying a creature as she knew herself to be. Her tale was tragic certainly, but he must know that she had slain countless men in her time on earth, and countless more once banished to Celestine.

      I wish ...

      She crushed the thought and cupped his face, her kiss growing needy and ardent. He gave as good as he got, and never let her go. Finally the kiss broke, and she collapsed against his chest, gasping. The heat he'd kindled by a simple touch was now a roaring furnace, consuming every thought that didn't involve his touch, the feel of him. Her wings flared and then fell limp to one side.

      His hands were moving, and she kept her eyes closed, following the sensations as they tingled through her flesh. Still gentle, his fingertips drifted across her back, explored the base of her wings, made her gasp and tremble. He kissed her head again and shifted her slightly to one side. He held her thus with one hand as his other drifted around her side and over her bare belly.

      Higher, lower, somewhere, ANYWHERE, just keep moving, keep touching me!

      His fingers drifted higher, touched the sensitive underside of first one breast, then the other as she moaned and arched her back, presenting herself for his sensual explorations. Her thighs shifted, the agony of desire tightening her insides until they throbbed, pulsing with the fast beat of her heart.

      The caress flowed up over the swell of one breast, circling a nipple that was so hard, so ready, that she whimpered helplessly. "Please, Please!"

      As his finger drew ever tightening circles her anticipation built until it left her gasping and dizzy with want. Then his touch disappeared, and she let out a ragged moan that caught in her throat as she felt his hand cup her breast, her nipple caught between his thumb and the pad of his hand as he slowly, firmly squeezed.

      She came. Her body jerked as she twisted into his embrace and knocked him to his back on the floor, her wings, her thighs trembling as her sex clenched in a powerful rhythm that left her sobbing with pleasure.

      As the waves receded, she peeked up at him and saw his bemused smile. His eyes were dancing with amazement and pleasure for her.

      "If what I think just happened, happened ... wow. I didn't think that was possible."

      His voice was full of tease, and she smothered his grin with kisses.

      You made it possible. I want so much more of you. There's no one else in this world or the last I want more than you.

      She broke the kiss and tugged impatiently at his tunic, then gave up and slashed it open, her brazen claws parting the fabric effortlessly to expose his chest and stomach. His body was heavy with muscle, and she took her time, exploring every crevice and cranny with her lips and tongue, and the innumerable tongues of her hair. The taste of him was heady, and she could feel his heart beating faster at her attentions. She lowered a hand and carefully explored his trews, outlining the growing hardness there, and smiling indulgently at what she found.

      Without a thought she shredded his pants as her kisses went lower still, and the sound of his gasp as she ran her tongue up the length of his shaft made her clench in sympathetic response. Her tongue slid around and around his cock, wrapping it twice around and squeezing. They both groaned — him from the sensation, her from the flavor.

      Yet there was something she wanted even more than his flavor, something she needed.

      She crawled back up his body and looked down at him, smiled dreamily as she felt his hands playing down her sides, over her hips. A whisper of uncertainty made her snakes dance in agitation, and he caught it and asked, "Are you okay?"

      "I am ... but part of me is waiting to wake up. Is this real, Victor? Are you, real?"

      His expression became thoughtful, and fear shot through Euryale as she waited for his answer. His eyes refocused on her. "I'll be honest. I don't know. I'm supposed to be dead. This whole world is impossible. Absolutely, completely impossible. Yet ..." He shrugged and smiled at her. It was a gentle smile, and it seemed to fill his eyes with a warm, wonderful light. "Here I am. If you're real, well, I guess I must be too."

      Her smile was tremulous, and tears spilled down her cheeks and splashed into his beard as she gasped in relief. Her fear was silly. She knew it, he must know it too ... but he took her at her word, treated her with every kindness. Long buried emotions she had no way to handle engulfed her, and she reveled in them all.

      I need this man. I need this to be real. It MUST be real.

      She lowered herself over him, laid her naked body on his, and sighed luxuriously at the contact. She felt his rigid length and began rubbing herself against him, moaning softly as she felt her labia split around his shaft, soaking him with her need.

      Her eyes were locked on his, and though his face was strained with pleasure, he didn't look away. His hands smoothed over her hips, cupped her ass, squeezed it in a way that made her tremble. He let her know without words that he wanted her, but that it would be completely up to her how to proceed. He was nothing like what she expected of a man in lust, yet he clearly lusted for her.

      He's showing me he's not like Poseidon. After all this ... that must be it. His concern for me runs so deep  ...

      She couldn't bear to look at him anymore, and lowered her head into the crook of his shoulder as she shifted her hips. She was so ready, so slick, that he pressed into her with just a little wiggle and she moaned brokenly as his thickness filled her. Her inner walls started to flutter and she whimpered, not wanting it to come so soon. But just this much had her ready to explode, and if he moved she knew she would.

      "I can feel you're close," he whispered, his hands drifting up and down her back. She let out a plaintive whine but couldn't manage words. Her feeling ran too deep to put into any words.

      She shut her eyes and focused on his hands. She felt them ply her back with easy, gentle attention, and then they began dropping lower, into the small of her back beneath her wings, and then lower still.

      Oh no! He's ... going to ... Nnnnnn!

      He cupped her ass with his hands, palming the pert globes, and then he squeezed, spreading her as he shifted his hips, moving inside her, just a bit.

      Just enough.

      She whimpered and bucked helplessly against his hands as her quivering sex spasmed. The wet sounds as she came, the feel of her cream dribbling out over him left her cheeks hot with embarrassment and she balled up her fist and beat at his shoulder uselessly, weakly, all the while with her body shivering in bliss.

      "It's not fair!" she finally gasped. "The feel of you is so damn GOOD! It's not fair!"

      She listened to his wry chuckle and peeked up at his smiling face. He touched her cheek, slid his hand across it as she leaned into the touch, and said, "I am ... strangely okay with this."

      Caught between laughter and lust, she wound up gasping as he took firm hold of her bottom and began stroking into her from underneath.

      "Ohhhhhh, too soon, too sensitive, stop stop please stop!"

      He did, relaxing back to the stone floor as she shuddered on top of him, then gave him her best glare, which at the moment wasn't very good. "That was mean!"

      He winked at her and grinned. "Says the woman keeping a very, VERY horny man on the edge for her own selfish pleasure."

      Her expression melted into one of concern, and he winced and waved it away. "I'm teasing you, just teasing. We can do whatever you want. I just won't apologize when I finally pop is all. You feel really good to me too."

      "Really?" she asked.

      "Are you serious? Of all the things I've told you, that's what you pick to question? You're a nut."

      No, I'm a monster. You're a hero. You're supposed to fight monsters, not fuck them. Yet somehow, that hasn't registered with you. So instead you just wander into my life and start making all my dreams come true. I don't get it. I don't understand!

      She couldn't say that though, couldn't risk him suddenly realizing where he was, who he was with. She didn't want to fix the misconception — whatever it was — that let him lay with her. She settled on top of him, nestling her head into his shoulder as she murmured, "Let me be selfish then. If you feel good ... you won't mind."

      His hands drifted over her form, exploring her absently as the vibration of his voice flowed through her from their contact. "I don't mind. You take your time. It's not like I'm going to lose interest buried balls deep in a beautiful woman."

      Her breath caught in her throat as he paid her another absent compliment. He was so casual in the way he said it, as though it should be taken for granted that she was beautiful, that he would want to be right where he was. She closed her eyes and soaked it in, rolling her hips against him as her lusts began to build again. She kept it slow, sensual, listening to his heartbeat. Listening to him breathe. Feeling the way his hands caressed her like she was the only woman in the world.

      I will remember this night for the rest of my life. No matter that I will live forever, I will never forget this feeling. Never.

      They moved together, building and reciprocating pleasure. Euryale knew she had very little experience, but with him, somehow, that didn't seem to matter. He matched her rhythm and for long minutes the only sounds were lewd. He started to pant and she felt him stiffen and swell even further inside her. She knew he was close, and she wanted his pleasure with a sudden, complete desperation.

      I should say something sexy! Something ...

      She groaned as the pulsing rhythm within her overwhelmed rational thought. In the end all she managed was to pant and moan as she rolled her hips, reveling in the feel of him filling her again and again with himself, stretching her and carrying her toward a rapture she had never truly hoped to experience.

      His hands tightened on her ass and he pulled her down hard against him. His shaft went deep and began to pulse. She felt his seed as liquid jets of heat, each succeeding the last, and it was too much to withstand, even if she'd wanted to.

      Her slick channel clenched as she cried out, screaming her pleasure at the uncaring walls as she felt his orgasm within her not only as a source of joy, but as a validation. In that moment she wasn't cursed, wasn't even a monster. In the midst of blissful climax she felt more than mere pleasure. She felt happy, felt loved, and was content.

      Dear Mother! How much cum does he HAVE?

      She felt his cream squeezing out around the girth of his shaft as she collapsed on his chest, panting as she relaxed into satiated bliss.

      His hands were slack, laced together in the small of her back as he too rested, the tension in his body receding. His heart rate slowed, and his breathing evened out.

      Now that he's had his fun ... what will he do?

      She listened as her snakes quested absently, tasting the sweat of his exertions. She reveled in the raw scent of sex, but as one moment passed into another her nervousness grew, and eventually he sensed it.

      "Not getting ready to kill me, are you?" he asked. Despite the question he showed no traces of tension, and if she had been getting ready to do something, he didn't seem inclined to stop her.

      "No. I'm just waiting to wake up."

      "Still? Oh for crying out loud ... here, let me help."

      He slid a hand down to her rump and pinched her, hard.

      She let out a screech and sat straight up on his still semi-hard cock. Her clawed hands dug reflexively into his chest as she did so, gouging his flesh. He grunted and winced, then looked at her through one eye, the other still closed as he spoke, his voice laced with pain. "You awake now?"

      "You ass!"

      "Hey, you fucked me. I must be doing something right."

      She realized what she'd done and jerked her claws away, causing him to wince again. He flexed his chest and blood oozed from the wounds as he said, "Though ... I readily admit I could probably have handled that better."

      Euryale looked down at him in disbelief. She'd just made him bleed, and yet he seemed content to remain where he was. He wasn't shoving her aside or cursing her clumsiness. He just ... took his wounds in stride.

      "What the hell kind of man are you, Victor Mack?" she asked.

      "The kind that now knows better than to pinch a clawed lady on the ass?"

      He made it a question, as though playing a guessing game with her. When she didn't immediately answer, he tried again. "I'm not the kind that's into pain if you're wondering. Some people have that kink and more power to 'em, but it's not my thing."

      He really doesn't get it. Not even a little bit.

      "You're lucky my snakes didn't bite you," she snapped, covering her confusion. "They're poisonous you know."

      "I did not know, but duly noted for future reference."

      ... What?

      "What?" she asked, caught completely off-guard.

      He took a deep breath and let it out slowly as he muttered, "Man am I gonna get it for this."

      She blinked at him uncomprehendingly, and he looked her in the eye and asked, "Euryale, would you like to leave this place with me?"

      "Are you insane? I would wreak havoc everywhere I went."

      "Just, please. Answer the question. If you could, is that something you would want?"

      With all my heart and soul.

      "I ... Victor I'm warning you: don't toy with me. This isn't funny."

      He stared at her evenly. "I'm not laughing. Answer please."

      "I would ... I would give anything, no everything, if that could happen. But Athena's curse isn't something you can just wave your hand and wish away! No one on Celestine can lift it. Believe me, I know."

      Experience is a great teacher.

      "I'm not even going to try and lift Athena's curse. I've got another idea."

      He hesitated, brow wrinkled in thought. "Okay. Let's ... how about you get off my cock, and we ... well, yeah. I can't exactly get dressed. You wrecked all my clothes."

      "Victor." She fixed him with a level stare fit for a woman who routinely turned whoever met her gaze to stone. "Do. Not. Toy. With. Me."

      He sighed and said, "Fine. Here and now, with you sitting on me is fine. Hell if this doesn't work you'll have a nifty new sex-toy."

      Her head began a slow tilt as she stared down at him, now quite certain he was mad. He proved he was mad the next moment, when he reached up and took the mask off his face. She knew because it appeared abruptly in his hand as soon as it left his head.

      "VICTOR!"

      "Relax! Jesus fuck, relax! God you're loud. My eyes are closed! You're the MadSEE, not the MadTOUCH. Here, take this."

      He held out the faceless wooden mask and said, "Wear it. Just, press it to your face and will it into place. Let me know when it's on."

      Euryale reached out and touched his mask, then hesitated, still staring at him. He had his eyes tightly shut, and she could feel him trembling now. His heartbeat was hammering in his chest.

      He's absolutely terrified.

      "Victor, I can't-"

      "TAKE THE DAMN THING AND PUT. IT. ON!" he yelled, shocking her with his vehemence. He shivered and seemed to make an effort to master himself. "Please, Euryale."

      She took the mask from him and pressed it to her face. The magic of it seemed to fold into her, and when she took her hand away she found she could see perfectly well.

      "It's on, but Victor, I don- DON'T!"

      She screamed as she saw him open his eyes. Then they stared at each other for a long second in silence.

      Nothing happened.

      His neck seemed to lose all tension and his skull thumped the tile underneath him as he let out a gasp. "Oh thank GOD that worked! Thank you thank you thankyouthankyouthankyouamen."

      "Victor? Please explain what we are doing right now."

      He tilted his head down and lifted his eyebrows at her. "You don't get it? It's not just me anymore. As long as you wear that mask, you won't turn anyone to stone. You can come with us when we leave. You can come with me when we leave." He blushed slightly, and added, "I'll be honest, Euryale."

      He shifted his elbows to support his upper body and leaned up with a wince, looking at her earnestly. "I need your help. If you refuse to help that's fine, but I'd at least like you to stay with me, and if I die, return the mask to its rightful owner. The mask is a gift from one of my lovers, and in truth isn't mine to freely give away. If you're willing to help us though, I'm sure she'll accept your use of it ..." He trailed off, then muttered, "Eventually."

      "You would trust me with this?"

      She couldn't believe it. The very idea beggared her imagination, yet he only shrugged and said, "I kinda already did. I have no idea if anyone but the wearer can even take it off. I am trusting you. I think you deserve that from me."

      "I ..."

      Her words failed her. Tears welled up and she couldn't stop them. She collapsed onto his chest and he held her as she sobbed. She didn't know how long she lay crumpled against him. All she knew was that when she finally ran out of tears, when her cries subsided to sniffles, she was an absolute mess.

      He seemed to have all the patience in the world.

      "Victor?"

      She sniffled and hiccuped as he held her, just as he had in the beginning.

      "Yes?"

      He's so warm ...

      She started babbling into his chest, stopped herself, then took a deep breath and lifted her head as she ordered what she would say in her mind. She then looked into his eyes and spoke as calmly as she could.

      "Victor Mack, I love you. I will follow you anywhere and obey you in all things. I will make my body your shield and my curse, your sword. Everything I have, everything I am, is yours. This vow I make to you now will be my bond and your burden to bear: from now until the day you die, you are my master."

      He blinked, his expression wavering between amazement and uncertainty. Euryale felt a stab of uncertainty herself, but she held his gaze, tried to convey to him that she was in deadly earnest.

      Please don't turn me away, please ...

      Finally he gave her a slow nod and smiled softly, that warmth and compassion that she had never seen from anyone else filling his eyes. "I uh, honestly feel as though you're overreacting more than a little bit. However ..."

      He sighed and shook his head ruefully. "I'll take it. I need your help, and if this is what you really want. I can't afford to refuse."

      Her brow furrowed at the reluctance in his tone. He seemed to sense her thoughts as he added, "I don't want to refuse. I ..."

      He hesitated, looked to be searching for words. She waited, biting her lip in nervous tension. At last he straightened a bit and looked her in the eye as he said, "I swear that in return for your service I will see to your needs and wants as best I can. I swear I will accept responsibility for everything you do, right or wrong, from now until the day I die."

      Joy like nothing Euryale had ever known blossomed in her chest.

      He has given me everything I could ever want. Should he only ask it of me, I will bring this world to its knees for him.

      She opened her mouth to say something to that effect, but as she did he pulled her to him, kissed her ... and she forgot what she wanted to say.
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      Mila stumbled, then fell. Strong arms caught her, supported her, and she grasped at them as she struggled to figure out what was going on.

      The last thing she remembered was the sound of a dire voice, a flash, and then ... what?

      Eyes. Terrifying ice blue eyes, and then nothing. There's nothing after that.

      "Yuri?" she asked, her voice tremulous and uncertain.

      "No. Victor. Yuri is here, and he's ... he will be, fine. Same for Marcus. Before that though, we need to talk."

      Her arms and legs were leaden, as though they were asleep. Just as she had the thought, pins and needles flooded her extremities and she yowled and shuddered, fingers spastic as she clutched at his shoulders and her legs abruptly lost all strength. Stars burst in her vision, and her heart felt as though it was about to explode.

      "What's happening to her?" Victor asked urgently. Another voice, this one feminine and faintly amused, answered him.

      "She was a rock a minute ago, master. It'll pass in a few moments. Give her time."

      Victor sounded vaguely annoyed as he asked, "'Master?' Are you serious?"

      The voice was sweet and still very amused sounding as its owner said, "Well, that's what you are. You even accepted responsibility! You can always command me to call you something else, master."

      "Now you're just fucking with me."

      "Now, later ... whenever you like."

      "Not what I meant."

      "The offer stands."

      As Mila regained control of herself and stood up on her own two feet, she saw Victor wagging a finger between himself and someone standing behind her as he said, "This? Whatever this is? It's going to take some getting used to."

      Mila turned to look at the stranger as she said, "Have fun with it, master. I know I intend to."

      She gasped at what she saw and took an instinctive step backward, which only slammed her back into Victor. He caught her shoulders and said, "It's all right. She won't hurt you."

      The woman was lithe and shorter than Mila by three or four inches. Her hands and forearms looked to be made of brass — fingers ending in claws — but they seemed to move as though they were flesh. Broad black demon's wings were spread wide behind her. She had snakes instead of hair, and their innumerable black bodies made a corona around her head, myriad red eyes gazed unblinking at Mila as myriad tongues flickered. Her face was hidden by a mask. Specifically, Victor's mask.

      Despite all this, the first question Mila thought to ask was, "Why is she naked?"

      The snake-haired woman giggled girlishly as she clapped her hands with glee and said, "This is so fun! She's looking at me!"

      "I'm pretty sure at the moment she's staring at you," Victor said drily. "Remember that she can't actually see your face right now."

      "Don't spoil this, master. It's a moment. No one's ever been able to just look at me before. Well, my sister, but she's a bitch so she doesn't count."

      The woman paused, then startled as though something had just occurred to her. She held out a hand abruptly and said, "Hi! My name is Euryale. I'm one of the three gorgon sisters born of Ceto, goddess of the sea. Pleased to make your acquaintance."

      Mila buried her misgivings and took the proffered hand gingerly as she said, "Mila Kolenko. Um ... the, pleasure is all mine?"

      "Eeeeeee! This is so fun!"

      Victor gestured to suit his words as he said, "Euryale, you let go after shaking hands."

      "Oh!"

      Euryale let her go and stepped back, folding her hands behind her back. As she did she folded her wings around her shoulders and they draped around her body in a mockery of a cloak.

      "Sorry, Mila. This meeting new people thing is ... well, it's really nice. And now I'm gonna get to do it all the tiiiime!"

      Euryale's voice pitched higher as she spoke until she was practically squealing with glee. Mila took a cautious step to one side and turned to face Victor as she asked, "What is going on, Victor? And ... by the powers! What the HELL happened to you!?"

      His pants were in a shredded pile behind him, and his shirt hung in tatters around his shoulders. His entire front was soaked with blood, and more was still oozing from wounds in his chest. The fact that his cock was covered in a froth of lust didn't escape her notice either.

      He glanced down at himself and grimaced.

      "To make a long story short, I made a friend."

      "Psh! Friend. False modesty is unbecoming, master." Euryale said, then giggled as he winced and glared at her. Mila couldn't help but notice there was no force behind the expression though.

      As she looked at him more closely, she noticed that there was something very different about him, beyond his sorry state of dress and the wounds on his body.

      And the fact I can see his face.

      It took her a moment to figure out what it was, and when she did she blushed.

      "I can smell you, Victor. You reek of sex."

      His lips twisted into a bemused grin as he said, "Yeah. Guess I do."

      When no further explanation was forthcoming she added, "You're not wearing your mask anymore."

      He nodded as his eyes flickered back to her and he said, "Yeah. As you've noticed, I'm lending it to Euryale. It's the only thing keeping you from ending up like them."

      He nodded behind her, his expression grave, and Mila turned to look.

      Marcus and Yuri stood there, unmoving. Both had been turned to stone. Their statues wore the gear they'd carried in life, still clutched shield and sword in a posture of surprise. Only their bodies had been turned.

      Mila's knees trembled, but she forced herself to stand firm until the initial shock passed. "I am alive, so you can restore them too?" she asked, looking at Euryale, who nodded.

      "I make a solution using a few ingredients found here in Monsoon that will restore flesh from stone. They'll be fine. Master wanted to wake you first though, because he didn't want to try and convince you all at once."

      Mila reached out, but stopped just short of touching Yuri. The statue was flawless, but his expression was one of desperate surprise. It was a poor fit for him.

      "Convince me of what? Hurry up and tell me, so we can restore my brother and Marcus," she said, turning back to Victor.

      He nodded and said, "All right, short and sweet. You can't kill Euryale. Even if you could — and you can't, it's actually impossible — I wouldn't let you. She's mine. That's the bad news."

      Euryale bounced on her toes, and even with the blank mask hiding her face it was obvious she was ecstatic.

      Mila opened her mouth, then closed it as he held up a finger. "Here's the good news. Once I clean up whatever mess I've got waiting for me in Florence, Euryale and I are willing to go with you back to ... where was it you guys live? Eastern Steppes?"

      "Yes?"

      His eyes narrowed slightly as he said, "That is where you're from?"

      "Yes! Yes, sorry, I'm just confused. If we can't kill the Madsee, what's the point in going home?"

      Euryale started giggling as she heard 'Madsee,' and he grinned at her as though sharing a private joke before turning his attention back to Mila.

      "Well your shaman is an evil bastard. I figure since we're pretty sure he sent you on a suicide mission all bets are off, right? We just show up with Euryale on our team, and see how things play out."

      Mila glanced at the gorgon, who said, "One look, and it's aaaaall over. We can even set his statue out in front of Yuri's front door and make a birdbath out of him. I promise he won't complain."

      Mila lifted a hand, running fingers through her hair as she struggled to put her thoughts in order. "But, we can't kill our shaman!" she said, and the objection sounded weak even to her.

      Truth be told I'd LOVE to kill that rat fucking bastard. Especially now that I know he sent us out to die.

      Euryale just giggled again and said, "You won't. I will! Come oooon, it'll be fun! I'll bet I can catch him looking all imposing too! I love petrifying idiots when they're monologuing."

      Victor rolled his eyes at that, then said, "We revived you first because you're going to need to calm Yuri down and help us convince him this is over. Worst case, we head back to Florence and part company."

      Mila's eyes flickered from him to Euryale and back again, and her uncertainty must have shown because the gorgon said, "Okay, master? I think I know what this situation needs. I don't like it, but I'll put up with it for the sake of speeding this along. Do you mind?"

      "If I said 'yes' would it matter?" he asked.

      "Of course! You're my master. I'll do whatever you ask, but I'd like you to let me handle this."

      "Oh-kay, as long as no one winds up getting hurt, go for it."

      She held out her hand. "Knife, please."

      Victor turned and crouched, retrieved the dagger from his discarded belt, and handed it over, hilt first. Euryale took it, spun it idly on her palm, then flipped it around again, offering it in the same way to Mila, who took it in turn with a bemused expression.

      Euryale smoothed her hands around her head, pulling all her snakes back and holding them out of the way. She spread her wings, stood two feet from Mila and said, "Go ahead. Do your best. If that weapon's not big enough, or magical enough, or if you brought something that was supposed to be used against me, grab that instead. I don't mind. I'll wait."

      "Oh no, no no no. I am not going to just-"

      "Come ooon! Pussy! Hit me with your best shot!"

      Several of the gorgon's snakes curled up around her hands and stuck their tongues out at Mila and Euryale rolled her hips lewdly, blatantly taunting her. Like Victor, she was covered in the scent of sex, and her inner thighs were still slick with the proof. The sight was both absurd and deeply offensive. Mila stiffened, then showed her teeth and her hand flashed out, the blade glinting as it slashed through Euryale's throat. Blood fountained from the gash for a bare second, then stopped. The wound simply disappeared. Even the blood vanished without a trace.

      "Hah! Weak. Try the heart! I dare you!"

      Mila carefully positioned the blade, then shoved it between Euryale's ribs and twisted, ruthlessly. Blood sprayed and Euryale shuddered, then nodded and gasped, "Better! Come on, more!"

      As she moved the knife, Mila saw that as soon as the blade itself shifted, the cut it left behind closed without any trace of a wound. Victor grimaced and turned away with a queasy expression on his face but — now fascinated — Mila performed one last experiment. She pulled the knife out, set it carefully, and cut off the gorgon's left nipple.

      That made Euryale gasp in pain, but the detached bit didn't even get halfway to the ground before it simply vanished. Mila felt the woman's flesh with her off hand and couldn't find even a trace of a cut, anywhere, nor any blood. It was as though it simply hadn't happened.

      As her fingertips brushed over the restored nipple the gorgon wriggled and gasped, then said, "I don't mind, but you'll have to get master's permission if you want to keep going."

      Mila jerked her hand away, ears pinned back.

      "Satisfied?" Euryale asked, shaking her snakes loose and lowering her hands. Mila took a hasty step back as several of the reptilian strands chose to hiss and bare their fangs at her. "I've been hit with all kinds of weapons ranging from the mundane to the magical to the divinely blessed. It makes no difference."

      She started ticking fingers and spoke in a tone of absent reminiscence. "I've had my head bashed in and cut off, been poisoned, impaled, crushed, disemboweled, dismembered, disintegrated, suffocated, set on fire, frozen, struck by lightning flung by Zeus himself ... one enterprising young would-be hero even managed to dunk me in lava when I was younger."

      She shrugged and took the spotless dagger gently from an openly gaping Mila, offering it in turn back to Victor as she said, "I can't die, Mila Kolenko. I can't even really be injured, though I feel pain just fine. I've tried to die. Believe me, I've tried. If you were sent to kill me, you've been had."

      Mila glanced at Victor, then looked again. There was unmistakable pain in his eyes as he took the knife and turned to put it away, and with a flash of insight she thought she understood a little bit of what must have happened between them.

      He has compassion for her ... and she absolutely loves him for it.

      In that moment, Mila made up her mind. "Okay. Go ahead and do whatever needs doing to free my brother and Marcus. I'll convince them that the quest is completely futile, but I don't know what he'll want to do about it, so no promises there."

      She looked from Victor to Euryale and back as she asked, "Okay?"

      Euryale turned her masked face toward Victor, and he nodded. "That's fair. I am after all essentially just offering you an alternative. I have no idea how your culture works or what your people will think. That's on you guys."

      She nodded, then grinned at the thought of Shaman Vlad as a statue covered in bird shit.

      "I'm sure we'll figure something out."

    

  



    
      
        
          
            33

          

          

      

    

    







            Stone Cold Negotiator

          

        

      

    

    
      "Thanks for your business! Yes, we're sold out for today, but we'll be back tomorrow so come see us!"

      Shy listened absently as Laina handled the customers. They'd discovered early on that people came to their booth as often as not just to see her, and Shy readily conceded that she cut a striking figure, ever more so over the course of the last week as she'd grown increasingly bold in her choice of clothing.

      Today for instance, she wore a bleached white apron and a pair of very abbreviated shorts.

      Nothing else.

      Laina's body image issues seemed to be a fading memory as she discovered that her huge size and absolutely dominant presence did nothing to detract from her prices, and in fact seemed to help keep demand high. She even flexed for the crowd every so often, something that usually drew a cheer and more than a few ribald comments and offers that she took in stride and laughed off.

      "I've already got a man and he's all I need, but thanks," she'd say, and thus far her raw physicality had dissuaded anyone from getting too insistent.

      I guess being rich helps take the edge off.

      According to Laina, they'd made more money in the last week than common laborers could expect to make in a lifetime.

      Shy leaned against a stack of slatted wooden crates full of empty pint-sized bottles and smiled, waving idly when she caught the eye of the occasional customer, but she was distracted.

      He's back.

      Her eyes skipped through the crowd, searching persistently for the one face she most wanted to see. She'd sensed his presence again for the first time yesterday evening. Then he'd simply vanished, and pain blossomed in her heart at the thought that he might have been killed while so close by. Yet without a hint of where he might have been, she had no choice but to wait for rumors to reach her.

      Instead his presence had abruptly flared to life again a few hours ago — this time much closer. He was somewhere inside the city, and as time passed she became ever more certain that he was here, right here, and she just hadn't been allowed to see him.

      She hadn't told Laina yet because by the time she'd sensed him yesterday she had already assumed her natural form, and when he'd vanished she hadn't the heart to break the news.

      Once bitten, twice shy, she thought as her eyes continued to rove over the crowd. She wouldn't dare say anything to Laina until she laid eyes on her man.

      Where are you, Vic? Why won't you come to me?

      Laina turned away from the last of her admirers, caught sight of Shy and her brow furrowed as she asked, "What's wrong?"

      "Hm? Oh nothing, just distracted."

      Laina put hands on hips and stared at Shy intently.

      "Nothing! Really!"

      "You're a bad liar, Shy."

      The dryad grimaced and tilted her head up to glare at Laina as she said, "I'll have you know I'm a fantastic liar."

      "Not today you aren't. What's up. You've been distracted all morning." She paused suddenly, and Shy could practically hear the click as the pieces fell into place for her. Her lips parted in a silent 'aaaah' and she grinned.

      Shy put her finger to her lips and shook her head. Laina hesitated, then nodded and turned to go about her business, but now she was humming to herself, and her bovine tail was swishing happily to and fro.

      Shy, for her part, glanced around to make sure that the lightning rod she'd taken off the Zone Locutor was close at hand. She was not so naive as to think they weren't being closely watched by the Vicereine's people, and she rather suspected given his continued absence that Victor realized it too.

      Just because we aren't in a cell doesn't mean we're free.

      She was just coming to the conclusion that he would wait until they had packed up for the day and gone somewhere private before he'd make himself known when she spotted someone in a gray raincloak, wearing her mask.

      The problem was she could see the mask, and the person wearing it was a foot shorter than Victor. The person next to the one wearing her mask though was just about perfectly sized. He wore a long black cloak with a voluminous hood that hid his face completely.

      It's him. It's him! Why is THAT him? What ...

      As he approached, questions swirled around in Shy's mind. Too many questions, and no answers.

      "Am I too late to buy milk?" Vic asked, setting his hand on the counter.

      Laina was bent over and in the process of grabbing a crate, but she froze at the sound of his voice and one of her ears twitched backward. Without turning around, she said, "I've always got some for you, boss."

      "Hello Laina, Shy. I've missed you."

      "We missed you too, Vic. Ca-"

      Her throat seized up as he reached up and pulled his hood down, exposing his head. His beard had grown out and covered his face and neck with thick black hair, and what he had up top had grown a bit ragged. But there was no doubt that anyone who knew what to look for would recognize him immediately.

      "Listen carefully," he said. "I'm about to be arrested. If they take you along, I need you to promise me one thing. If I say the word, 'Euryale' you will close your eyes, and keep them closed until I tell you it's okay."

      "Say that again?"

      "Yer. A. Lee."

      "Okay, Vic, what th-"

      "Promise!" he hissed, glancing around.

      Shy followed his look and saw guardsmen closing in from every direction.

      Laina had turned and straightened, and as she folded her arms across her prodigious chest she said, "I promise, boss."

      "Shy?!"

      "All right, Vic. I promise."

      "Ask no questions. It's just us here, got it?"

      Shy's eyes flickered to the silent figure wearing her mask, then she nodded and said, "Just the three of us. Got it."

      "Outfuckingstanding."

      Victor grinned savagely, but Shy's answering smile was decidedly weak as the commanding voice of Captain Albrecht Ross rang out, "Victor Mack! By order of the Vicereine you will come with me!"

      "Show time." Victor winked, then turned around and displayed his hands, palm out as he said, "Captain Ross! So good to see you again! Have I done something wrong?"

      The lion man chuffed and pinched at the bridge of his muzzle as he lowered his voice and murmured, "Please don't make this difficult, Victor Mack. Please don't make me threaten anyone."

      "I presume then that I'll be the only one accompanying you?" Vic asked.

      "No. Miss Lowe and the Lady Shy will also come. I'm sorry. I'm just following orders."

      "You seem like a good guy, Captain. I wouldn't want to make trouble for you."

      Victor glanced over his shoulder at Laina, then Shy, and asked, "Shall we go?"

      "What about my stall and stock?" Laina asked, snorting aggressively down at the Captain.

      "I'll leave a man to guard both. No one will bother it."

      "Well all right then. Let's go."

      Shy picked up the lightning rod, and noted with some relief that no one tried to protest as the three of them — now surrounded on all sides by guardsmen — were escorted toward the keep.

      In their midst, walking calmly and unnoticed, was the mysterious figure in the rain-cloak, wearing Shy's mask.

      Though now that I can see it up close, that cloak is shredded! What the hell happened to you out there, Victor?

      As they approached the gates of the keep, Captain Ross asked, "Where is the mask? We were warned you would be wearing a magic mask."

      "It was taken from me in the Monsoon dungeon complex. I don't have it anymore, thus the big damn cloak," Victor said, speaking as though he were having a pleasant chat rather than being interrogated.

      "Who else went with you?" Ross asked.

      "Yuri and Mila Kolenko, and a minotaur named Marcus. I don't know that I ever got his surname. We parted ways at the docks. Is that a problem?"

      "... No."

      Ross shifted his place in the formation to walk alongside Victor as he asked, "Out of idle curiosity, how far did you get?"

      Shy listened as Victor spoke easily of what was — if one examined the content rather than tone of his speech — a harrowing adventure, during which he'd escaped death by a fraction on any of a number of occasions.

      Throughout, Shy listened for deeper meanings. She tried to contact him via their mental connection, but he didn't respond. Either they still needed to be physically connected, or he was ignoring her to concentrate on what was most certainly a performance for the benefit of the guards.

      While he seemed outwardly calm, Shy could tell he was practically vibrating with tension. But perhaps the most amazing part of his story was that she could tell he hadn't lied about any of it, until the very end.

      As they waited in front of a pair of heavy mahogany doors carved in intricate relief, now surrounded on all sides by at least twenty guardsmen and three mages, he ended his tale by saying, "After the stone thing with the tentacles damn near ate us, we found a good bit of salvage, and Yuri decided not to press our luck, so we turned around. I'm supposed to meet them later on to get my cut, so I hope this meeting with Vicereine Hart won't take too long."

      "It sounds like a grand adventure," Ross said, and he sounded like he meant it. "I can't speak for the Vicereine or her plans for you though, Victor Mack. I do hope," he hesitated, then went on, "I do hope things go well."

      "So do I, Captain."

      The doors creaked open a few moments later, and the entire cavalcade entered a grand hall. A broad red carpet chased with gold tassels and lined with lit braziers led them to the foot of a broad mezzanine that culminated in a throne that had obviously been custom built for the Vicereine.

      It looked less like a chair and more like a curvy wooden slide with a seat at the top, and two sets of ornately tooled armrests. The entire thing was highly-polished mahogany chased in gold, and even Shy was forced to concede that the workmanship was exquisite.

      Upon that throne Vicereine Hart sat, arrayed just as Shy remembered, her piercing eyes riveted on Victor. As Shy looked around, it was clear that all eyes were in fact upon him, and it was no wonder that not a single person in the room had noticed or commented on the figure wearing her mask.

      "Victor Mack. I have longed to meet with you," the Vicereine began. "I was dismayed upon receiving your letter."

      "I am dismayed at being brought here like a common criminal, arrested in broad daylight in the middle of the market square. You must know that I've been trying to keep a low profile, Vicereine. It is likely that Zone Agents ... among others, are targeting me."

      Shy glanced nervously from him to the Vicereine, and saw one of her hands tighten around her staff. Its ruby pulsed steadily, but seemed to get a bit brighter. The Vicereine did not let her agitation show in her tone though, and said, "That will no longer be of any concern to you, Victor Mack. Henceforth you will be under my protection. As you can see, my defenses are quite formidable. You will be safe from the Locutors here."

      "I see. And what will you ask in return for this protection you're so freely offering me?" he asked.

      "You have been on Celestine long enough to know my price, Victor Mack."

      He nodded. "In that case, I respectfully decline your protection. Was there anything else you needed, Vicereine Hart?"

      The Vicereine closed her golden eyes and let out a slow breath, then said, "You misapprehend your position, Victor. I will have your seed. You will not be allowed to contact the Lady of the Waves, and I have your other bonds here. I wish fervently it had not come to this, but I am not giving you a choice."

      "And if I have already spoken with Cecaelia, and she is waiting for me to tell her not to destroy Florence for just this reason?" he asked.

      "Then Florence will drown!" the great naga screamed. "YOU will not deny ME my children!"

      The guards were all looking around in dismay, and even Captain Ross seemed completely taken aback by what the Vicereine had just said.

      Victor's expression hardened, and Shy wondered for a moment if he really had done just as he said.

      He can't have. He WOULDN'T.

      Shy trembled, and hoped.

      "I will not comply. Is there no way you can be convinced to let me go in peace?" he asked. "Not even for the sake of the city under your protection?"

      "Never! You are a template! Know your place!"

      Victor nodded slowly, and said, "All right. No one can say I didn't try."

      "You acquiesce?" the Vicereine practically hissed the word. "I would hear you say it!"

      Shy looked at Victor, who turned and met her eyes, then Laina's, before facing the throne again. Very softly, he said, "Euryale."

      Shy shut her eyes. She heard the sound of cloth, the hiss of snakes, and myriad gasps, each of which cut off abruptly. Quiet fell over the hall, but for the sound of the fires burning in their braziers. Five seconds went by in relative silence, then she heard Victor say, "Thank you. That's enough. Put it back on please."

      A chirpy female voice answered, "My pleasure, master!"

      Master?

      "Okay Shy. Laina. You can open your eyes."

      Shy was almost afraid of what she would see when she did open them, but there were no alternatives if she wanted answers.

      The room was utterly quiet but for the fires in their braziers. Shy gazed around, her eyes wide. She heard Laina bellow in alarm and whirl all around as her fists came up.

      Victor reached out and caught the minotress by the arms, steadying her as he said, "Careful! Don't touch them, we don't want to knock anyone over."

      But for the four of them, everyone in the room had been turned to stone.

      "Victor ... what have you done?" Shy breathed.

      "Me? Nothing."

      She turned to him as he put his hand on the shoulder of the figure in the rain-cloak. Her hood was up again, but now Shy saw black snakes peeking out from the folds, gazing around inquisitively. "She did all the work."

      "Boss?" Laina had gone very still, but it was clear at a glance that she was absolutely terrified. Her eyes were wide and completely dilated as she practically shivered with tension.

      "It's okay, Laina. You're completely safe. Euryale will not harm you."

      "Who ... are you?" Shy asked, focusing on the blank mask.

      "Oh! Can I say, master?! Can I? I've wanted to do this ever since you told me! Pleeeeease?"

      Victor winced and shook his head, chuckling. "Go ahead. I'm not about to spoil your fun."

      The girlish voice behind the mask said, "You'll love this! The people around here have a poem about me! Listen: 'Monsoon depths are cloaked in fear, for therein dwells the Madsee, Dear! Should she find you and come near, you'll hear her screaming loud and clear! Her powers are both great and queer, Your only chance is, flight by ear!'"

      Shy blinked and opened her mouth only to have Laina beat her to the punch as she bellowed, "YOU'RE the Madsee??? Boss, you went to Monsoon and enslaved the MADSEE?"

      Shy glanced at Laina in irritation, then shrugged and said, "I don't get it. What's a madsee?"

      Laina shook her head and her voice had a nervous edge. "Not, a madsee. THE Madsee. It's a monster parents use to frighten their children with at bedtime. It's supposed to live in the Monsoon complex. The rhyme is supposed to be a warning from the one guy who got away from it alive."

      By now Euryale, or the Madsee — whichever — was rolling around on the red carpet framed by the lines of braziers in a fit of laughter. In the midst of her cackling she burst out, "I know, right? Isn't it just completely terrible?!"

      Shy took the opportunity to catch glimpses of the body under the cloak. She caught sight of wings, toned legs, and brazen claws.

      However bad the rhyme might be ... THIS ...

      She gazed around the deathly still throne room.

      This is no laughing matter.

      "Even one of the Powers couldn't manage something like this, Victor. It was so quick, so quiet."

      The laughter quit. Euryale stood up and said in a soft voice, "Master's right. I won't hurt you. I've been alone down there for ... for a long time. Master gave me a chance to live in the sun, and I'm not about to waste it, or abuse his trust. You already know my name is Euryale. I am one of the three gorgons, children of Ceto. I hope we can get along?"

      She held out one of her brazen claws. Shy detected vulnerability in Euryale's voice as she made her introduction, and after a long look at Victor — whose eyes were silently pleading — she reached out and clasped Euryale's cold, metallic hand.

      "My name is Shy. I'm one of Victor's bonded women. Thank you, for taking care of him."

      "And I'm Laina Lowe, I'm also one of boss's girls. Please don't eat me?"

      Laina stretched out her hand, and Euryale took it in turn. As she shook it she giggled and said, "Only if you ask nicely. I can be very accommodating. Most of my family are total pervs, and you don't get away from that sort of thing. And may I just say, Laina. You, are ... huuuge! You could have bent Theseus into a pretzel!"

      Laina looked at Victor, then back down at Euryale and asked, "Who is Theseus?"

      The gorgon's voice was once more cheerfully at odds with her words as she said, "Heeeee's dead. Time heals all wounds, or so they say."

      Euryale stepped back, then turned and wrapped her arms around Victor, embracing him as she asked, "So, master. I did well?"

      "You did."

      "Reward me?"

      Shy watched as he bent at the hip and kissed her, the mask blending into them both for a moment in her eyes. She stepped forward as he straightened and said, "You'd better have one of those for me."

      He kissed her, and she wrapped him up and made it last. The feel of him pressed to her made her want to melt into him, but at last she broke the kiss and let Laina take her place.

      Laina took her time too, and seemed determined not to be outdone. Victor's feet left the floor in the process.

      As her lovers reunited, Shy turned her attention to Euryale only to find the gorgon seemed to be gazing fixedly back at her.

      "I hope you don't mind sharing him," Shy said softly.

      "I don't," Euryale replied easily. "He can have as many women as he wants. He has but to command me, and I will bring him every woman in the world. I cannot be jealous, because I know he will always be there for me when I need him."

      She pulled the hood of her cloak back, showing Shy her snakes in full as she said, "Whomsoever my master hates, I hate. Whomsoever he loves ... I love."

      She came to Shy then, her hips shifting in an unmistakably sensual rhythm, and draped her brazen arms over Shy's hips to pull her close. The wearer of the mask held her thus, head tipped as though to gaze into her eyes.

      Euryale's voice was husky as she said, "My master says that when someone wants the wearer of this mask for a lover, that person can see the wearer's face. I believe this, because it was through my desire for him that I first saw his."

      The snakes seemed to form a halo around the mask, and every head was turned to Shy, every eye unblinking as they all gazed at her. "I hope you can see mine soon, daughter of Gaia. After all, it is thanks to your gift to him that master was able to grant the deepest desires of my heart. His bravery and reckless compassion alone would not have saved him from my curse. I am eager to show you my gratitude ..."

      Euryale's snakes began to caress Shy's throat, her ears, her cheeks. Their tongues whispered over her, and the feelings they left behind were bizarrely sensual, and deeply erotic. The mask was less than an inch away as the gorgon whispered, "... in every way."

      Shy trembled as Euryale's clawed fingers drifted up her back, and the mask faded away as Shy leaned in to kiss her.

      Euryale's eyes were icy blue, and her face was coldly beautiful. Her serpentine tongue was long and supple, and she seemed willing to demonstrate in that very moment the depth of her gratitude. By the time the kiss was broken, Shy was panting, and more than half-inclined to let her.

      Victor cleared his throat delicately, then said, "Though I am thrilled you two are getting along so well ... Euryale, if you'd be so kind as to restore this one: Captain Ross."

      Victor stepped over to the statue in question and looked up into the stone lionman's surprised eyes.

      "He and I have a lot to talk about."

    

  


  
    
      Thank you for reading!

      More than anything I hope you enjoyed the story. If so, please consider leaving me a review on amazon so that others can take your experience into account as they decide whether or not to give me a chance to entertain them. It is my fondest wish that anyone and everyone who might also enjoy my work does so, and your good word will help. I am aware just how precious time is, and I deeply appreciate the fact that you were willing to spend some of that time with me.

      If you’re interested in when the next book comes out, I’m afraid Amazon doesn’t supply that information … but I do. If you’re interested in keeping up to date with my publishing schedule and future plans, join my list.

      Rest assured, I hate getting spam, so I don’t send any out either.

      Join My List!
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