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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
                 “Get off me you ruffians!” 
 
                 Conner Elliot had his hoodie hunched up over his head, and was fixated on the sidewalk in front of his feet. No reason to get involved. Just mind your own business. 
 
                 A brusque male voice echoed out of the alley. “This joker has real gold on him! Look at this!” A scuffle ensued, and then a grunt as if someone had just gotten kicked. 
 
                 Another man spoke, “Roll ‘im! These are bloody antiques! Might have more in his jacket. It’s a hundred years old too!” 
 
                 Conner stopped. He closed his eyes, muttering to himself, Don’t do it, don’t do it. You’re gonna get yourself killed. But he didn’t have it in him to walk away. Not when some old guy was about to get knifed for his things. 
 
                 Not like he would fare all that much better! He was in decent shape from his fencing hobby, but all he had on him was a backpack and a couple of new ‘Swordmaster’ RPG books that he’d just picked up from the shop around the corner. This was so stupid. 
 
                 But he was committed. He stepped into the alley where three punks in leather jackets and jeans were laying into a heap of an old man in an equally old fashioned long-coat. The guy’s hands were up, fending them off as best he could. One thug was shaking him to keep him rattled, while another was rifling through his pockets. The last thug was goading them on. 
 
                 None of them saw Conner coming. He led with the books. Doubled up in his hands, he hauled off with the hard-cover tomes and smashed them heavily into the first jerk’s nose. He heard it crunch, and that was a good start. 
 
                 Conner carried on, grabbing the second one by the shirt and heaving him off the old man. Shoving as hard as he could, he shouldered the other one away. For a brief moment, the old man was free of them. 
 
                 It didn’t last. A punch hammered into his side, and Conner groaned. He hissed at the old man, “Stay down! Nothing’s worth dying over!” Conner threw an elbow at the one behind him, and thought he connected a little. But not enough. Two of them snatched hold of Conner and flung him against the nearest wall. 
 
                 One had a sharpened shiv-style spike in one hand. The thug jammed it at him. Conner got his books in the way. The steel pierced right through, but stopped short of cutting into him. What the hell! They’re gonna shank me over a little scuffle? The fear in his gut ratcheted higher. He expected to catch a beating for this stunt, but this was getting out of hand. 
 
                 The guy with the spike-knife yanked it back, then looked at the books he had impaled in disbelief. “A role-playing game? What, you think you’re some kind of hero? Hah!” He gestured at his two cronies. “Fuck ‘im up, boys! Show ‘im he’s wrong!” 
 
                 They didn’t waste time. One yanked on his shirt, kneeing him in the stomach. When he doubled over, the other hammered him in the back. That toppled him to the ground. Kicks followed, and Conner folded in on himself to protect his vitals. 
 
                 Eventually, the beating ended. He could feel the bruises on top of bruises. Damn, that’s gonna hurt later. 
 
                 One of the punks snorted and asked, “Gonna stick ‘im?” 
 
                 The leader of the three laughed harshly. “Nah. Fucking geek. Bet he suffers enough every day. Hear that, geek? You’re too pathetic to kill. You ain’t one of these buffed up wankers in your stupid little games. Stay outta business that ain’t yours, hear me?” He delivered one last sharp kick, then gestured to his crew. “Come on, we need to be across town before we pawn this shit. These coins are special. Police might come looking.” Laughing at their handiwork, they rambled off. 
 
                 Conner flopped onto his back and stared up into the sky between the buildings. Right. This was the downside to living in the city. He laughed at himself, but that hurt. He stopped laughing, but that hurt, too. Damn it, damn it, damn it. What the hell was I thinking? 
 
                 Summoning his strength against the pain, he rolled to his knees, and then fought up to his feet. Yup, that sucks. Come on, don’t hurl. Last thing the hero does is hurl after getting his ass handed to him. He shambled over to the old man still sunken in a heap against the wall. “Hey, mister, are you alright? I think they took your stuff, but are you alright?” 
 
                 The old man flinched at his first touch, an automatic reaction. When he realized it wasn’t another attack, he grouched out a huffy, “Urrgh, ahh, yeah, ummm, yeah lad, I’m fine. I think.” He started to piece himself together, struggling to rise. 
 
                 Not about to make him fight for it, Conner caught his elbow to help him and lean him against the brick wall behind him. “Think they took your stuff, man. They said something about coins.” 
 
                 Tipping his head back, the old man rested his head against the wall. His shaggy grey-and-white hair was covered with a floppy hat which further crumpled against the brick. The old man had a prodigious beard going which shook with his dark laugh. “Decoys. You came along at the right time, lad. If they’d dug too much deeper, they would have found the stuff of real value.” 
 
                 Conner scrunched up his face. “Just a sec. You were carrying around fake ancient coins?” 
 
                 The old man grunted back. “Old habit.” 
 
                 “What? From where?” 
 
                 The old man snorted. “That is a long, complicated story. Let’s not get into it.” He looked his savior up and down. “You alright, lad?” 
 
                 Conner brushed himself off and tried to work a kink from his shoulder. That just set off a whole new chain of aches. Did I pull something back there? “Guess I’ll survive,” he groaned. But then he summoned a friendly smile. “Really, I’ll be fine. Didn’t want to see you take crap from those idiots.” 
 
                 Stepping away from the wall, the stranger bent over on creaking knees. He plucked the two books off the ground. The leader had jerked his spike-knife out, so they were no longer stapled together. But the holes in them was jagged. The jerk had twisted and ripped the holes wider deliberately. The old man turned it over, and let out a mournful sort of sound. “Think this is ruined.” 
 
                 Conner glanced at it. “Yeah.” He cursed under his breath. “Damn things are expensive these days, too. ‘Swordmaster’ is supposed to the next level of cool, but that was all the spare cash I had for this week.” Shook his head. 
 
                 Just then, his phone binged. Well, at least that didn’t get shattered into a billion bits or mugged off me. He scrambled it out of his pocket, then laughed helplessly. “But I guess it doesn’t matter now.” 
 
                 The old man arched an eyebrow, curious in spite of himself. “Oh?” 
 
                 Conner waved away any real concern. “Text from my GM…err, sorry, my game master.” 
 
                 The old man returned a wry smile. “I know what it is. Played a bit in my time.” 
 
                 Conner gave a nod, pleasantly surprised. It let him open up a little more than if the old man had treated the hobby like it gave him leprosy. “Well, we got a weekly game going. Kevin… that’s the GM… he swore he was going to kick off a new game as long as we all picked up copies of this. He just messaged me to say he couldn’t make it.” He shook his head. “The hits just keep on coming.” 
 
                 The stranger paced over to a garbage can and dropped the ruined books inside. Then he strolled on stiff legs back over to Conner. “Name’s Tobias, by the way.” He held out a hand. When Conner reached for it, he grasped Conner’s forearm in a far more archaic way. “You’re a brave lad. Most people wouldn’t have stopped.” 
 
                 Conner wasn’t good at taking compliments. Never had been. He shrugged. “Maybe more than you think.” 
 
                 “Not in any world I’ve ever walked, lad.” He weighed a few more words before speaking again. “Would like to reward you a little for what you tried to do. I’d hate to see you shy away from helping someone else next time because of all those bruises.” 
 
                 Conner waved the idea away. “Really, mister…” 
 
                 “Tobias.” 
 
                 “Right, umm, see I don’t see how I saved you a whole lot of pain there. Not sure what you were still holding onto, but you still caught a beating.” 
 
                 Tobias huffed, “Those thugs have nothing on some of the things that have tossed me around over the years. Now look, I’m not talking about anything earth-shattering. But I figure you deserve to see things from a different perspective. One you might enjoy.” He shrugged. “Told you I’ve been into fantasy games in the past. Was a hell of a story-weaver in my time. Tell you what, since your table-captain needs the night off, why don’t I tag in? Show you young pups what a real adventure looks like.” 
 
                 Conner tried to decide if the guy was serious. “Don’t you have any place better to be? It’s Halloween tonight, you know. Even our GM bailed as soon as he had a better offer for where to be.” He loved his friends, but he had no illusions that they were playing RPGs tonight because other parties hadn’t materialized for them. Now, it was going to be even suckier if the game didn’t happen. 
 
                 Reading his thoughts, Tobias pressed, “No, as it happens. And even if I did, that’s what makes it a gift. You sacrificed for me. Let me spend a little of my time giving you a taste of something new.” 
 
                 This is stupid. Crazy and stupid. But he shrugged at himself inside. But what the hell, right? Conner tried to put up a buffer zone. “Gotta convince my friends. They might not want to chance it, especially if they got other plans.” 
 
                 “I understand. I won’t take it to heart if you tell me no. But ask them. I really am quite good at stories. I’ve been told so all my life. Kings have held their breath at my words.” 
 
                 Conner was sure the guy was mocking him now, though he didn’t notice the old man grinning. Guy is on a different level, but hey, that might kick some serious ass around a gaming table. He traced down a piece of paper in his pocket and pen from his dropped bag. He scribbled own the address. “Be there at six, I guess. You have a phone? I could call you and save you the time if my friends chicken out.” 
 
                 Tobias shook his head, his beard wobbling to and fro. “No. I’ve found my touch around such things tends to cause…challenges. Fear not. I’ll knock on the door, and you don’t even have to answer if you change your mind. Now, if you don’t mind… I’ve a story to dream up for you.” He was about to turn away, then paused. Turning back, he rummaged inside his long trench coat and pulled out a small flask. “And while you’re at it, why don’t you hold on to this for me?” 
 
                 Conner took it carefully, as if he was plucking a venomous snake from his grasp. “Uhh, what is it?” 
 
                 “Something I brewed myself a few days back. Insurance. Go on, give it a draft.” 
 
                 Conner chuckled. “Decoy coins and a flask for insurance? You have a weird vibe going, old man.” He popped the lid and sniffed the insides. He swore he detected a little rum, but the rest was uncertain. What was that old rule about not taking candy from strangers? Caution had already been thrown to the wind, so he tipped the flask back and swallowed a mouthful. There was rum, alright. The spices behind it were enough to make the eyes water a little, but it was rich and set his palette alive with honey and heat. Damn, that’s good! The pain of his bruises sank into the back of his mind. 
 
                 A smile tugged at Tobias’s mouth. “Go on. Keep it and have a few more swallows. Not too much, but feel free to keep the buzz going. I’ll see you near sunset.” He limped off down the alley. 
 
                 Conner watched him go, deciding this was just about the weirdest day he had ever had. 
 
                 Even for Halloweens, this one was shaping up to be a doozy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
                 Conner checked his phone as the text alert sounded. It was coming in from Elaine, one of the group regulars. He had sent out a group chat not long after he had left the alley. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elaine || A random GM from off the street? We’re a tight group with a good thing going. 
 
      
 
      
 
                 Conner knew how she felt. They’d tried to let a few people into the group over the years, but it never seemed to work out. The last one had been all about the ‘murder hobo’ experience, and the one before that had never stopped laughing and mocking the whole thing. Fucking gaming tourists, not real players but just there to mock the people who want to treat it seriously. He didn’t mind people who didn’t get RPGs. But the people who took it upon themselves to treat his hobby like garbage deserved to die. 
 
                 But he had a different feeling about this. Conner wrote back: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Conner || There’s a story behind it. Will tell you when we get there. Either this or nothing. 
 
      
 
    Elaine || Fine, but I’m coming in costume. If it sucks, I’m out of there and off to cause mayhem. 
 
      
 
      
 
                 Conner’s mouth went dry. Well, damn, that put a whole new edge on the evening. Elaine and him had never hooked up, and he had honestly never really tried. He wasn’t sure what she would do. But she was a kick-ass role player, and the last thing he wanted to do was rip the group apart by making a play for her, then getting shot down or breaking up or some other thing like that. 
 
                 But that didn’t make her any less cute. Oh, maybe others wouldn’t call her conventionally hot, but he didn’t care. She was tough in the way varsity soccer players were, and her rounded face was bold with the best case of pouty-lip syndrome he’d ever seen. What was more, she took Cos-play seriously on Halloween. Didn’t matter if she was handing out candy at her parents’ place or hitting the night clubs, she did costumes for real. 
 
                 Which meant for the sake of their friendship, he’d be spending the rest of the night doing his best not to stare at her continuously with googly eyes popping out of his head. Ahh, well. Small price to pay. 
 
                 Conner’s apartment was an homage to someone who doesn’t have to account for his time or tastes to anyone else quite yet. A geek’s bachelor pad it was, and he loved it. He was running his hands over the various RPG books, wondering what system Tobias would launch them into. Would he take requests? Unsure, he picked a couple classics off the shelf, then added a few snacks to the bag. Colin was their usual host. He still lived with his parents, but his parents were both uber-geeks as well, and kept the whole basement as a gaming den. The rest of them might have their own pads, but that didn’t come with the money to outfit them like two grown-up professionals could do on their combined salaries. So normally, there were good snacks put out. But he had a few particular tastes, and he’d earned them today! 
 
                 Thinking of particular tastes, he took another swig of Tobias’s flask. It sizzled along his taste buds again in the best of ways. Energy resurged through him. He swore he felt twice as good as he should after the beating he had taken. He wasn’t even feeling stiff. 
 
                 His pocket binged again. He slid his phone out: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nathan || Not going to be there. 
 
      
 
      
 
                 Conner swore, “You fucking kidding me?” He typed quickly: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Conner || First Kevin bails, and now you! Thought we were going to do the whole ‘losers Halloween’ thing together? 
 
      
 
    Nathan || Isn’t like that, man. Cousin just took sick. Bad enough he’s in the hospital. Gotta drive the parents to go see him. I want to, too. 
 
      
 
    Conner || S#i+, my fault. I’m just in a bad mood. Sorry for that. 
 
      
 
    Nathan || Don’t sweat it. Sorry I can’t be there. This new guy sounds wild. Who wouldn’t want to be part of an RPG led by some crazy old dude? 
 
      
 
    Conner || Also going to make our group a little light. Three might be company, but four’s the charm. 
 
      
 
    Nathan || Tell you what, I’ll offer my seat up to Tasha Boyd. You get along with her, right? 
 
      
 
    Conner || Sure. Fellow Scot! Chatted with her all through senior year history class. Where’d she end up after graduation? 
 
      
 
    Nathan || Still trying to make it as a singer. Does gigs in jazz bars all over town. She’s good. She’s been hinting at wanting to get back into gaming. Says she hasn’t played since middle school, but the bugs back. Give her a try? Already one newcomer there, right? 
 
      
 
      
 
                 Conner chewed on that. He was right. With a new guy leading the table, what was one more new face in the players’ seats? And if she ruined the whole thing, then nothing was lost. The group could re-assemble next week, laugh at the whole thing, and carry on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Conner || Won’t she be working tonight? 
 
      
 
    Nathan || If she worked goth clubs, maybe. Apparently, the jazz scene is dead tonight. Doesn’t mix with the spooky stuff all that well. 
 
      
 
    Conner || Fine, but tell her we’re going in costume. Elaine is, and I’ve decided to cut loose a little too. Call it a test to see if it weirds her out or she dives right in. Need to know if she’s our kind of strange. 
 
      
 
    Nathan || LOL. Fine, will let her know. If you don’t hear from me, she’s in. 
 
      
 
      
 
                 Conner tossed his phone on the bed, and reached for the back of the second closet in his room. The only bedroom was actually a good size, with two full closets in case a couple was living there. For him, that second space became his repository for all things ‘out of the ordinary’ that he didn’t throw on his back every day. Business suits for interviews. Black suits for funerals. Stupidly cheerful sweaters for Christmas and New Year’s. And, of course, the few Halloween costumes he had. Or Comic-Con costumes. Or renaissance fair costumes. You could call them whatever you wanted. What they were was a fun attempt to pretend he was from a different time when stranger stuff existed. 
 
                 They were starting a new game, so he didn’t have to worry about matching the standard character he played during their group sessions. But like any Cos-player worth their salt, he wasn’t going to just wear anything and then play something different. Whatever he wore, his character would be matching. So, what did he feel like playing? 
 
                 His mind wandered over Tobias and the long coat he had been wearing. He could imagine that wielders of mystical forces trying to blend into this world might go for something like that. It was inspiring him, and he decided that was the way to go. He wasn’t sure what flavor of magic – he wasn’t even disregarding the idea of a cleric or healer or whatever passed for a “Med Kit” style character as video games sometimes dubbed them. 
 
                 So, he tugged out some white robes, then found a black sash with scrawling red characters all along it. Deciding it still read a little too much like ‘modern priest’, he found a faux-gold medallion shaped into a central eye surrounded by a pentagram-star. Vague enough it could match a lot of different background if he described it right, Conner was satisfied. 
 
                 It was Halloween, but also a little early to be in full costume mode. So, he tossed on a jacket to keep the evening chill off, slung his back, and headed for the door. His legs swished inside the white robes, but he didn’t care too much. Again, it was Halloween. Weirdos were the norm tonight, and fashion sense was going to take a walk on the wild side for most people. 
 
                 None of them lived too far apart. Colin’s parents had done well enough, and bought early before housing prices really started to soar. They could afford the new property taxes in the downtown core, so they lived in one of the few streets with houses that weren’t just squished together town-houses around here. That didn’t make their yards huge. No, they were still crammed together when compared to the suburbs. But a little bigger. 
 
                 As such, it was a short subway ride and a quick walk that had Conner on Colin’s doorstep. His parents had given him a free ride to stay at home as long as he was still in college, and his friend was taking full advantage of that. Conner couldn’t blame him. 
 
                 He knocked on the door, cooling his heels for less than a minute before Colin himself opened the way into the house. He was a bear of a young man, in many ways a younger version of the older Tobias. Jolly and kind, there wasn’t a bad bone anywhere in Colin’s body. That is, until he got around a gaming table and delved into the dark parts of his character. He played the most rambunctious barbarians and war-lusting savages that Conner had ever seen. 
 
                 Conner followed him toward the basement stairs, talking as they went, “You have no idea how glad I am you could still host. You would not believe the day I’ve had. I needed the chance to blow off a little steam.” His eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Hey, wait a minute. Why aren’t you in costume? Come on, thought we’d all decided to have fun with it! I was looking forward to see you all in all your ‘killer Viking’ look or something.” 
 
                 Colin managed to hide his sheepish expression until they were downstairs in the gaming den. It was still as impressive as always. A huge central gaming table with several side tables for supporting elements. Terrain maps. Miniatures in glass cases. Literally entire walls covered with shelves sporting dozens… nay, hundreds of various games and their many supplements. Games dated back as far as his parents’ habit, spanning generations and version changes and more. A whole clear-plastic chest dominated one table, and inside were thousands of dice from every variety known to the gaming world, from the standard D6/D10/D20 to the bizarre. They’d shown Conner a D77 once, just to show that anything was possible. It was brilliant. 
 
                 But Conner was getting a read that something was off. He tossed his bag onto his usual seat as he asked, “What’s going on?” 
 
                 Colin looked pained. “No costume and no party for me, dude. The lab called. I’m getting computer time, but only for the next three nights. If I don’t take it, I’m not sure when I’m going to get the numbers crunched for my econ project. They pulled a few strings for me to get this much. I couldn’t say no.” 
 
                 Conner groaned. “When’d this happen? You told us we were a ‘go’ less than an hour ago!” 
 
                 “Yeah. Got the call about twenty minutes ago.” 
 
                 Conner’s shoulders slumped. “Well, crap.” He shook his head, trying to recover from his disappointment. “Guess I can text everyone and shut it down again. I was the one pushing it, so it should be me. Then I can just hang around here till the old guy shows up and send him off.” 
 
                 Colin was already shaking his head. “Nah, man. Don’t do that. Stay and hang out. You know my parents won’t mind if you use the basement. You’re practically family.” 
 
                 Conner didn’t want to get him in trouble. “You sure? I mean, there’s a stranger coming over. Oh, and Nathan couldn’t make it so he’s tapping that girl Tasha into the ring to see if she works out. If you aren’t here, then it’s only Elaine and me that you parents know.” 
 
                 “Nah, it’ll be fine. They probably won’t even find out. They’re already gone to a company party at Dad’s work. Probably will be midnight before they’re back.” 
 
                 “Your house is going to be dark for trick-or-treaters? That’ll be weird.” 
 
                 “Nah. They bribed my sister into staying home long enough to deal with the kids until sunset. I think she’ll just dump the candy onto the porch with a ‘take one’ sign while she hangs out on the couch. Anyway, if you need anything, you can shout up to her and she can point you in the right direction. It’ll be fine.” 
 
                 Conner smirked. “Yeah, probably not. Your sister thinks we’re ridiculous, remember? I mean, how does she even survive in a family full of geeks?” 
 
                 Colin grinned, loving to tease his at-times pretentious sibling. “Some girls go goth to rebel against their politician parents. Well, my sister’s gone all preppy to rebel against her geek ones. Guess parents really can’t win no matter what they try.” 
 
                 Nudging him in the arm, Conner said, “Hey, they got you converted.” He glanced around the room, then shrugged. “Alright, sure. If you’re offering, I’m not going to turn you down. I’ll look after the place and keep things to a dull roar. Like I said, I needed this. Thanks for helping make it happen.” 
 
                 “All good, man. Take it easy. I got to run.” They bumped fists, and Colin ambled up the stairs and vanished. 
 
                 Once Colin was gone, Conner slumped a little. He had a little bit of privacy, so didn’t have to hide his disappointment. He was fighting to keep this game alive, and it was like the universe was telling him to just let it go. Not normally a believer in bad omens, but this is getting ridiculous. 
 
                 He pulled himself off the edge of despair, and decided to roll with it. The game was still alive, even if they were down to only three players again. They could manage. Three was good. 
 
                 He busied himself with pulling out his books, papers and such. Still not sure what system they were going to play, he could at least browse through what he had and get inspired. That would get him back in the groove. He wanted to be in a good mood; assuming Nathan’s replacement showed up, he was determined to make a good impression on Tasha. She seemed like a lot of fun, though that was only from brief encounters at school. He hadn’t seen her since graduation, but imagined she hadn’t changed all that much. She could be an awesome addition to their little team. 
 
                 The door at the top of the stairs opened, and he heard Elaine’s familiar voice talking with Colin’s sister. It was a friendly enough back-and-forth. The two didn’t hate each other or anything. They were simply from two different world-views. Elaine believed in the wondrous, and Nadia thought anything that couldn’t be touched wasn’t real. They orbited Colin on two different trajectories and rarely crossed paths. 
 
                 The exchange ended, and Elaine descended into the basement. 
 
                 It was a good thing the last book he was holding was near the table. Because he dropped it. 
 
                 Elaine emerged into the room with the total lack of vanity that comes from never quite knowing how devastating she could be. There was an inner fire that shone when a person was who they wanted to be, and damn the consequences. Elaine owned who she was, and it showed. 
 
                 It helped that her costume was sexy in the sort of way meant to make people drool, though. 
 
                 She was dress in a skin-tight leotard, like yoga pants except stretched over her whole frame. She was wearing polished boots that extended up to her mid-calf, but made to be sleek instead of clunky. Polished like latex, they had an inch heel and a pointed toe that might do damage if she kicked someone. If the body-hugging attire wasn’t sexy enough, she had a slit along her breast bone, running from an inch below her neck and down almost to her navel. The split spread far enough to give a glimpse of cleavage on the inner edges of her breasts, while the rest was concealed under the thin covering of spandex. The main effort of the costume were the leather wings extended behind her. She had put some effort into giving them structure, while not sucking out too far to make it hard to go through doorways. She had painted the texture on well, and Conner swore they might start flapping any minute. The effect was completed with a pair of mousey ears nestled in her dark hair. 
 
                 Conner knew her sense of humor was at work. Comics were becoming popular, and so costumes these days revolved around them. No doubt, here would be a hundred ‘sexy Batwomen’ out on the streets tonight. She had joined their ranks, though not in the normal way, poking fun at the trend while still looking damned hot. It was the sort of thing he’d come to expect from her. 
 
                 Despite all his efforts at keeping things cool around each other, he wouldn’t be a living breathing human if he remained unaffected by her overtly sexual choices. He gave a soft, impressed whistle and said, “Holy shit, Elaine. You look amazing.” 
 
                 And despite their long-term friendship, Elaine was flustered enough by the compliment to grow a little blush on her pale skin. She turned a quick circle, inviting him to take in the full details on the wings… not to mention the tight swell of her cute butt shaped perfectly in the outfit. Coming back to face front, she grinned at him. “Figured this might get a few eyebrows raised.” 
 
                 “You aren’t wrong.” He gestured at the table. “Colin’s sister fill you in?” 
 
                 “You mean about Colin not sticking around? Yeah. Sucks. And what’d I hear about Nathan tapping out?” 
 
                 Conner sobered a little. “That’s true, too. Death in the family. No fun at all. But at least he sourced a replacement. Remember Tasha?” 
 
                 “Umm, I think so. Cute girl, red hair, ‘bout yay high?” She held her palm up to a few inches shorter than her own five-foot, six-inch height. 
 
                 “Got it in one.” 
 
                 “She gave up gaming, from what I heard.” 
 
                 Conner shrugged. “Wants to take another run at it, and she heard our group was stable and fun. Figured we could audition her tonight. Though without Colin here, it’ll just be the two of us seeing what she can do.” 
 
                 “The others will trust us. Now, what’s this about getting a mercenary GM in here tonight? What the hell happened?” 
 
                 Conner ran her through the bizarre scene, including the strange offer of a GM-style reward. “Figured it was weird enough for a Halloween night that it made sense.” 
 
                 Elaine gave him a punch to the arm. “You could have gotten yourself knifed, you moron! Don’t do that anymore! Gah, you were totally born in the wrong century! Take fencing. Vigilante justice in the city streets. You might as well live in a swashbuckling movie!” 
 
                 “If only I did!” He winked her way. “Then I could toss you over my shoulder and carry you off when you walk around dressed like that.” 
 
                 She stuck her tongue out at him. “Try it and I’ll bite you.” 
 
                 “Promise?” 
 
                 The doorbell rang upstairs. 
 
                 Conner checked the clock and saw it was only a quarter-to-six. The strange old man had seemed like the type to be punctual for some reason. “That’s probably Tasha.” 
 
                 “We should bring her down. Save Nadia the trouble. The less she has to complain about, the less she’ll bother us.” 
 
                 “I’ll get her so you can finish settling in. I’m pretty much good to go.” He angled around the table, heading for the stairs. He caught himself when Elaine bent over to open her bag, watching how her wonderful behind rounded in his vision, heart-shaped and firm under the spandex. Chasing his eyes away and back to the table, he reminded himself sharply that things were good. Don’t screw it up with hormones! 
 
                 He was up the stairs and made it to the door before Nadia, saving her the trouble. Score one for the visiting team. He pulled open the door, totally unprepared for what awaited him. 
 
                 Tasha was a familiar sight, and she hadn’t changed all that much. Her smile was spritely, her dimples flashed and her freckles were a fetching accent around her nose. She was only a little over five feet tall, but was so athletically well-proportioned that she gave the impression of being whip-like and fast. 
 
                 That was where recognition ended, because he had never seen her looking like this! 
 
                 Normally, she was a cheerful spirit who had her own personal style that was semi-trendy but not too flashy about it. Bright, warms colors were her go-to ideal. At least that much was true in her costume. A pair of fox-ears was fixed into her orange-red hair, perfectly suited to her natural coloring. She had a faux-furry shawl bundled around her neck; the orange color brushed through with white tips to give it texture. Below, she was wearing a white halter-top that did very little to contain the inviting bob of her breasts beneath them, giving a strangely accurate impression of the white-tinted fur on a fox’s chest. Her pants were orange, and stretched down to her mid-calf, giving a small splash of skin before her petite black boots finished off the effect. She was also wearing orange strips of cloth wrapped around her forearms like work-out gear, with hands capped off in black gloves to once again simulate a fox’s black-stocking fur around its paws. She had painted orange and white accents along her bare skin, filling in what her clothing didn’t cover. 
 
                 The true coup-de-grace was the billowy tail she had fashioned. It floated out behind her, twitching and swaying with every bob of her behind. It didn’t have real life to it, but it was plush and flowing enough to draw the eye, which in turn led right back to her sensual butt presented under those lovely and tight orange pants. 
 
                 As effervescent as ever, Tasha spread her arms and invited comment. “Well, do I pass muster? I was told costumes were expected.” 
 
                 Conner tried to find the right words, his face screaming his approval no doubt. He never had much of a poker face. “Wow, do you ever! Kitsune? Fox spirit, I mean?” He was never sure if he pronounced the Japanese word right. 
 
                 Tasha beamed her smile back at him. “Yes! They’re so much fun! Mischief and ferocity all mixed into one!” She gave a happy little growl, then giggled. She flashed a considering gaze up and down his own white robes and sash. She seemed to be weighing one magic versus another, and decided on, “Cleric. Yup, definitely cleric. Which is great, because no-one ever wants to be the cleric.” 
 
                 Glad for her verbal patter as it helped break past the sexual impact she had on him at first sight, Conner seized hold of the new topic. “That’s because everyone always plays them like Catholic Priests for some reason. I mean, all respect to them, but I doubt a Sun-god cleric would be all happy-happy all the time, and would probably lay waste with a few sun beams of pure destruction once in a while.” 
 
                 She considered his ‘eye in pentagram’ symbol. “You aren’t going for a sun god follower, though.” 
 
                 “Nah. Still working it out, but it’ll come to me. Sort of waiting to see what our GM cooks up for the game world we’ll be in. Might only have a couple choices, so I don’t want to get my hopes up.” 
 
                 A pause. 
 
                 Tasha eventually flashed him a grin, “So, going to let me in?” 
 
                 “Right! The whole ‘not keep you on the porch’ thing.” 
 
                 “It’s not your place, so I forgive you.” Her sly smile teased him, clearly knowing exactly why his brain was a little syrupy, but not holding it against him. He stood aside, and she slipped past, carting a small book-bag with her that was the hallmark of any serious gamer. Conner had to be dreaming it, but was she flipping that tail of hers extra flirtatiously just to tease him even more? 
 
                 He followed after, and showed up back in the basement just in time to see Elaine and Tasha getting acquainted. Both of them gushed over the other’s choices, chatted about the horrendous time doing make-up in tough to reach places, and soon settled in chatting about characters. 
 
                 Conner smiled. This was as good start. None of the group were all that prickly, so if both he and Elaine could get alone with Tasha, he was sure she would make a great addition to their regular games. 
 
                 Elaine wondered, “Whoever this guy is, I hope he is a little free with his character acceptance. Some points systems make it awfully hard to customize. Flying characters can destroy some GMs mojo.” 
 
                 Tasha gestured at herself. “Oh, I know what you mean. You know how many points it takes in almost any system to create a kitsune?” 
 
                 Conner shrugged. “I didn’t get the impression this guy was inflexible. I mean, he’s probably got his own way of doing things, but he was really confident about his story-telling skills.” Gave a small laugh. “Said he’d entertained kings before and had them speechless. 
 
                 Elaine waved in mocking dismissal. “Proves nothing. Kings are easy. Tell me he’s entertained a hard-core gamer using ‘Walk the Expanse’ and I’ll give him credit.” 
 
                 They all laughed. ‘Walk the Expanse’ was a legendary game with so many rules that most people thought it was impossible to actually tell a story with it, since everyone was so busy adding stats and rolling dice to worry about the details of what was going on. It was a rite of passage for every gamer to try it once. It was a game of rock-paper-scissors to decide wo the sucker was that had to GM that day. 
 
                 As they traded their own stories about their own attempts at playing it, Conner thought he caught another knock at the door. He checked the clock and saw it was just ticking over to six at that moment. Wow, punctual indeed. 
 
                 Before he could think to move, he also heard the sound of soft footsteps and a door being opened. Crap! Nadia had for some reason been in the perfect place to intercept the door-answering. Hardly the best situation – she would have accepted Tasha in her outrageous costume with a roll of her eyes, but Tobias almost looked like a drifter. 
 
                 He was about to push off his seat and head up the stairs, but a feminine laugh could suddenly be heard above. Not harsh, but rather…charmed. Voices bounced back and forth, sounding like pleasant chatting, then two pairs of footsteps… one heavy, one light, and the added thud of a cane… walked toward the basement stairs. 
 
                 Conner gave a small, “Huh.” Guess that solves that. Whoever this old guy was, he had no problem handling the less-than-geek-friendly Nadia, who Conner had expected to be extra impatient given how she was being trapped at home for a few more hours. 
 
                 The basement door opened, and their voices became clearer. 
 
                 Nadia was coming down first, her heels clicking on each step. “… would never try that! I’d be too shy!” 
 
                 The resonant, cultured voice of Tobias gently criticized her for her doubt, “Why would you be shy? Beautiful young girl like you, well spoken, and I can hear the expression in your tone. If you aren’t sure you could start acting in front of a camera, why not voice acting? You know, narrate a couple audio books or audition for a few animated shows. People would listen to a voice like yours.” 
 
                 With the flattery making her glow, Nadia entered the basement in a cheerful mood that was normally absent whenever she had to come down here and be reminded by the level of geekery her family bought into. “But I’ve never been good with… well, you know, making things up. Fake things.” 
 
                 Conner thanked the heavens above that he was seated furthest from the stairs, because that way everyone was turned away from him while he stared. No excuses, and no other way to call it. He totally, openly, and helplessly stared. 
 
                 Nadia was Colin’s fraternal twin, though the two couldn’t be any more different. Where he was a bear, she was a svelte hunting cat. While Colin was sandy blonde to the point of being honestly brown-haired, Nadia’s was far brighter, trending into what most people would call ‘dirty blonde’. She was taller than Elaine, nearly tall enough to look Conner eye-to-eye, and her cheerleader past was echoed in her long legs, lean muscles and the undercurrent of boundless energy inside her. She wasn’t as bubbly as Tasha might be called, but gave the impression she could run a marathon without breaking a sweat. 
 
                 Naturally gorgeous, her Halloween costume of choice made her a walking sin waiting to happen. Her outfit was more skin than fabric, little more than a black bikini covering her modesty. She’d donned black, stiletto heels specifically because they would make anyone around salivate over her legs even more than usual. There was a black cat-tail strapped to the small of her back, a pair of dark kitten ears snugged into her mess of wavy hair, and some whiskers painted on either side of her nose to complete her ‘sexy kitten’ costume. 
 
                 Tobias appeared behind her, and by his easy manner and charm, he seemed totally immune to the purposefully slutty Halloween costume’s effect. “Oh, come now. We all have imagination, and all of us once used it as easily as breathing. We only stop when we grow up and decide it isn’t proper.” 
 
                 “Umm, yeah, I guess I see that.” 
 
                 Conner blinked. What did she say? He had never heard her meet Colin or his parents even half-way during conversations like this. 
 
                 Tobias fully emerged from the stairwell, and it was his turn to surprise Conner. He wasn’t nearly the same ‘half-homeless’ looking man that he had been earlier that day. Oh, his beard was still grey and thick and largely full of unbrushed tangles. And his long-coat was still aged, beaten and worn, looking like he had owned it from the turn of the 19th century. The style was certainly archaic enough! But underneath all that, he was wearing a clean, flowing shirt and loose trousers that screamed ‘modern day gentleman wizard’, like he was dressing the part of being their new mystical adventure guide. In one hand, he was helping himself walk with a polished, white-wood cane capped by a silver hand in the shape of an eagle. 
 
                 His voice still pleasant, Tobias encouraged Nadia further, “Where do you think actors and actresses get their start? They do plays on backwater stages, or do small-time commercials no-one ever sees for local businesses. They get used to talking in front of people, see?” He gestured around. “Too bad you don’t play. These games are perfect for all that.” 
 
                 Nadia balked. “What? But this is a bunch of dice rolling and stuff!” 
 
                 Tobias sidestepped her objection masterfully, neither buying into it, nor rejecting it. “Oh, for some it is. And some people love the rattle of the bones. Some people go to Vegas to hear it, while others bet the lives of their characters instead of money. But that isn’t the heart of these games. The heart of it is acting. The best games are when you let yourself go in a surge of creativity. But you really have to lose yourself in it all.” 
 
                 Laughing nervously, Nadia glanced around at the others. “Oh, I don’t know. I mean, this… I mean, I don’t know the rules or anything.” 
 
                 Conner blurted out before he could stop himself, “Actually, neither will the rest of us tonight. Tobias is going to show us something totally new.” 
 
                 The older man returned him a wry smile, as if guessing at the desires floating around inside him, and looked a little impressed that Conner had found his tongue without tripping over it too badly. “The lad’s got it right.” 
 
                 Nadia actually looked tempted. 
 
                 Elaine looked intent, perhaps seeing a chance for something she had thought impossible. She always liked breaking paradigms and expectations and restrictions. The idea of Colin’s self-declared totally practical sister playing an RPG with them was right up her alley. “Wonderful night for it, too. The girls are ruling the roost tonight, Nadia. Tasha is taking over for Nathan, and… well, you could sit in your brother’s seat. Would be three against one!” 
 
                 Tasha, not party to the whole history of Colin’s family, added in, “It’s Halloween! And a Full Moon on top of that! If tonight isn’t the night for doing something weird that you’ll regret later, then when will you?” 
 
                 Nadia glanced up the stairs, contemplating retreat. The worst part was, no-one was blocking the way. If they had been trying to trap her, she might have been spooked and ran. But there was nothing but honest invitation coming from everyone. “I sort of said I would head to this party…” She drifted off. 
 
                 Tobias smoothly picked up her lost comment, “… and no reason you can’t. There’s no clock on this. Besides, if I’ve lost my touch, you could all be bored and scrambling to leave before nine rolls around anyway.” 
 
                 Nadia’s eyes narrowed, confused. “How’d you now the party started at nine?” 
 
                 Tobias laughed that away, as if not important. “Just a guess. Seemed like when people your age would get things going.” He ambled away from her, heading for the head of the table. “Important thing is, we have all the time in the world, and nothing to lose.” 
 
                 Nadia glared at them around the room, giving her a fierce-kitten look that was…Conner would never dare tell her… far more adorable than threatening. “Not a word from any of you about this!” 
 
                 Elaine snickered, “This isn’t high school anymore, Nadia. The cliques aren’t going to freeze you out of their cafeteria table because you hung with the geeks tonight.” 
 
                 Nadia huffed. “They might.” It wasn’t a good comeback, and she knew it, too. 
 
                 Conner had a sudden insight, fighting past his own worldview to see it. She was honestly scared that was exactly what the world was like, and maybe she wasn’t wrong. They were the outcasts. They had nothing to lose. Would it be that easy to ruin her reputation? One online video of her rolling a saving throw on a dice, and suddenly she would be black-listed? Just because that sounded ridiculous to him didn’t make it untrue. His sympathy went out for her if she had to live in a world like that. Aloud, he tried to be understanding. “No judgement from us, Nadia. Really. What happens in the gaming den stays in the gaming den.” 
 
                 That earned a small smile from Nadia, and she relaxed ever so slightly. 
 
                 Tasha pulled out the chair next to her. “I get it, Nadia. Really, I do. I left behind doing all this because everyone told me I didn’t have time to pretend anymore. I listened. And I’ve missed it ever since. Try it out! Colin isn’t here. No parents. They won’t pressure you to do it ‘their way’, or pressure you to keep going. No strings at all.” 
 
                 As if it might still be a trap, Nadia settled into the seat. “Umm, alright. I guess a few minutes won’t hurt anyone.” She glanced at all the books the others had pulled out of their bags. “What am I supposed to do?” 
 
                 Conner again found his voice. It helped with the table blocking her trim waist, hour-glass shape and her long legs. Now he only had from the breasts up to handle. That meant his brain was half-functioning now, better than before. “That’s easy tonight, as well. We’re all playing our costumes. So, you still need to decide what sort of skills you have, but for your ‘race’? You’ll be a cat-girl! Super-fast, excellent hand-eye-coordination, and all kinds of resilience.” 
 
                 From what Colin had told Conner, Nadia had a pet cat which she loved to distraction. The idea of making that her starting point for RPGs made a certain sense, and he hoped it would draw her in. 
 
                 The idea worked, and Nadia smiled carefully at him, suspecting a trap more and more as the whole idea of this game started to sound more and more pleasant. “Umm, alright. That makes sense. Which…makes you a fox-girl, Tasha?” 
 
                 “Kitsune, they’re called. Fox spirit that causes mischief, but can also bring luck and companionship when they connect with someone on the mortal plane.” She grinned around the table. “One of you are going to hook me with your glowing personality so I don’t want to head back to my musty old demon hole home.” 
 
                 Elaine flashed her a smile, clearly not upset that she might be the volunteer. “And I’m some form of bat-mutation. I was thinking were-bat as the most likely to go with.” 
 
                 Tobias had set up a GM’s screen between them. He peered over it, squinting at her as if seeking to catch a sneak-look into her soul. “That sounds way too ordinary for you.” He chewed his cheek a little. “Trust me to invent something original for you?” 
 
                 Elaine challenged him with a grin. “I met you two minutes ago, and that was the first complete sentence you spoke to me.” 
 
                 Tobias graced her with another of his strangely soothing smiles. “Which means I’ve never disappointed you, doesn’t it?” 
 
                 Conner had to admit, the old guy had balls. 
 
                 Elaine seemed to think the same thing. She gave a soft chuckle and gestured for him to proceed. “I give myself unto your hands, good Game Master. I beseech thee for mercy.” 
 
                 Tobias inclined his head in a seated bow, then cleared his throat to get all their attentions. “As promised, I’m here to show you something a little different. New things are always a little nerve wracking, but they can also be exciting. No matter what we get into, all I ask is that you follow your instincts, follow your heart, and embrace the moment.” 
 
                 Conner had to wonder, “What system are we using? Or is this total freeform?” 
 
                 Tobias bestowed a kind smile on him. “Oh no. Even life isn’t total freeform. But let’s do this in a creative way. You’ll work out the rules as we go along, alright? I’ll keep an eye on all the stats. Puzzle them out if you can, or just let me handle the details, whatever you wish. Now tell me what you want to be, and we’ll be ready to go.” 
 
                 Elaine already knew. “My girl has to be an archer. I picture floating over a battlefield, firing a crossbow into the mix. Would be cool to do the whole ‘different kind of arrows for every situation’ thing, as well!” 
 
                 Tobias didn’t object in the least. “Sounds fun.” 
 
                 Encouraged, Tasha said, “Well, my kitsune is sort of a race and a set of skills all in one package. Most of them don’t have a day-job!” She grinned. “But, if you had to put a bow on it, then she’s going to be the sneaky type. Robin Hood for those she likes. Thief for those she doesn’t. Assassin for those who piss her off.” 
 
                 The old GM chuckled. “Indeed.” 
 
                 Giving Nadia the most time to think, Conner asked, “You have an idea about your pantheon in this story of yours?” 
 
                 “Ahh, you’re to be the holy man type, hmm? Let’s say your characters will live in a time like the days of old here; gods were created to match things people thought were more powerful than themselves. They wanted to believe in something greater, grander… pick something like that.” 
 
                 Conner had been musing about the god he wanted represented by the eye-in-pentagram symbol, so he had an answer. “I want to be a cleric dedicated to Honesty, Defeating-Fear, Self-Discovery and Daring to Push Past Boundaries. Think that makes sense? I think that all sounds like different sides of the same coin.” 
 
                 Tobias looked pleased with him. “Indeed. Questioning yourself, being too honest to lie about what you find, and then daring yourself to improve. We’ll call her the Goddess Jamira, to put a name on it. Many worship her, but few live up to those demands.” 
 
                 Tasha grinned. “She’s the goddess of Truth or Dare! Every sleepover in history has paid homage to her!” 
 
                 The joke broke Nadia a little more out of her shell. “Could I be a little… umm, you know, magical? I always hear my family talking about spells lists and a horrid number of details, but I watched all three seasons of ‘Semi-Charmed’ and I’m binge watching ‘Witches of Springfield’ right now. I know none of its real, but I’m sort of hooked. But I don’t know if I can figure out all those details.” 
 
                 Tobias frowned. “Whoever told you that you couldn’t? I dare say you could if you set your mind to it, my dear. But let’s go with what you find special about magic and leave the data-crunching to those who love it.” 
 
                 Nadia rewarded his kind words with a thoughtful smile. “Oh, I love the mingling of different things together an getting potions and stuff. It’s like cooking, but… not.” Her smile turned sheepish. 
 
                 Elaine chuckled, “You hate details, but most gamers run screaming from all that stuff about spell components. You have a brave soul in you, Nadia. We’ll make a gamer of you yet.” 
 
                 Not sure that was what she wanted, that didn’t mean Nadia missed the compliment for what it was. Again, she relaxed a little more, actually looking interested. 
 
                 Tobias stood from behind the GM screen and raised his hands. “Shall we begin then? Listen to my words. Focus on me. Let me paint you a story of where you shall all begin this tale of bravery and danger, of new friendship and old hatreds. Bend thy ear, good friends, and let me tell you a tale you will never forget.” 
 
                 He swirled his hands in the air, and Conner swore a touch of mist formed in the room. “The forest of Callingshire is a special place. Nominally part of the Dezeran Empire, it is largely wild and untamed. Most who inhabit its depths prefer it that way. Some say Callingshire has a living soul, living in a state of uneasy truce with the Emperor. He harvests enough wood to build his cities and ships, while not enforcing his rules nor commanding his soldiers to press his claims for dominance too deeply under those leaves.” 
 
                 “All of you have called that forest your home for much of your lives.” Hi gaze turned to Conner. “Recently, your order asked for you to go on a pilgrimage, a quest of self-discovery. They offered a clear choice. You could stay here as a humble servant of Jamira, tending to quiet temple that is used as a place of reflection and worship by the people who live in the forest hamlets or in the small towns surrounding it. You have tended that temple and the old cemetery attached to it, a resting ground for warriors lost in an old battle before the Empire’s creation. Or, you could accept greater responsibility, and be inducted into a more powerful order – the Chosen of Jamira. You would be called to a city to tend a far larger flock. You would have a greater impact, but also your vows and actions would be more strictly regimented.” 
 
                 Another grand gesture, and the mist around Conner’s eyes got a little thicker. He tried to clear them, wondering how he could be feeling sleepy at a time like this. He was stoked for a game tonight! This wasn’t boring. So why were his eyes getting blurry? 
 
                 Tobias went on, “Your choice not yet made, you come walking peacefully back into the glades you know so well, halfway across Callingshire forest, drawing near to the temple you have loved for so long.” 
 
                 His hands swept over to indicate the others, “As you enter a clearing, you see a well-known pond. Many times, you have stripped down and swam here for refreshment. Normally, flowers and rushes border the pond, and the idyllic spot carries with it a certain aura of peace.” 
 
                 Conner flushed a little red at his description of taking clothes off, but he was too fascinated by the portrait being painted to look away. 
 
                 “But now, you notice a pall over the natural beauty of the place. It is not vanished, but the peace has been tainted. The sun seems not to shine as brightly in this place, where it has always warmed your skin perfectly before.” 
 
                 “Before you can wonder further, you notice three familiar faces gathered nearby. Within the forest, there are always those who people look to for answers. You were one of them before you left.” 
 
                 He looked at the others. “Now, you see these three gathered together, brows furrowed in concern. You are not strangers to them. You have, all three either together or separately, been called upon to answer the concerns of the forest. Now, quite clearly, another concern has arisen that brings them together once more…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
                   Conner struggled to keep his mind clear. He closed his eyes and gave his head a little shake. More annoyed at himself that concerned, he wasn’t quite at the point of telling the others something was wrong and he might need a coffee or something. 
 
                 He opened his eyes again and took in the warm, lush grove overlooking a fresh pond. 
 
                 He froze. 
 
                 Well, that isn’t right. 
 
                 Deliberately he closed his eyes again, shook his head in the opposite direction, then blinked them open again. 
 
                 Same glade. Same pond. Though for some reason, he had the feeling it wasn’t quite right. This was pleasant, but it should be idyllic. The flower colors were a little less vibrant. The water had a few small patches of scum on it while it should have been crystal clear. 
 
                 Why do I know that? 
 
                 He was about to test his voice when someone right nearby shrieked. 
 
                 Spinning in place, Conner brandished his war mace… just a second, where did I get my hands on a war mace?... but his guard came down when he realized the scream had been one of terror and panic rather than physical danger. 
 
                 Standing near to one side of the glade, Nadia was staring in shock at her hands. Conner didn’t blame her for her surprise. He could tell it was Nadia. Her face hadn’t transformed past the point of recognition, and the hair color was the same. But her flowing locks were easily twice as long and far fuller, falling like a dusky blonde waterfall to the small of her back. Peeking out from the hair were two cat ears, covered with tawny fur and small tufts of hair at the end like a lynx. Her nose had upturned just a little, and her eyes were slit in the way of felines. As she spoke, her teeth were not jagged, but had little points on the end that made her seem a little more feral. Her fingernails had sharpened a little, and there were soft pads along her palm and fingers that would let her grip onto things for climbing or gripping. There was a thick, four-foot-long walking staff lying on the ground nearby. 
 
                 Her clothing had morphed as well, even if it wasn’t covering much more. The fabric was no longer anything from modern times: her bikini top was now a crude leather halter top hemmed together with thick, rawhide stitches; her bottoms were of the same material, and now little more than a loin-cloth wrapped around her hips and thighs and between her legs to hide her modesty while still letting her tail poke out the back. 
 
                 Yes, the most startling difference was her tail. What had been an accent on her costume that drew attention to her cute behind was now alive, waving expressively in the air behind her. The golden fur along its length was puffed out, like a feline with her hackles up as she rode the tide of emotions. 
 
                 Nadia flashed her now slit and glowing green eyes Conner’s way, and she screeched again, “What is happening to me?” Then, her eyes widened in further shock. “What happened to you?” 
 
                 That broke his fixation on the sexy cat-girl Nadia had become. He held his mace in one hand, craning his neck this way and that to check out the details of his own new form. He had a thick leather jacket and trousers that fell just short of armor; enough to turn aside sharp thorns and maybe even a badly aimed dagger cut, but not enough to fend off a sword or axe. Over that underlayer, he had an off-white tabard, tied at the waist with a simple brown cord. Hanging around his neck was the same symbol of an eye surrounded by a pentagram, but now the eye was crafted from a sapphire, and the pentagram star was pure platinum twisted in an elegant curl along each segment. 
 
                 Pleased with the effect, his holy-man persona come to life, he couldn’t help a small laugh. “Wow, cool.” 
 
                 “Glad you’re amused.” Cat-Nadia huffed. “But look at us!” 
 
                 Us? What did she mean ‘us’ if not… oh right, the others! He turned around, racing to check on the fate of Elaine and Tasha. 
 
                 Tasha wasn’t far off. She was not losing her mind, though she was patting at herself and trying to come to terms with the changes that had been wrought on her body as well. Like Nadia, it was as if her costume had come alive around her. Her orange hair had gained true white tips, and was equally rich and multiplied in volume. Her fox ears flickered with life, no longer merely a costume accessory. Her nose had gained a little length, buttoned on the end without distorting her features completely. She had the same half-feral teeth and her lips shaped in a permanent, clever smile-shape as if she was in a state of permanent mischief. 
 
                 Her modern clothes had gone through the same transformation, though if possible, they were even more sinfully minimalistic than Nadia’s. She now had on a cupped bit of black cotton to gather in her breasts, and then a four leather straps that went under her arms and over her shoulders to bind them in place. A single strip of fabric covered her lower modesty, with more leather straps curling around her thighs and buttocks to keep it pinned in place while showing off the flawless curves of her ass along the way. 
 
                 From just above that cute butt, her own tail bushed outward. Far fluffier than Nadia’s, it danced in the air in a flirty way, made all the livelier as she arched her back and twirled around to check herself out. She had dropped what looked to be a steel bar with dangerous ribs on it while she checked herself. 
 
                 Fox-Tasha finished her self- evaluation, snapping her eyes up to face them. Painted on her face was a mingled expression of confusion and utter delight. “I have no idea how this is happening, but this is amazing!” She held up her palms toward them, showing off her own claws, with tufts of hair meant to keep away wilderness brambles. Conner noticed her bare legs were still mostly human, but had a few extra muscles structures as they neared her feet, perfect for giving her extra jumping power. Cat-Nadia seemed to have the same. 
 
                 Cat-Nadia gasped out, “Amazing? Are you serious? This has to be a dream. No, this has to be a nightmare!” 
 
                 Fox-Tasha said, “We can’t all be dreaming the same thing, can we?” 
 
                 Cleric-Conner insisted, “I know I’m a person and all.” 
 
                 Cat-Nadia blurted, only slowly getting more rational, “I would dream that you said that!” 
 
                 Fox-Tasha giggled. “I guess we all would. I know I think I’m ‘me’ too, so unless we’ve all learned to connect a lucid dream together, that isn’t it.” 
 
                 Cat-Nadia scoffed, “Lucid dreaming isn’t real.” 
 
                 Fox-Tasha reached out and petted her wandering tail. “But morphing into a were-cat is commonplace?” 
 
                 Cat-Nadia flinched her tail away at the touch, then gasped as she realized she could control the new appendage! 
 
                 Then, another voice came from a little above them, the most familiar one to Conner: Elaine. “If this is a dream, it needs to last at least a little longer!” She swooped down from a branch, flapping her leathery wings with a powerful set of fluttering snaps, then soared about in a tight circle. Aiming at the ground, she went in for a landing. Her legs tried to catch her, but she ended up rolling into a ball, eventually flopping to a stop. She laughed openly, waving them back as they rushed toward her with concern. “No, no! Really! I think I get it! I’ll do better on the next one.” 
 
                 While Fox-Tasha laughed, Cleric-Conner bent to pick up the black-wood crossbow she had dropped during her crash. He paused to watch her unfold herself and stand before handing it back. 
 
                 Like the others, Elaine’s costume had come to life. Her tangled black hair was not so full as the others, tied back behind her head in a loose tail. Her bat-ears peeked out atop her skull. Her eyes were now bright gold and luminous. Her nose was a little pugged, and her canine teeth had grown enough to give her the look of a vampire ready to hunt. 
 
                 Her clothing was made of black leather, but lightweight enough to let her fly. At least, Cleric-Conner tried to convince himself that was the reason for her sexy attire. Her lush breasts were barely contained by two black diamonds of fabric, then held in place by a spiderweb of strands that stretched over her torso and around her shoulders and lower back, but left her shoulders and upper back totally bare for her wings to move unhindered. She had a hatchet strapped to both of her thighs, within easy reach but bound so they wouldn’t fall out while she was flying. 
 
                 Her limbs mirrored the others as well; mostly human, she had gained claws that could hunt if she chose to use them as weapons, or cling to trees and stone if she had to land in an awkward spot. 
 
                 But the most noticeable change had to be her wings! Her back muscles had reformed to give her the core power to flap them and create lift. He couldn’t see them, but Cleric-Conner knew physics enough to know her bones must be hollowed and lighter now to cut her weight and let her get airborne. 
 
                 Bat-Elaine took back the offered crossbow, then checked the two bolt quivers that were strapped along her hips. One side had what looked like a dozen, razor-tipped, short arrows sized for her crossbow. The other side had another set, but they were pairs of different arrows with different colored fletching and oddly sculpted tips. Her smile lit up, realizing what they were. “Multi-use bolts! Like I asked for!” 
 
                 Cleric-Conner had a sudden idea. “Can you… remember what each of those do?” 
 
                 Bat-Elaine caught on. She focused on them. Then, she tapped the one with red fletching and a small red bulb on the end. “Firestarter.” Then, another with green fletching and a green shaded bulb. “Glue pod.” Her dark eyes simmered with deep satisfaction. “I do!” Her excitement faded a little as her rationality kicked in. “Which is impossible, isn’t it?” 
 
                 Cat-Nadia practically screamed, “Of course it is! This is all insane!” 
 
                 Cleric-Conner interjected, “Alright, I know, this is incredibly weird. I don’t even know where to start… umm, what’s that?” The ground had rumbled a little under his feet. “Am I imagining that too?” 
 
                 Skipping a few steps left and right in nervous anticipation, Fox-Tasha quipped, “If you’re talking about the earth literally shifting below our feet, then no, you aren’t imagining that.” She snorted. “Well, unless we’re all imagining all of this!” 
 
                 A mound of earth pushed upward near to Bat-Elaine’s feet. She scampered sideways, avoiding the reaching skeletal hand that clawed at her by far too little. She hissed, “What the hell?” The dirt displaced even further, and a skull with sockets burning with an unnatural, demonic orange fire emerged and clacked its rotted teeth at her with a hideous rattle. With far more fear, she gasped, “What the hell!” 
 
                 All around the clearing, the turf was ripping apart as undead creatures were reborn from the darkness below. They weren’t whole, not all of them. Their bones were caked with the mud of the deep underground. Half their skeletal structures were missing, one of them actually crawling with the lack of any legs. These were not people breaking free of a structured grave. No, these were remnants of fallen travelers who had died in this place over the centuries. Eight in total pried free of their dirt tombs, devilish fire burning where their brains once were, and shambled toward the four friends with eerie moans rising on the air. 
 
                 Cat-Nadia shrieked again, but her instincts cut in. She snatched up her walking staff and did a standing back-flip away from one grotesque crawling creature that took a swipe at her. Her cheerleader background might let her execute the move, but her new-found spring-muscles launched her twice as high as any human had ever jumped before. She unfurled in mid-leap, and swung her staff in a smashing blow that crushed right through the animated skeleton’s skull. The orange fire extinguished and it collapsed to the ground. Cat-Nadia landed with in a near-silent, prowling squat. Her luminous green eyes widened, and she let out a briefly ecstatic, “Did you see that!” 
 
                 Before she could celebrate more, another skeletal hand burst from the ground at her feet. Reacting without thinking, Cat-Nadia snapped a single, unintelligible mystical command in a slithering, draconic sounding tongue. Her mouth parted as if ready for a kiss, but instead exhaled a stream of billowing fire that gushed over the skeleton’s skull and melted the hard bone with supernatural heat. She pulled back, almost hyperventilating; caught between a grin and utter shock. 
 
                 Cleric-Conner had, but he didn’t dare stop to admire either her acrobatics or the sensual, lithe muscles that flexed while in her low stance. Four of the undead had surrounded him, fixing their wailing moans and burning eyes on him as if he was the baleful source of their anger. Dirty fingernails skittered over his thick leather clothing, none of them finding enough strength to cut through. His gamer reflexes took over, not stopping to wonder at what he was doing. He wasn’t a stranger to combat, though his fencing classes and tournaments weren’t usually to the death! He whipped his mace right into the body of the nearest skeleton, shattering it completely with the heavy blow. Heaving it above his head, he slammed it down again onto the second which was hobbling at him with only one working leg. Crushing its skull, the second orange fire went dim. 
 
                 Over the billowing dust he kicked up, he saw Fox-Tasha roll sideways to avoid being clawed open. Her dodge took her over her battle-rod, and she plucked it up into her dexterous hands on the way past. Reversing her momentum, she pounced right into the skeleton’s face. She had her own gamer instincts that came alive. She knew the skeletons wouldn’t be fooled by feints or fancy footwork. She came in with weapon leading and smashed the skull apart, then wrecked the rest of its ribcage just to make sure it was good and destroyed. 
 
                 Not far from her, Bat-Elaine had recovered from her initial fright. Calculating that her crossbow bolts weren’t ideal, she flapped her wings to get a little height, tucked her legs up into her core to keep them away from a grabbing skeleton, then tore her twin hatchets free of their holds. Battering away another swiping bone-hand, she chopped deeply into one of the creatures’ skulls. Twisting the blade sideways, she broke open the rotted bone and dispelled the horrid magic animating it. 
 
                 Cleric-Conner retreated before the last three, measuring his next moves. An anger welled up inside him. These damned things were invading his home! He had no idea what was empowering them, but they were a blight on the place he (apparently) loved dearly, and were trying their best to rip his friends to ribbons. 
 
                 Righteous anger filled him, and the holy symbol hanging in front of his heart glowed forth a bright white-blue light that overshadowed the raging fire that was the source of the undead’s ‘life’. Power surged through his limbs, and Cleric-Conner through his whole being into the belief that these creatures were wrong. He worshipped the honesty of self, and these beings had been conjured from outside the natural order. At worst, they were now lost souls trapped from their rightful afterlife. At best, they were perversions of the cycle of life. Either way, wrong. An effort to corrupt the normal way of things. That gave him power over them! He focused his will, and the energy of his holy light got stronger. Getting into the moment, he whispered fiercely, “Jamira, vanquish these tormented souls and give them true peace!” 
 
                 The skeletons didn’t react to shield themselves, mindless as they were. The power simply washed over them, melting their bones and disintegrating them into dust that frittered away on the breeze. Before long, nothing was left but blowing ashes. 
 
                 Quiet descended over the four friends, who simply halted in place, breathing hard and not really understanding what had just happened. The torn earth around them had destroyed the glade, turning it into a twisted wasteland. 
 
                 From one side, an elderly voice spoke, rich with approval, “You have met this first test well, My Caretakers of Callingshire.” 
 
                 All their gazes spun as one to see a spectral form seated on one of the churned-up mounds of dirt. Swathed in robes, the ghostly figure shimmered with an emerald hue, a drifting fog spilling off him. He held a long staff which he hugged to his shoulder, and a floppy hat with a huge brim that would dispel rain… were rain an issue for a ghost. His ethereal beard looked shaggy and full, though its coloring was impossible to tell. 
 
                 Fox-Tasha blurted out, “Tobi!…as?” But even as she said it, her exclamation faded to uncertainty. 
 
                 Cleric-Conner felt the same. There was a passing similarity in the hunched figure to their strange game master, but the nose wasn’t quite the same. The brow was too heavy, and the skin rugged like old tree bark. 
 
                 The old man chortled. “Have you already forgotten me? I was the Druid of these woods for many a decade before my time came. You may not be the first Caretakers I have ever assembled, but I did not think you would forget me so quickly.” He looked about at the tragedy of broken earth and disturbed human remains, all that was left of the skeletons. “I’m sorry I was not able to fend these off. The poison is running wide under the roots of the wood. It senses its enemies.” He focused on Cleric-Conner. “My Nemesis senses your return, Corrus. It knows you may be the key to its defeat.” 
 
                 Cleric-Conner’s eyes scrunched in confusion. “What did you call me?” 
 
                 “You have not been gone on your pilgrimage so long as that, Corrus. You pledged to me that you would return, if only to tell me that you had decided to rise beyond this place. When I felt your footsteps re-enter the wood, hope came with you. And my Nemesis felt fear for the first time in many a moon’s turning.” 
 
                 The druid-ghost turned to the others, “Surely you all felt that same rush of hope when you saw him. Naomi? Tallia? Eryis?” His focus shifted from each of Cleric-Con…Corrus?’s… companions to the next. Nadia. Then Tasha. Then Elaine. 
 
                 All of them were searching their minds, caught between what felt familiar and yet what they shouldn’t know. 
 
                 Tallia managed a whisper, “I mean, I think so. I remember waiting. We’ve fought these… these things… we’ve fought them before, but we can’t stop them. Their source is infesting the forest too deeply. We needed a weapon. Something more than steel that is needed to end it forever.” 
 
                 Naomi’s feline-tinted features shone with a suddenly realization. “His temple! I’ve seen it! It’s been corrupted! The darkness invaded and perverted its purpose!” She shook her head, suddenly angry at herself. “How do I know that?” 
 
                 The druid was watching them with concern. “The darkness is an insidious enemy. Spend long enough under its fog, and even my Caretakers will start to lose themselves. But now you are together. Your connections to each other will fight off the leeching power trying to make you lose your purpose.” 
 
                 Naomi objected, “Wait a second. I barely know them! What are you talking about?” 
 
                 The druid-ghost’s inner light dimmed a little. Despair shrouded him. “Can you not remember? The bonfire you lit to draw in the plague locusts before they could ravage the wood? The werewolf pack you uncovered and cured with the silver-infused water of that pond there? You are the Caretakers of Callingshire, the heirs of my heritage.” 
 
                 Eryis looked almost sad, as if she wanted to believe and throw herself into this bizarre story, but also unable to lie. “I am sorry, old spirit. But our memories have faded. We do not even remember meeting each other. We don’t remember where we earned these gifts.” 
 
                 Corrus couldn’t help but feel the same. Torn between two worlds, he had this inexplicable desire to fall into this story. What harm could it bring? We don’t know how to make it end, and it seems like the only way out would be to find the end of the story. But they quite simply didn’t know! They weren’t these people the druid-ghost wanted them to be… right? 
 
                 The spirit of the forest seemed unwilling to accept that. His face set with the anger born from fighting an implacable foe for centuries, unable to rid himself of the creature forever. “My Nemesis has grown far too strong. He seized the perfect moment. He would already have consumed all of us if not for your three companions, Corrus. But we cannot allow this fog to linger. You need each other. To stand strong against the darkness, you need to know why you are more special and far stronger together than you would ever be apart.” 
 
                 He raised his staff, and extended it toward them. “I shall burn away the infection the darkness has wrought!” 
 
                 The tip of his staff surged with a blinding, stabbing light of emerald green essence… 
 
                 His strident voice commanded, “Remember! 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The History of Eryis 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eryis 
 
      
 
                 By the gods, I am so hungry!  
 
                 But what was different about that? She couldn’t remember the day she had woken up without an angry storm in her belly. Some glimmer of that sensation was just out of reach; it was linked with her parents, somehow. When they were butchered by the Dezeranian tax collectors was reasons Eryis still didn’t understand, she had slipped away before they took her as a slave to pay the debts they were shouting about. Yes, she was sure that is where the hunger began. 
 
                 At first, she had hated those soldiers so much. She had told her sob story to a few others. Some tried to sell her themselves, knowing she wasn’t protected. A few others stole the few meagre things she had managed to gather. A couple just beat and kicked her because it was fun. 
 
                 What had she learned? The tax-men had come for their families too. Or the soldiers to press their fathers into service of the crown. Or a dozen other things that could befall a family when an Emperor’s whim was the only true law. In the end, everyone had their ‘tax-men’ story, and there wasn’t going to be much sympathy for hers. 
 
                 So, she’d stopped looking for it. 
 
                 Some found their ‘thing’ in life pretty quickly. Eryis wasn’t one of them. She was quick, and reasonably smart, but the game of the streets eluded her. She didn’t have the raw aggression and petty practicality needed to make her mark. She was just rounding her twelfth year, long before she was old enough to draw a man’s eye except for the sickos you didn’t want around you. As soon as she found out what some people did to have a place to sleep, she had promised herself that would never be her. She also knew that it would only take one especially harsh winter to break that promise once she had the tools she needed. 
 
                 Fighting that fate as best she could, she started slinking around the countryside. Farmers didn’t mind as much when you crashed in their barn for a night. Or filched an egg or two. Do it too often and they chased you away with hoes and rakes, but that was just part of the game. 
 
                 Out here on the fringe, you also didn’t run into soldiers. They always caused trouble, shaking up the normal life of people just trying to get by. Plus, you didn’t have to fight down the thoughts of revenge that cropped up when you saw their colors. 
 
                 Sure, they were like a force of nature. You don’t lose your wits at the fire when it burns down a house. But you can still hate it just a little. And the temptation to make a few soldiers squirm with a well-placed snake in their sleeping blankets or a little spit in their soup when they weren’t looking was a powerful one. Both of which could get her spiked to a barn door if she wasn’t careful. 
 
                 Tonight was different. She sniffed the air and the most delicious smell ever was floating on the breeze. Creeping closer, she saw a whole regiment of the damned Empire’s soldiers clustered around an inn nestled into the side of Callingshire. She had never seen such a display of force in her life, and had to wonder if the Emperor had gone to war. 
 
                 The smell was still strange. She had seen encampments of soldiers before. They didn’t eat all that well. Dried meat. The occasional roast that they always cooked too long or not long enough. But this time, the smell of gravy-soaked duck with orange zest and sprigs of exotic spices was compelling her inward. Someone was cooking for a noble! Maybe that was why the camp was so big. An escort for someone incredibly important! 
 
                 Against all good sense, she snuck closer. Bypassing tent after tent, she stayed in the shadows. When she needed to, she grabbed a bit of firewood and strode purposefully down the avenue, trying to blend in with the other servant kids she saw wandering about. Little by little, she got within range of the window looking into the inn’s common room. 
 
                 The scent of that delicious food was maddening! He could see them all in there, slurping and munching and drinking expensive wine to wash it all down. Their fancy clothes were clean, not a trace of dirt on any of them despite being on the road. A sensible, kind person might think it was insensitive for these nobles to eat like this in front of troops outside who had to scrounge for far less. For a starving kid, it was pure torture! 
 
                 A pleasant squawk called her to the side. There was a tent beside the inn, and she heard a few more of the rustles of feathers inside. Avoiding the attentive handlers at the front of the tent, she snuck around the back and slipped under the tent’s hem. 
 
                 Inside, it was a riot of cages. Some on the ground holding chickens, while a few others were up high. Song birds twittered away their nice little songs. Joyful, a music even a cast-off like her could appreciate. 
 
                 Right at the back, in a place of honor among the rest, there was a pen with a single bird strutting about inside. She liked animals, but she had no illusions about where meat came from. She’d learned the hard way how to fashion snares in the trees, and hadn’t stuck her nose up at stripping the small tidbits of meat off the bones of the few squirrels and chipmunks she had managed to nab. 
 
                 One side of her mind could appreciate the beauty of this bird. It had to be someone’s pet! The feathers on it were totally unruffled, smoothed so every single one had a lustrous shine. The base coloring of the bird was red, but the rest of the rainbow was represented in a delightful accent that began with yellows and oranges at the top, but soon tapered into cooler colors down near the tip of its long tail. It was well fed; fat and waddling. If it were a chicken, it would probably be the next one going on the fire. But this one? No. It even had a collar around its neck, proclaiming…its name? Its type? She didn’t know. She couldn’t read. 
 
                 But she knew what it was. Fat. And that met it would be juicy. 
 
                 She was over the wires of the pen before she really stopped to think. One part of her was screaming to just take a chicken! It wouldn’t even be missed! But her hunger was awake, and the sight of all this excess had awakened the vengeful part of her as well. These bastards were keeping a pet of a bird that could feed a small family for three full days if they were careful! 
 
                 The happy bird wasn’t used to being hunted. It didn’t even see the danger until it was too late. Her hands twisted its neck, ending its life with a clean break. Her fast hands clawed open a nearby canvass bag, stuffed the fifteen-pound bulk of it inside, then stuffed it back out under the edge of the tent. 
 
                 Delirious with the success of her caper, Eryis retraced her tracks through the camp. She was just past the edge when she heard someone cry, “Sweet, merciful Emperor, the astraligne is gone!” 
 
                 Giggling to herself, she fled. What was she thinking? They would be hunting her for hours through the forest! But it didn’t matter. She’d done it! She’d punched them in the nose and was going to eat as well! 
 
                 As long as she didn’t get murdered soon. 
 
                 The chase lasted for more than a few hours. She couldn’t believe how persistent they were! I mean, I know it’s special, but it’s just a damned bird! 
 
                 Finally, she had to dodge into the craggy highlands at the south side of the forest before pursuit died off. She thanked the heavens they didn’t seem to have hunter-dogs. That would have been the end of her. 
 
                 Scrambling a little higher, she slipped into a dark cave with a fold just inside the entrance. If she set a fire, no-one was going to see if from very far away. 
 
                 Settling in, she took out one of her prized possessions; a crude copper knife that was only half its original width after all the sharpening she had done. With practiced strokes, she de-feathered the creature. She tried to keep a few of the more beautiful ones for later. She had no idea what she could do with them. Weave them into her hair? Sure, if she wanted the first soldier to spot her to kill her out of hand! But she couldn’t bear to toss them aside just yet. 
 
                 Once shorn, she got the bird on a spit and cooked it with as much patience as she could. Her stomach wanted her to just rip into the bare flesh. Her fear was that she would burn it to an inedible crisp. She managed something somewhere in the middle with a little luck and a lot of care. 
 
                 Then, she had at it. The taste was amazing! Her cooking had nothing to do with it. She was sure this bird would have been delightful even if she had chucked it right into the flames for a few minutes. Tender! Juicy! Oh, it was glorious! 
 
                 A few chitters gave her a start. Eryis glanced up to see a few hanging bats in the cave. It was nearing midnight by then, and they should really be out hunting. Eryis peered upward, and thought she could make out a few bat younglings huddled in their roost. Maybe too young to be trusted out in the night? 
 
                 Bats gave her the creeps a little, but they didn’t seem eager to get into a tussle. So, being friendly, she tossed a few bits of the bird up into the overhangs near the roof, and hoped the bats would get distracted with that. 
 
                 Then, her neighborly duty done, she dove back into her own feast. 
 
                 Like in a turkey or a duck, the neck and breast meat were especially wonderful. She frowned a little as some of the bones gave her a little trouble. She grunted with a little extra effort, parting the neck from the rest, and was about to get into the delicate work of nibbling all the juicy morsels off the articulated bone. Difficult, but worth every tender taste! 
 
                 In her haste, she snapped the wish bone. The noise awoke one of the sleeping bats, which hissed a little at her. She gave it a baleful eye. “I fed you already!” She turned back, keeping part of her mind on the bat as she slurped more of the meat down. 
 
                 She picked up one half of the wish bone, intending to toss it onto the growing pile of bones by her side. Her skin sizzled a little, and she gave a cry of pain. Hot! That bone was white hot! 
 
                 She waved her hand in the air, blowing at it furiously. Shaking it, she tried to dispel the heat. 
 
                 Her eyes widened as her fingertip continued to glow a bright white. Whimpering in fear, she shook it harder. The light spread! Her entire finger was white! Then, two! The glowing light spread over her palm and up toward her forearm, making it look like her entire hand was a-fire, pulled from the forge like molten metal! 
 
                 An agonizing pain rippled up into her mind. She heard and felt a bone in her hand crack. Snarling, trying to keep her voice down lest there were hunters in earshot, she cradled her hand into her chest. The burning light spread up her arm, and over her shoulder, continuing to engulf her! What is this? I don’t understand! She wanted to scream for help now, no longer caring if it was the soldiers who found her. She was going to die anyway! She needed help! 
 
                 But the words died in her throat, too late in coming. He light had reached her neck, and the magical power washing over her robbed her of her ability to speak. Then to think. 
 
                 She blacked out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Corrus 
 
      
 
                 The elderly cleric known as Bollus coughed with the effort of stirring the fire back to life. He moved like a man whose every muscle ached. Considering he was well past his eightieth year, he had that coming. But he never complained about it, other than the occasional groan. 
 
                 He jostled the water pot, and saw too much debris and ash floating in it. No use at all, anymore. 
 
                 With a kind voice, he called out, “Corrus! Corrus, lad! Are you about?” 
 
                 Corrus was sweeping the back room of the temple. There were only two covered areas in the place. The back room where the old cleric slept, and the outer area where they lived and he slept next to the fire. Beyond those rooms, there was a larder underneath, and the open-air Altar sanctified in the name of Jamira, the Goddess of the Introspective Eye. 
 
                 He heard the call, and set aside the broom he was using to clean out the dust from the old man’s private sanctuary. He didn’t mind. He was just past fifteen now, by his best count of years, and he had arrived at the temple before he turned five. The old cleric had petitioned the town for a promising lad he could train in the traditions of Jamira, and to be his hands as he continued to get older. The town liked him, and a few made trips into the forest to pray at his temple now and again. 
 
                 But they hadn’t gone so far as to petition the young men of the town to see who had interest in being the next hermit. Instead, the families who had too many children to feed had drawn lots, and the winners had sent one of their own up to live and eat off the generosity of the Goddess. 
 
                 In all that time, ten years and more, the old cleric had treated him well. Bollus was a kind task-master, never giving more for the lad to do than was needed because of his advancing age. He’d tried to give the lad time to play and be among the forest. In the end, he was more like an ill grandfather than a hard-handed master. 
 
                 Bollus looked up from his seat with a smile as Corrus bounded into the room, eager to help. Jamira was a Goddess that encouraged self-exploration, and Corrus had long ago discovered a joy that came from the simple pleasure of helping those who needed it. Especially those who had no-one else. “Yes, Grandfather?” 
 
                 Bollus smiled every time the lad used that term, which only made Corrus use it more often. The old cleric tapped the water bucket. “This is done. Can you pour it out and seek another from the well?” 
 
                 Corrus glanced outside at the darkness. “It’s late. Can it wait for dawn?” 
 
                 Bollus gave him a forgiving smile. “Wish it could, lad. But my compresses need the chill of water, or they’ll be enflamed come the morning. Would you mind?” 
 
                 The answer was never in doubt. “It’ll take me an hour in the dark. I’ll take the torch from outside.” 
 
                 “If I fall asleep, wake me when you get back. Seem to sleep less and less every night, don’t I? Ah well. Soon I’ll sleep forever. Bahh. Enough dark thoughts. Off with you, lad. Careful steps.” 
 
                 Worried when the old man started to talk like that, Corrus gave him a tolerant smile and set off with the water. He tossed the used stuff into the woods, plucked up the torch from outside the temple to guide faith-seekers in no matter the hour, and marched off for the well. 
 
                 He wanted to dig one closer, but he hadn’t learned the talent yet. Like with a farm, there was always a hundred tasks to do about the temple. And he was still only fifteen, getting stronger by the day but not quite a man. Still a ‘strapping lad’ as Bollus would sometimes call him. And the day when Bollus could do the backbreaking labor of helping dig a well hole was long passed. 
 
                 One day. Probably after he was gone, Corrus hated to think. But not tonight. Tonight, he’d have to climb up to where the well was dug, fed by an underground stream running out from under the forest highlands. 
 
                 He was hauling on the rope through the creaking pulley to retrieve the now-full bucket when he swore, he heard a scream. His head perked up, trying to catch another hint of it on the wind. Frowning, he pulled the bucket off the hook and settled it on the side of the well. That’s weird. 
 
                 A strident voice yelled behind him, “Halt there, you! Halt in the name of the Emperor!” 
 
                 Corrus wasn’t moving, so halting was easy. That sounded snarky in his head, and soldiers could be a bit touchy at times, so he kept it to himself. He turned to see a set of four soldiers fanning out into the small clearing around the well, blinking in frustration as their night-vision was ruined by his merrily burning torch. He forced a friendly smile onto his face. “Good eve to you all, Sirs.” He caught sight of their swords, drawn and held at the ready. Real concern was in his voice. “Is there danger about?” 
 
                 The leader, his cloak red instead of yellow, barked back, “I’ll be asking the questions now, you little rat! Now speak the truth, and you won’t have a quarrel!” 
 
                 Corrus had been raised a polite soul, but he was still a teenager. And he didn’t see any reason at all for them being so snippy. Any cooperative spirit he might have had vanished. “Speak on, then, Sir. I’ll answer what I know.” 
 
                 Hunting for any reason to take offense at what the lad said, the leader didn’t find any. Instead, he pressed on, “We’re looking for a thief! He’s taken a prized possession of Duke Arlone, and it’s the noose for him when we find him! Have you seen such a one skulking about?” He glared at the lad, half expecting to see him holding the stolen item himself. 
 
                 Corrus buried the laugh inside. This lot didn’t do well with asking questions. The scream from earlier. Could it be their thief? Someone in trouble? He didn’t mention it, not about to send someone to the noose for the sake of these idiots or some random Duke’s lost treasure. He held up the water bucket instead. “Sorry, Sirs. My own master has me out on an errand tonight. I know you are strangers hereabouts in Callingshire, but I’m known in these parts, and the farthest person who a thief would want to be friends with. I’m the apprentice cleric at the temple of Jamira, which you’d find just over that ridge if you had the mind. We’ve been about there all day and all night, and haven’t caught even a single sniff of a thief poking about. My pity on that; Jamira isn’t a friend to those who play in the dark.” 
 
                 The soldier narrowed his eyes, again trying to decide if anything Corrus said could be a lie. But everything fit too well. His clothing was the off-white, cotton-made preference of Jamira, and he had a wood-cared holy symbol around his neck. Not the match of the sapphire and platinum treasure that Bollus held dear from his life’s earlier adventures, but it was detailed and carved by Bollus’s own hand. Corrus treasured it. 
 
                 Eventually, the gruff man said, “Bah, save your pity for the poor bastard when we find him! Coe on, lads. Let’s be off to the south here. Haven’t combed the trees back to the road. We’ve only a couple more hours, and it’ll be a couple heads who’ll roll before dawn if we don’t find the damned bird!” They tromped off through the brushes and were gone. 
 
                 A bird? OK, this was a little interesting and a lot weird. 
 
                 He glanced back toward the temple, and knew he should head for home. But this was too fascinating to ignore. He planted the torch in the makeshift sconce by the well, leaving it to burn away. Slipping into the trees, he headed a little higher into the hills, following the source of that scream he had heard. 
 
                 He didn’t hear another, and was about to give up when Corrus caught a different sound altogether. This time, it was the sound of sobbing. Concerned, he crept around the landscape until he found the source coming from a small cave. He went a little further, and found a slightly younger girl curled up into a ball on the floor of the cave, wrapped in a brown leather cloak. 
 
                 The girl had a fire going, which helped him absorb the whole scene. The fire had died down to only embers; he guessed whatever was causing her pain had made her forget about something so mundane as tending the fire so it didn’t die. The bones and remaining meat of the bird wouldn’t have been all that special a detail, except for the final words he had heard from the soldier. This must be the animal they were trying to find, and this girl must be the thief they were after. If Corrus had any doubt whether he would ‘turn over the thief to hang’, they vanished completely. This half-starved girl was under his protection from that moment forward, as far as Corrus was concerned. 
 
                 He was about to say something to announce his presence, but one last detail caught his eye. He saw a fractured wish bone laying on the ground. But unlike the rest of the bones, it was black, like it had been burned in an incredibly intense fire. Even that would not really have made a black this intense; no, it was clearly unnatural, like it had absorbed the night itself. Or, perhaps, lost all the light inside of it. 
 
                 Plucking it off the ground, he rolled it left and right. It was cold, almost too cold to touch. Like handling ice. Even stranger. 
 
                 He leaned forward and nudged the girl lightly on the knee. “Umm, hello? Are you alright?” 
 
                 He had feared surprising her, but the reaction from the girl was far more than just fear. Total terror mingled with a health dose of pain as she bolted from her curled-up ball shape. She darted back against the stone wall of the cave, crying, “Stay away stay away stay away!” 
 
                 Corrus was struck dumb, unable to immediately reassure her. He wanted to, but he was far too stunned. 
 
                 The girl wasn’t wearing a leather cloak at all. As she moved, he could see that clearly. Wings unfolded from around her. As she flailed her other limbs, those wings slapped erratically as well. They quivered and shook, seeming so very fragile and new and weak, yet definitely attached to the girl. When she waved at him, trying to chase him away, he could see the sharpened claws at the end of her fingers. Her ears were not human; instead, they were sonar-catching curves ending in points above her dark hair. She was a human girl, but her blood half-infected with the blood of a bat! He had never seen the like! 
 
                 But half-bat or not, she was clearly terrified. He had heard of people with lycanthropic diseases, though never seen one himself. This didn’t seem like that. Those stories were about monsters, where the people became far more beast than person, howling with rage and ready to kill. This girl seemed more like she had been melded with the gifts of a bat while left looking very much like the human girl she had been. 
 
                 Trying to keep his voice rational and soft, Corrus tried again, “Calm down, little one. It’s alright. I’m not here to hurt you.” He remembered the ones hunting her. “I’m not with the soldiers! I sent them away! Please, you need to be quiet or they could hear you. Voices carry in the night!” 
 
                 Her fear ratcheted up at the mention of the soldiers, but it ended up being the right thing to say. Her lips snapped shut, and fearful eyes went to the cave entrance as if expecting to see soldiers storming in behind him. 
 
                 When they didn’t, her fearful eyes slowly came back to him. “Wh – who a… are… are you?” 
 
                 Corrus donned his most harmless smile. “Just an apprentice. A temple worker. I’m nobody. I just sweep floors.” He felt it was important she knew he was, in no way, an authority figure in the area. 
 
                 As he spoke, she unraveled a little, but didn’t quite emerge from her cocoon. Tears welled up in her eyes as trust for him built, and she opened her heart a little. “I don’t know why! I don’t… don’t know how… but I’m a monster! Some magic changed me!” 
 
                 It was beyond Corrus’s ken. He palmed the wish bone in his hand, knowing it had something to do with this. It was the only thing beyond the ordinary in this place. “Do you feel well? Are you hurt?” 
 
                 “N – No… act… actually, I… I sort of feel… st – strong. But, I’m hideous! I’m a monster!” 
 
                 Corrus let his true emotions through, glad as ever that he worshipped a deity that honored honesty. His answer came across as heartfelt, without even a trace of deception. “Are you kidding? I’ve never seen anyone as interesting as you! You’ve a beautiful girl, and you still are. But…” He gestured to her wings, not daring to touch them, having just met her, and her still quivering in fear. “…but you can fly with these! What a gift!” 
 
                 A small, ever so tiny measure of a smile crept out. It vanished just as quickly, and she sobbed back, “You’re just saying that.” 
 
                 Corrus shrugged, and tried to keep his smile in place. “Up to you to believe me. But being unique doesn’t make you a monster.” She took a deep breath. He needed to get her some help. “Will you walk with me? Come to the temple? My master is the kindest man who ever lived. He will help you.” 
 
                 She shook her head fast, retreating back into herself. “Please, please don’t tell anyone I’m here. They’ll send word. The soldiers will come!” 
 
                 “He wouldn’t –” 
 
                 She blurted in, “– he wouldn’t mean to. It’s always the same with grown-ups! They mean to help, and think they’re doing the right thing, but he’ll look for how to help me and they’ll hear about it! They’ll come and kill me!” 
 
                 Corrus held up his palms, pursuing peace. “Alright! Alright, I hear you. I promise, I won’t tell anyone you’re here. But are you sure you’re well? What if you’re sick? Or hurt? I’m no healer yet! I’ve barely started to learn!” 
 
                 Slowly, she reached out a trembling hand and placed it on his own, palms together, her fingers interweaving with his gently. “I… I’ll believe in you.” She shivered. “I’m… I’m Eryis.” 
 
                 There it was. She was putting her life in his hands. 
 
                 He gave a troubled sigh, knowing this would be difficult. But so be it. “I’m Corrus.” He took a stick and stirred the fire back into the semblance of life. “Stay warm, alright? I’ve got to go to the temple. I’ll come back as often as I can, and I’ll bring whatever food I can. You need more than just bird meat if you’re going to get healthy again. Don’t leave the cave, at least not right away, alright? The soldiers are still out there, and I don’t know how much longer they are going to be watching.” 
 
                 She nodded, committing to what he was saying. “I’ll stay. Unless you don’t come back.” 
 
                 “Oh, I’ll be back.” He squeezed her fingers in his. “I’m a servant of Jamira. We always keep our word.” 
 
      
 
    *             *             * 
 
      
 
                 Corrus entered the temple’s outer room and set the bucket on the ground. He went over and placed a warm hand on his mentor’s elbow. “Master Bollus? Are you awake?” 
 
                 The old cleric snorted and shifted inside the blanket he had pulled over him. His bushy eyebrows wriggled higher to let him peer out at him. “Am now, lad. Should have told you to let me sleep.” 
 
                 “I have the water. You really do need to put the compresses on. You won’t walk for three days if you don’t.” 
 
                 The old cleric groaned. “I know, lad. You’re right. Help me sit up here, then. We’ll get it done and I’ll clear away from the fire so you can get your sleep.” 
 
                 Together, they worked to wrap his legs in the bandages soaked with water and healing poultice. 
 
                 As they worked, Corrus tried to ask casually, “I found something in the wilderness. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like it.” 
 
                 “Oh?” 
 
                 “Looks like a bone of some kind out of a bird, but… well, the coloring didn’t seem natural. Like someone painted it. Only, I don’t think they did.” 
 
                 “Eh? Sounds strange.” 
 
                 Corrus paused in his wrapping to fetch the wish bone from his pocket. In the brighter light, he could see it had snapped nearly in half. The color hadn’t changed. “See?” He poured it into Bollus’s outstretched palm. 
 
                 The cleric’s eyes widened when he felt the chill in the bone. “By the True Lady! Where’d you find this again?” 
 
                 “It was laying on the ground, like it had been discarded.” He was being scrupulously honest as his oaths demanded, though carefully omitting things he didn’t want to reveal. Bollus had discussed many times with him the philosophy of an oath coming into conflict with unveiling the truth. They had practiced walking that line many times to ensure the True Lady was honored as per their faith’s demands. 
 
                 “Whoever cast it away had no idea what they were losing. True, the magic in it is spent, but many a mage would pay good gold to have this as fuel for their spells. You know Kallomo?” 
 
                 “The mage in the west side of the Forest? The one who built his tower by Greenwall stream?” 
 
                 “Yes, lad. He’s the one. He mentioned this in a conversation once. Only seen one other in my lifetime. The magic was spent in that one, too.” 
 
                 “What magic?” 
 
                 “This is the wish bone from an astraligne. A special bird of exceptional beauty. But what makes them truly special is this. You have heard the old superstition of making a wish on a turkey bone before breaking it?” 
 
                 “Uh hmm.” 
 
                 “Precisely the same, only this one is not just hokum. It works! And once the magic is let loose, it drains away and leaves the bone like this.” 
 
                 Corrus was beginning to understand what had happened to Eryis. “What if you broke it by mistake?” 
 
                 Bollus shrugged. “I don’t rightly know. Wish magic is a bizarre thing. Stuff of legends, mostly. But if you didn’t know you were making a wish, might be that the magic took hold of whatever you were last thinking and made what it could of that.” 
 
                 Bats in the cave. And now, a girl with the gifts of a bat. Oh, yes. I think I know exactly what happened. Not that it will change the end result one bit for Eryis. If this is true, there’s no cure. She’ll be like this forever, or at least until she finds another astraligne bird! 
 
                 Bollus shrugged, then tossed the bone back on the side table beside him. “Maybe we can bring it over to Kallomo later. See if he can make use of it.” 
 
                 Corrus liked that idea. If they tried to sell it in town, word might get back to someone looking for the lost bird. Kallomo was a recluse. The mage went into town even less than they did. “Sounds like a fun trip. Alright, Master. Let’s get this finished so we can get you into bed. I have a feeling this is going to be a busy week.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Years later… 
 
      
 
                 Corrus trudged up the hillside, his heart not really behind taking the next step. Momentum was carrying him. The sun felt wrong on his back. It should be grey. Yeah, there needs to be clouds, today. Stupid weather. Can even rain right. 
 
                 A cry of joy pierced his malaise. “Woooooooooo!!!!!” 
 
                 The rousing delight of that sound wakened Corrus a little from his grief, despite what he might want. He glanced up to see a shadow against the blue sky. To anyone else, it would have been weird. To him, it was a familiar sight. But normally, not nearly this confident or stable. 
 
                 Eryis’s bat-leather wings were thrust out to either side. Her face was contorted in effort, struggling to keep those wings stiff as they caught the wind. She had leapt off a decent sized cliff behind her, and was gliding over the treetops, aiming for a clearing not far from ‘her’ cave. 
 
                 Pride flooded Corrus’s heart. Accepting her new condition had taken months. But even once she started to see her new form as a gift instead of a curse, it had taken an incredible amount of practice to even get this far. She had entire new muscle structures that needed to be developed. There were hardened warriors swinging double-headed axes for hours that wouldn’t have to work as hard Eryis needed to fly properly. Up until now, she had only managed to glide for a few dozen feet. In the week since he had last been free to visit, she had apparently come a long, long way. 
 
                 Corrus knew part of the problem had been waiting for her body to catch up with her aspirations. As she grew, her wing muscles developed along with the rest of her admittedly gorgeous body. As she reached full maturity, she began to make incredible progress. 
 
                 Now, she soared with far more than just effective gliding technique. She passed overhead, and Corrus had to swallow a flash of real desire. Nearing her twentieth year, Eryis’s continuous effort and hard lifestyle living off the land had sculpted her body into lean perfection with lush curves worth yearning for. 
 
                 She touched down on the far side of him, tumbled to bleed off her momentum. Laughing at the delight of being airborne for more than a few strides, she bounced back to her feet with undeniable energy. “Oh, that was wonderful! I mean, graceful landings are still a way off, but…” Her bright energy bled off as she recognized the drag on his features. They were close friends, isolated from others by geography and circumstance. They had learned to read each other. “What’s wrong?” 
 
                 Her question brought Corrus right back to reality. He sobered fast. “Bollus. He passed yesterday.” 
 
                 Horror exploded on her face. “What? Why didn’t you tell me? I could have been there for you! Oh, Corrus, I’m so sorry!” She flew around him, her arms hugging him tightly. 
 
                 Corrus leaned his head onto her shoulder, accepting the comfort in a way he very rarely permitted himself. “S’alright. We both knew it was coming. Been coming for years, really. He spent the last week in prayer. I think he was at peace.” He smiled in spite of it all. “I think all that kept him going was to see me through my Vows to the Lady. Once I did, it was only a matter of time.” 
 
                 “Do you need help with… well, him?” 
 
                 He shook his head against her shoulder so she could feel the answer. “No. That’s what I’ve been doing the last while. There’s a tomb for the clerics who tend the temple in the cemetery. I laid him in the stone last night.” 
 
                 “Oh, Corrus. You could have asked. I would have helped. You shouldn’t have had to do that alone.” 
 
                 “Really, Eryis. It’s alright. It was my burden. I was brought to him to take care of him. That’s been my whole life. I needed to see it to the end.” 
 
                 Their hug parted in due time, and they walked silently back toward her cave. 
 
                 It had come a long way since the cold, dim hole she had first cowered in. She had built a barrier above her, fragmenting off the top of the cave so the bats wouldn’t lose their roost as she moved in. Below, she had added a large padded sack that served as a bed mattress, dug a cold-room out of the stone, and a permanent fire pit. 
 
                 They entered, and he sank on the edge of that sack of pillowy stuffing. Eryis squatted near the fire, building it back to life and putting a pot of water on it to boil. She dropped some mint leaves and lemon rinds to make it into a tea. 
 
                 Corrus stared ahead, envisioning a future without the old cleric. “I’m going to miss him something fierce. He wouldn’t want me to, but it’s more than just him. He was a mentor and a friend, but he was also my job. Even as I learned my duties to Jamira, that was all wrapped up in helping him meet his duties to her. That’s a lot to replace.” 
 
                 Filling a clay mug with the hot tea, Eryis drifted over. She settled onto the bed next to him. “He would have wanted the best for you. He would have wanted you to fill your life with the magic he tried to show you.” 
 
                 “I know.” 
 
                 “Why’d you help me, Corrus?” 
 
                 The question surprised him. “What do you mean?” 
 
                 “I mean, why did you help me when you found me that day? And since then, why have you come back here, over and over, and helped through all the hard times? I know it couldn’t have been easy. But you walked up that hill, rain or shine, and talked me through depressions when I was ready to toss myself off that cliff with my wings hacked off. Why?” 
 
                 “Damn, Eryis, are you asking me that now?” 
 
                 Eryis pressed, “Now’s the perfect time. I want to know. Was it because Jamira demands charity to those you believe deserve it? Was that all it was?” 
 
                 “She’s part of me. That can never change. Of course, her teachings are part of it.” 
 
                 She leaned in, cupping his cheeks in her hands, turning his face to face her. “Tell me the truth, Corrus. Is… that… all?” 
 
                 Her eyes shone with the need to know. 
 
                 He couldn’t lie. Not to her. And that wasn’t only for Jamira, either. “No, Eryis. It wasn’t only for her. It was for you. You mean too much to me. From the moment I saw you, I knew you were special. That hasn’t changed. It’s… only grown.” 
 
                 A soft smile emerged. “You’re hurting. Let me in. You’ve saved me from myself. Let me show you what that means to me.” She leaned in and found his mouth with her own. Her lips merged with his, parting gently so her tongue could massage over his lips in a loving invitation. 
 
                 For a second, he resisted. She was right. He was hurting. And… 
 
                 And… 
 
                 All of the rest crumbled to ash.  
 
                 He leaned in and his tongue probed back against hers. Dancing in harmony, what started lightly became more and more passionate. Her arms, at first cupping his cheeks, slipped behind his head and hugged his head against her lips. His own arms curled under and around her back, teasing at the base of her wings with affectionate caresses. 
 
                 She moaned into him, pressing close. 
 
                 That little sound, vibrating into him, broke through the barrier he had built up over the years. What was friendship spilled over into something far, far more. 
 
                 His hands clutched her harder to him, breaking their kiss and plunging his lips down her neck. Kissing in a feverish line down her throat, his hands behind her back tore at the bindings holding her spiderweb clothing together. Stripping it away, he lifted her strangely light body higher, letting his mouth plunge into the lush mounds of her breasts. She let out a breathy cry as he found her nipples and sucked them one after the other into his wanting lips. His tongue flashed and licked over them, her aereoles firming into ridges supporting the hard nubs in clear sign of approval for his hungry embrace. 
 
                 Above him, she whispered, “Oh, yes, Corrus. Oh I’ve… wanted… so long I’ve wanted…” One of her hands clawed along his back, her sharpened claw-nails digging raw furrows in his back just shy of actually drawing blood. Her other dug into his hair, pinning him against her firm breasts. 
 
                 Rather than pulling away, he committed further to his roaming. Flexing his powerful arms, he turned her onto her back, spilling her onto the bed with her wings fanned out to either side. Leaving behind her breasts with them shining from his saliva, he ravished her with kisses down her taut abdomen. His hands trailed behind, taking up the stimulation of her breasts. Gathering them in his palms, he massaged her intimate flesh while his mouth passed down and against the thin fabric that guarded her sex from his sight. Planting one kiss on the outside, he then took one hand away from her left breast long enough to give the fragile fabric a yank, tearing it away and casting it to the far side of the room. 
 
                 Then, his mouth was on her. His hand returned to her breast, lavishing attention on them, rolling her nipples between his fingers while his shoulders dipped under her hips and folded her a little so he could do both at once. Her legs now dangling down his back and her feet brushing his skin, he dove into the sweet task of feasting on her wet sex. 
 
                 Like any man, he had read stories and heard ribald tales of what to do to a woman. Corrus made up for being a beginner with raw determination and total enthusiasm. Every one of his senses absorbed the breathtaking reality of having Eryis naked in front of him, exposed and wanting him. Panting for more, yearning to touch him. His tongue stroked into the folds of her labia, searching and questing for the pleasure node he had heard mentioned. When she shivered and cried in ecstatic bliss, he knew he had found it. His lips suckled it between them, and her passion soared to all new heights. Her claw-nails ripped at her bedding, shredding a linen sheet instead of his skin. 
 
                 Experimenting further, his mouth never leaving her, he managed to angle one hand into her core and spiraled a finger around the heat of her core. Her eyes, which had been closed in blissful concentration, snapped open with momentary panic. This was her first time. But rather than stop the storm building between them, it seemed to only build how much she wanted this. She hissed out a wanton, “Yeeessss…. do it… oh, yes, Corrus, yesss!” 
 
                 His firm finger nuzzled in deeper, gathering her juices along it. A second finger joined in, sliding further and further into her depths. He felt the stretch of her innocence give way, flooding briefly with redness before it blended into the other flow of her excitement. Her brief cry of pain gave way to far more pleasure as he twisted and twined those two fingers inside of her. She keened loudly against his touch, and when his teeth nibble briefly on her clitoris, she lost all control and came in a rush onto his chin. The citrus tang to her was different but appealing, and his tongue lapped at her juices, drinking of her until her curled toes and arched back drifted out of their orgasmic tension. 
 
                 Snarling in lust, Eryis planted a foot on the inside of his shoulder and shoved him backward on to the bear-rug she had hunted and then made herself when a mad animal had gone rogue in the area. She sprang forward onto him, her light weight not enough to really pin him to the ground, but her intensity enough to stun him into letting her have her way. Her lips attacked his again, kissing him in a pleasure-fueled frenzy. Her whole naked body rubbed along his clothing, yearning to be flesh to flesh with him. 
 
                 Struggling together, his clothing began to vanish. Part of it she tore off. Part of it they managed to slide off his limbs. But they didn’t stop until he was naked beneath her while she straddled him. Her hand reached back and grasped hold of his hard cock spearing into the air. Her delicate yet deadly hands pumped up and down on his flesh while she hovered above him, her breasts slick with perspiration and his saliva shone in the firelight. Her shimmering, dark eyes were windows into her soul, and all he saw in them was need. 
 
                 Her beautifully sculpted thighs lifted her higher, and her hand guided him between. Sensing her heat, Corrus knew when he was in place beneath her. He dared not move, watching and anticipating that she would do what she wanted… what they both wanted. 
 
                 Then, she slid her knees outward, and he felt himself penetrate her heat. A guttural moan escaped her lips as Eryis plunged downward, accepting him for the first time inside her body. Relaxing into him, she kept falling until he filled her completely. 
 
                 Her eyes closed, and she began to dance upon him. Her hips rolled in hypnotically erotic patterns. She was as much a beginner as he, and she chased after the sensations her instincts told her she wanted. Grinding him within her, she stirred his thick cock against her slick walls, growing ever more active as she swayed in the firelight. Her wings extended, flapping restlessly in the air, then beat down hard enough to lift her off his body. The motion ended, and she plunged back down. Her eyes widened, and she let out a gasp of sultry delight. 
 
                 Corrus felt it too; the friction of their coupled bodies set fire to each of their cores. His shaft throbbed within her, demanding more. 
 
                 And more she gave. Her wings began to beat in rhythm to the rest of her. Her legs added their strength, and she began to pulse up and down on his member. Her shining breasts bounced deliciously before his eyes, and Corrus had to reach up and fondle them into his grasp. As he stimulated her even more, Eryis’s tongue licked along her lips while her efforts increased. 
 
                 Driven himself by primal need, Corrus began to thrust upward with his hips, meeting her falling thighs with soft, flesh-to-flesh whacks that filled the cave with the sound of their love-making. 
 
                 Harder and harder, they drove against each other as she rode him. They charged headlong over the edge of their climaxes. Her wings flared out in a tight stretch as every muscle in her body clenched in orgasm. Gripped in her unbelievably tight core, Corrus’s seed exploded within her, turning her already wet sex into a steamy cauldron of their mingled cum. 
 
                 The moment released them, and he collapsed against the rug. She fell to his chest, nuzzled against him with murmurs of intense satisfaction. 
 
                 They lay, sharing each other’s breaths and heartbeats, while the fire burned down and once more threatened to extinguish itself. 
 
                 Slowly, they came back to their senses. Their hands roamed over each other’s skin, caressing and stroking silent promises of caring to each other. 
 
                 Her head still against his chest, Eryis whispered, “I’m not sure what the future is going to bring, Corrus. There’s so much out there. But I know this. You need to be a part of it. I can’t promise how it will always be. But promise me whatever we choose and whatever we do, we’ll always be part of it together.” 
 
                 “You have my word, Eryis. And you know a cleric of Jamira always keeps his word. We’re in this life together, and we’ll find a way through it. If I must part, then I’ll return. If I’m uncertain, then I’ll tell you so you can help me find the path. I know you’ve been alone for a long time. As long as you know me, and as long as you want me around, you’ll never be alone again.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The History of Tallia 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tallia 
 
      
 
                 He can’t be here! How can he be here? 
 
                 But in truth, she knew. Pain filled her heart every time she thought of that one, horrid mistake. She could still remember the tiny prick as that hair was plucked from her body. A part of her was stolen, forever in his hands. 
 
                 She was huddled in the back of a cart, trundling along the outskirts of the Callingshire woods. Wrapped in a thick blanket, she shivered continuously. Not in cold. The sun was warm on her head. No, she was shivering with the seemingly endless, punishing fear that he would be waiting for her around every corner. 
 
                 And there he was. Standing arrogantly at the crossroads, surrounded by six of his goons. 
 
                 Merrax of Ruul. Magical Artisan. All around asshole. 
 
                 He was six-and-a-half feet tall, with a hooked nose and strong chin. He wore leather robes with thick, crimson red panels on both chests embroidered with his own personal crossed-dagger symbols. He scanned the passing carriages and carts with scouring eyes and not an ounce of mercy. On his right hand, he had the magical ring he had forged out of crystal. She couldn’t see it at this distance, but Tallia knew her hair was trapped inside like a mosquito in amber. He was holding the ring out, waiting for it to speak to him of her presence. 
 
                 It was already glowing a soft orange-red to match the coloring of her hair and furry tail. His eyebrows rose with an expression partway between surprise and delight. He called to his crew, “She’s here.” 
 
                 She whimpered. The farmer she had bribed for a ride wasn’t going to stand against warriors for her. A couple soldiers were in shouting distance, watching the parade of merchants. Even if they decided to act for some helpless girl, Merrax’s men could overwhelm them. And they would. For her? He had already done far worse. 
 
                 So, she did the only thing she could. 
 
                 She bolted. 
 
                 Casting off the blanket, she took running steps off the cart, ignoring the concerned shouts of the farmer behind her. Her concentration was a skittish thing, but managed to steady her thoughts long enough to blur into her true-fox form, far more fleet of foot than her humanoid variant. 
 
                 Behind, her exceptional hearing picked out Merrax ordering with hungry, dark humor, “After her, lads.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Corrus 
 
      
 
                 Eryis crouched down, sampling the tread of a human boot-print with her hand. She frowned. “This is fresh. They’ve passed this way recently. Within the last two hours, I’d say.” 
 
                 Corrus frowned deeply. “The rumors are true, then. There’s a pack of hunters riling up this part of the forest. Brennan said they broke the doors on his ranch house and terrified his daughter as soon as he saw her red hair. We need to find what they want and put a stop to this before someone gets hurt.” 
 
                 They ventured north, roaming where their instincts took them. They had been circling for a few hours, but the path of the hunters was erratic at best. Whoever was leading them on this chase was good at remaining hidden. They hadn’t even caught a trace of the quarry in this. Only hints, like the fixation on red hair and believing that their prey could be hiding in a human house-hold. They both suspected the men were not just hunters, but slavers after an escaped soul. 
 
                 If that’s the case, they’re going to have a bad day. Jamira does not approve of taking self-determination away from anyone, and neither do I. He had the impression that Eryis might be even more vicious to them if that proved true. She had almost ended up a slave herself too many times. 
 
                 His scanning eyes hooked on a flash of color. A splash of orange-red flickered in the greenery. He held a hand up, silently stopping their trek. Squatting to peer through the bushes, he whispered to Eryis, “See there? Isn’t that a fox tucked up against that tree?” 
 
                 Slinking sideways, Eryis found a different angle, then confirmed, “I think it is. Strange. Why isn’t it running? I mean, you’re harmless as a flower –” 
 
                 He cleared his throat pointedly. 
 
                 Eryis grinned at him, continuing, “–…take the compliment, lover. Your aura is like a fresh breeze. But I have to smell like a large predator to it.” Eryis subconsciously flapped her wings in a stretching motion, underscoring her point. True, she resembled an airborne stalker which, unlike most bats, was large enough to carry off a fox to have for breaking her eveningfast. “It should have bolted.” 
 
                 Corrus nodded, seeing her logic. “Well, then let’s see how close we can get. Try not to spook it. Not sure how this is related, but they were looking for red hair.” 
 
                 Eryis smirked, “Though usually people keep foxes away from their hen-houses, not inviting them in.” 
 
                 Together, they edged closer. The animal grew more and more skittish as they approached, but still didn’t flee. The puzzle was solved only when they were within a few steps. The fox was crowded back against the tree, whimpering and growling at them, but also not making any louder sounds. 
 
                 Corrus’s eyes narrowed in anger. “Look at its left-rear paw. It’s in a snare!” 
 
                 Eryis hissed in sympathy, her own voice flush with shared anger. “Fucking poachers. Look at that… they used a wire snare. Meant to dig in harshly with barbs that it can’t get out. Then they leave the poor thing to suffer until they get around to collecting her.” 
 
                 Corrus nodded, his jaw clenched. “Hurting animals like this just so their pelts stay nice instead of being infested by parasites once the fox dies. I’d love to put one of them in a snare like this for a few hours while the wolves circle. See how long it takes them to wish for death.” Not that he wanted the fox to die, but if you had to do it, at least they could have rigged an instant-kill device. Hunting was one thing. Cruelty was another. 
 
                 He nudged closer, whispering to the fox, “I’m a friend. Not here to hurt you. I know, little one. I know. It hurts. But I’m here to make it better. I really can.” Oddly enough, the skittish animal seemed to calm, as if it could understand him. 
 
                 Eryis held back, given how much success he was having. She sounded amused, “What did I tell you? Harmless as a flower.” 
 
                 Not rolling his eyes or losing his peaceful demeanor, Corrus ignored her and reached in for the snare wire itself. He intended to tug a little more in hand and put a little slack in the wire, hoping that gave him enough to work with to free the fox. He hadn’t touched it yet when he froze. Cursing softly, he said, “Damnit. This isn’t the work of novices, Eryis. This wire is actually a bunch of small links forged together. Each one is the shape of a tiny rune. Can’t read it, but I’ve seen the work of magic before. I can feel the magic inside it tingling my fingertips.” 
 
                 “Magic to catch a fox? Can you break it without killing all of us?” 
 
                 “Perhaps.” He closed his eyes, whispering, “Blessed Jamira, give me the strength to undo the magic wrought by those with no respect for the natural world. Grant succor to this creature, as I have given rest and healing to so many others. In your name.” His palm glowed, and the chain dissolved into a billowing mist of powdered steel. It scattered to the ground like so much dust. 
 
                 The fox arrowed away from the tree, determined to flee – 
 
                 – then stumbled as its crippled leg couldn’t handle the strain. It crashed painfully into the thick grass, scrambled a little more, then began to shiver uncontrollably. Corrus watched in amazement as its limbs thickened and lengthened, the fur along its body receding and the canine-features of its snout softened and smoothed into something far more human. 
 
                 The rest of the fox’s body changed as well, and Corrus became slightly uncomfortable as it became very, very clear that she was a female indeed. Her breasts were pert and cute, her limbs lean and built for running, her hips and shoulders blossoming into an appealing hourglass shape that tugged the eye to all the best places. Without a stitch of clothing on her, it was an effort not to ogle her like a youth struck dumb by the first wench to ever flirt with him. 
 
                 What didn’t change was the panic in the shining green eyes. As her mouth regained the lips and shape needed to form human speech, the shapeshifted blurted out, “L–leave m–me alone!” 
 
                 Eryis was as stunned as he was. She answered with her own startled question, “What are you?” 
 
                 With a prim snap, the fox-girl bit back, “What are you?” 
 
                 Considering how unique Eryis was, born of mis-fired wish magic, it was a fair question. Corrus tried to bend their words back to something productive. “What she meant was… we don’t want to assume anything. We want to help, but we don’t know if we can.” 
 
                 The fox-girl scoffed, “Help me? You set the trap, didn’t you? He forged it to catch my kind, but he’s no woodsman! How much did he pay you? A bag of gold? How much was my freedom worth to you?” 
 
                 Corrus knew they were missing a big piece in all this. He rushed to say, “We didn’t set these. Neither of us ever would. Who is hunting you? We don’t understand.” 
 
                 She balked a little, scanning the forest as if her personal demon would appear at any moment from between the branches. “He is never far away.” She nursed her ankle and the garish wound that had lacerated deep into her skin. She hissed at the mere touch of it. She shot an evil look at where the snare had been. “I can’t see them. Not at all. He’s such a bastard. I felt the last one closing and managed to pull back in time. But…” She shuddered. “It’s like walking through a world of invisible hangmen nooses that might snap closed on you every moment! Can you imagine that that’s like?” 
 
                 The terrible idea had never occurred to Corrus, but it did now. Whoever was hunting her, Corrus was already starting to hate him. Taking a calming breath, Corrus tried to let the peace in his aura infuse her own. “Will you let me tend your leg? I don’t know if your kind can get infected, but I would rather not take that chance.” 
 
                 Distrust was thick in her eyes. Her whole-body language screamed her unwillingness to let anyone close. 
 
                 Eryis appealed to her, “He has a kind touch. He’s mended me more than once, and the villages all around the forest trust him with their children.” 
 
                 The fox-girl darted her eyes back and forth, a small crack in her armor showing. 
 
                 Corrus touched his own chest. “I’m Corrus, Cleric of Jamira. This is Eryis, a long-time friend.” 
 
                 Fighting herself inside, the fox-girl uttered, “Tallia”, then clamped her mouth shut as if cursing herself for daring to give away that much. 
 
                 “A pleasure to meet you, Tallia.” Corrus put on his softest smile. “I ask for nothing. Only to soothe away the pain.” 
 
                 Again, there was that inner fight in her eyes. Until, at last, Tallia’s head nodded up and down in a quick little jerk before going still. 
 
                 Eryis knelt next to her, moving slowly. Her own hand reached out first and laid upon her bare knee. “Fear not. His touch is sweet.” She glanced up at Corrus, sharing a private smile with him. 
 
                 Corrus knew she was trying to help, but right at that moment, the effect was more a challenge. He heard the double-meaning behind her words, and saw the playfulness in her smile. He remembered all the cold nights they had spent sharing warmth. Seeing her laying her delicate touch on the other woman’s leg wasn’t easy to ignore. All the more stimulating because of the shapely leg she touched; though there was a slight difference in the muscle structure that would let Tallia leap far stronger than a normal human, there was no denying the sexual appeal of her bare skin displayed so openly to his eyes. 
 
                 Summoning his deepest reservoir of self-control, Corrus also knelt, though he remained near her feet. Forming his hands into a circle, he placed them onto the injury. But by the time he made contact, his near-silent pleas to his Goddess’s power had already turned his palms a bright sapphire-white. Rather than flinch away in pain, Tallia made an immediate groan of relief as holy power washed away the sting of the snare. Soon, there was only healthy, lightly freckled skin where the angry wound had once been. 
 
                 Corrus pulled back and whispered a last thanks to the True Lady for trusting his judgement in who was worthy, then met Tallia’s gaze with a smile of his own. “Feel better?” 
 
                 The fear and pain in her face had transformed into near worship and joy. Faster than the eye could follow, Tallia crushed against him in a shameless, naked hug. Into his ear, she whispered, “Oh, thank you! You have… no idea what it is to be hunted like this. To see treason and betrayal in every face.” She squeezed tighter, before finally settling back on her haunches. She blushed a little at taking such liberty, but tried to explain, “It’s why I left the wild-realm in the first place! It’s never-ending there. Always hunting. Always hiding. Always running. It’s why my kind like coming here. Like what your kind call a vacation. Here the wind is wonderful. You can close your eyes in the breeze without fearing to die from the lack of vigilance!” Then, she ducked her head with a shy smile, one of mild shame. “And there are so many bright and shiny things to have!” Her chagrin showed at the admission. 
 
                 Eryis’s own smile brightened. “Ohh! You’re a kitsune! A fox spirit from the wild-realm! I’ve heard stories.” 
 
                 Corrus glanced at her. “You know of her kind?” 
 
                 Eryis nodded, “Though from those stories alone. They are known to have… well, a wicked sense of humor, shall we say? And a fondness for sparkles.” She giggled. 
 
                 Tallia flushed a little more, her blush was not the same deep red color as a human’s. It showed easily on her pale, freckled skin, blending right in with her flame-orange hair color. But despite trying not to let it out, a cute, gushing smile emerged, “Those things are so pretty…” Then, she dissolved into an embarrassed laugh. The thought of glitter and sparkles reminded her of what she loved of the mortal world. She turned insistent. “I can’t go back! Nothing glitters there!” 
 
                 A hard, uncompromising male voice stabbed out from the forest. “If you stop running, I would make you mine. I would shower you with such gifts.” The imposing, robed figure that was Merrax strode out of the woods. His hand was out, a crystal ring on his first finger glowing brightly from within; her hair trapped inside shimmering its natural color a thousand times more brilliantly than it should have. 
 
                 Squealing in sudden terror, Tallia scampered backward behind Corrus. “Stay away from me!” 
 
                 Merrax drifted to a halt, ignoring Corrus and Eryis, speaking only to her, “There is no denying fate, and yours is with me. If you will not be mine, then you will see the wild-realm all too soon. A hundred years, Tallia. If I banish you here, then a hundred years will pass before you can return. A hundred years you must survive the hunt without your soul being torn apart by monsters far worse than me.” 
 
                 Tallia cuddled against Corrus’s back. He could feel the heat of her breasts pressed into him, though she shivered violently in fear. Corrus didn’t need to hear her speak to know what she wanted. This was the one who had set the snares. There was no doubt. And she was rejecting him as completely as a cat rejects water. 
 
                 He remained crouched down, not wanting to raise this into open conflict without the chance at parlay, but also to keep himself as a better shield for Tallia. He straightened his back, imposing himself between the man and his prize. “Begone from here. She wants nothing of you.” 
 
                 Merrax acknowledged him for the first time. “Do not stand between me and what is rightfully mine!” 
 
                 Corrus, “You’ve travelled a long way, stranger. I can tell. Because around these parts, we’re not friendly with the idea of owning anyone.” It wasn’t totally true. There was the shadow trade of slaves, little talked about but feared by lost souls like Eryis had been. But few of those poor souls taken in the dead of night remained nearby. Most were shipped over the seas to realms more forgiving of such things. 
 
                 Merrax sneered at him, but didn’t ignore him. He was beginning to realize the cleric didn’t intend to remove himself from the situation that easily. “Who is she to you?” 
 
                 The cleric shrugged, “My name is Corrus, and my faith demands that I be true to myself. I’ve never been one to stand by and watch bullies take what they want. You seem like the ‘taking without asking’ sort. Callingshire is my home. My home, my rules. If that upsets you, there are plenty of trails that lead out of here.” 
 
                 “The woman will have told you that I am not one to broker deals with fools. Merrax is a name well-respected to no less than three kings for the wonders I have crafted for them. The Emperor himself has blessed me with an audience. His soldiers will raise a hand to stop me from hauling her away, nor in destroying anyone who stands between me and her.” 
 
                 Corrus insisted, “You may regret those words, Merrax of such ill fame.” 
 
                 Merrax sneered again. “As may you. Lads! Show them the error of their ways.” He gestured in a circle. 
 
                 His warriors emerged in a loose circle around them. A total of six, all of them dressed in rugged attire that had seen some use, speaking to their nature as veteran travelers. Two of them held crossbows in loose but ready grips, while the others were handling the hilts of their swords, ready to draw them if the command was given. 
 
                 Corrus’s expression shaded over with disappointment and anger. “This is so stupid. You could walk away. No one has to die here!” 
 
                 Merrax barked a laugh. “You had your chance to beg.” 
 
                 The cleric’s jaw clenched tightly. “I don’t beg to thieves.” He raised a finger, pointing at the glowing ring on the artificer’s hand. “I can feel the resonance within that. Most of the time, the aura around stolen objects are weak. But you’ve brought out its inner power, haven’t you?” 
 
                 Merrax gnashed back at him, “I told you, she’s mine. Everything that is hers is also mine! From the sweat on her nose to the tip of her fluffy little tail! Understand?” 
 
                 Corrus’s shed a cold smile at him. “Let the magic decide.” He touched his holy symbol, and uttered a hushed prayer. 
 
                 Instantly, Merrax began to scream. The blazing light from the ring was no longer just radiant, but also burned with equal intensity. The artificer’s skin ignited, melting down to the bone. The torch that was his flesh burned up his hand, peeling back the layers to reveal the skeleton beneath, then scorching that black as well. The first finger with the ring melted away completely, and the crystal circle dropped into the grass where its light extinguished. 
 
                 Horror filled Merrax’s cries, and he dove for a nearby patch of dirt. Digging his limb into the ground, he tried to smother the judgmental flames threatening to consume his who arm. 
 
                 The slavers surrounding them were stunned by the brutality of the magic. They might be veterans, but the display of divine power mutilating their powerful leader stunned them into inaction. 
 
                 Neither Corrus nor Eryis wasted that time. 
 
                 Eryis read his intent, and her wings had draped low enough to hide the crossbow she had readied. With an explosive push of her legs, she leaped into the air and flapped her wings with strong, pulsing beats. She strengthening rapidly in the last year, and though she could not quite stay airborne for long, she had the power and endurance to pound the air and climb high enough to then glide a good ten to twenty yards. Now, she launched up high enough to gain a deadly firing angle. Bringing the crossbow on aim, she fired a firebolt into the face of one of the slavers. The firebomb at the end exploded into his beard, and his hair and scalp lit up like a bonfire. His screams had even better effect, as a second member of the crew died under the terrible pain of flames. 
 
                 Having no time to reload, she dropped the crossbow, unclasped her hatchets, and hissed with fury as she folded her wings and dove at another slaver. Landing on his shoulders, she hacked into his head and shoulders with the steel edges, felling him like a tree. 
 
                 Corrus was equally aggressive, if a little less acrobatic. He stormed the nearest slaver, bashing his mace into the man’s ribcage. Reversing the swing, he shattered the other side. Another reversal, and this time the blow forced already broken ribs into the man’s lungs and vitals. 
 
                 Leaving him to choke on his own blood, the cleric spun away from a slaver’s sword slash. This slaver’s survival instincts had kicked in, and he had drawn his blade in a rush. His first cut was frantic, poorly aimed but enough to make Corrus retreat away from it. He raised the blade again, but Corrus met this one head-on with his own weapon. His ball of hardened steel was more than a match for the worn blade it struck. The slaver’s weapon snapped in two, leaving him little more than an awkward dagger. Giving him no space to recover, Corrus charged in. He bludgeoned the man on the collar bone, on his arm, and finally landed a heavy blow to his cheek that broke his jaw for certain, and possible crushed more within his brain. He dropped, out of the fight either way. 
 
                 Corrus sensed another slaver coming at his back, and he anticipated some pain. 
 
                 But Tallia wasn’t helpless. Terrified? Yes. Hunted to an inch of sanity? That as well. But as she saw others fighting for her, a sight she hadn’t ever seen before, her courage and fury ignited in a whole new way. She pounced on the slaver, her claws tearing into him where she could find vulnerable flesh around his boiled leather armor. He tried to fend her off with a dagger, but she slashed his forearm brutally. The blade dropped… and then she had a dagger. With a vicious stab, she drove it into his neck. She was crying as she did it, screaming in pain as much as vengeance. 
 
                 The last of them ran. Whatever Merrax was paying him to torment lost souls wasn’t worth his life. 
 
                 Eryis disagreed. Snatching up her crossbow along the way, she launched herself after him, looking feral as she was drenched in the blood of her hatchet victim. She vanished into the woods, turning the hunt against the hunter. 
 
                 Corrus clutched his mace, then walked determinedly toward the cowering form of the artificer mage. Sucking in deep breaths to calm himself after the short spurt of battle, he towered over the man cradling his blackened hand to his chest. “Shall I grant you mercy? Were our positions reversed, I dare say you would not do the same.” 
 
                 Merrax snarled back at him, half-blind and fully mad with pain. “I have friends! Powerful friends! Do you think this is over? When they realize what you have done, they will end you!” 
 
                 Corrus shook his head sadly. “I know little of the world. But the idea that anyone will miss you enough to come find you instead of simply stealing all you own and replacing you with another? I imagine the world you live in, and that seems like a risk I’m willing to take. We’ll see who is right in the end.” 
 
                 Screaming in wordless anger, Merrax snatched into a pouch at his waist. His good hand came out with a palm-full of small glass orbs, practically buzzing with unstable violet energy. He hurled one at Corrus. 
 
                 Reacting in the only way he could, Corrus smacked it with his mace. The glass shattered and a sonic blast detonated in the air. Half of his mace was turned into slag, the fragments scattering away into the grass around him. He was forced back three full steps, and his arms windmilled to stay on his feet. 
 
                 Merrax still cradled his hand as he struggled to his knees. He hurled two more of the explosive beads at Corrus. Not wanting to be near another of those blasts, Corrus hurled his ruined mace back at him, catching one in midair. It exploded between them, knocking him back to his behind and Merrax off his knees and back to his side again. The second globe was poorly aimed and flew well to the side, but the impact rattled Tallia and Corrus both, hitting right between them. 
 
                 Cackling insanely, Merrax flipped his hand, and sent all three remaining glass orbs soaring through the air at them. “We’ll see who visits the lower hells first!” 
 
                 Corrus saw the throw, and rolled frantically toward the fox-girl. “Get close, Tallia!” She twirled toward him on the ground, and he threw his arms around her even as he implored his Goddess to shield him from the coming destruction. A dome of white-blue radiance appeared above him. The orbs smashed against it, one after the other. The thunderous detonations were mostly dispelled, though some of the force still made it through to hammer the senses of the two hiding beneath. Each concussive blast sapped more of Corrus’s energy as he channeled more and more of the divine energy needed to stave off death. 
 
                 The attack had given time for Merrax to regain his feet. His face contorted with pain and blind rage, and the artificer mage tugged a steel-ribbed rod from within his robes. Smacking it against a nearby tree, the tree trunk exploded with the added, concussive force the magical rod could deliver. “See that? I’m going to crush you like bugs in a – aracckkkk…” 
 
                 His threat ended in a choked slobber. The point of an arrow protruded from his chest, having pierced right through from his back. The thunder-rod fell from his fingers which suddenly lacked the strength to hold anything. Merrax collapsed to his knees, confusion written plain on his face. 
 
                 Behind him, Eryis lowered her crossbow with satisfaction. “Whatever he was saying probably wasn’t that important.” 
 
                 Corrus had been struggling to rise, but suddenly unleashed a dark laugh and fell back to his knees. “That’s what I call good timing.” Fatigue sapped at his consciousness. He wobbled with the light-headed feeling. He had channeled too much power too quickly, added with the stress of a life-or-death moment. 
 
                 Tallia darted up to his side, clutching to his side and holding him up. “I can’t believe you did that! You could have been killed!” 
 
                 Haze still tingled the edge of his vision. Half-drunk on the light-headed sensation, Corrus chuckled. “Only matters that I wasn’t.” 
 
                 Eryis pranced through the thick underbrush toward them. “Crazy fool. You can’t resist getting us into these sorts of things.” It was phrased like a complaint, but her smile was a fond one. 
 
                 The grass near Merrax rustled. With a gasp of dying breath, the bleeding, dying creature that had once been a confident mage bucked up from the ground and snarled, “If I can’t have you then none shall!” He aligned a tube with his mouth and with his literal dying breath exhaled sharply into it. The dart flashed across the space between them and buried itself in Tallia’s neck. With a rattling laugh, Merrax collapsed to the ground in a motionless heap. 
 
                 Tallia’s eyes flew open in shock. She clutched at the dart and tugged it free. Staring at the tip, she saw the pungent green goo staining the tip. She spasmed once, then sobbed as her breath caught in her swollen throat. 
 
                 Corrus snatched the dart and gave it a hard look. He grimaced. “Night adder venom. Thickened and concentrated. She’s only got seconds.” 
 
                 Indeed, Tallia was already starting to shake and shudder. Unable to stay upright, she lurched right off her knees and practically out of Corrus’s arms. He fought to cushion her fall to the ground. 
 
                 Eryis implored him, “Heal her!” 
 
                 For one of the only times in his life, Corrus cursed as he realized his faith wouldn’t be enough. “I can’t. I’ve already channeled too much. I would give my life for her if I could, but I’d be dead before I burned half that shit from her blood.” He was clinging to her hand, but suddenly his fingers slid right through Tallia’s own. She was too insubstantial to hold onto. He murmured in sorrow. “She’s already fading from this world.” 
 
                 Eryis’s eyes lit up. “You need to bind her!” 
 
                 “What?” 
 
                 “Remember what Kallomo was explaining when we brought him his supply order from town?” 
 
                 “He was droning on about spirit melding. Linking sprites to brooms and such for a day so they could do chores before letting them go.” The man was goodly enough, not one to trap those spirits for longer than a few days to do his bidding. Corrus thought he walked the line of that same idea of slavery, which was probably why he never felt the need to truly become the man’s friend. The reclusive mage had some strange ideas. 
 
                 “Right! And he said you had to catch the exact right point as they faded in or out of the world! You had to catch them right at the point of interface. And when you did…” 
 
                 Corrus understood. “You could lend them strength directly. Far more efficiently than through channeling of magic. Your health became theirs.” He swallowed. “Eryis, I can’t! That’s what those adventurers were trying to do to her!” 
 
                 “We have no choice! She’s fading back to the wild-realms. You saw the terror in her eyes! Those slavers were going to trap her against her will. All she wanted to do was live here, carefree and able to roam and explore! You’d be giving her a gift!” 
 
                 “By taking away her freedom?” 
 
                 Eryis grabbed him by the shirt, her dark eyes demanding the truth of him. “Will you trap her?” 
 
                 “What? No!” 
 
                 “Will you order her to stay by your side? To tend your every need? To forbid her from loving as she wishes or going where she wishes?” 
 
                 “Of course not!” 
 
                 “Then damnit, Corrus, bind her to you! Help her in the only way you can!” 
 
                 The whole idea was nerve-wracking, and not just for what it meant to Tallia. If he did this, they were linked. He would be the key to the link, but even the key could not so easily sever it. He couldn’t even begin to understand the implications of how they would be bound to each other. 
 
                 A huge part of him was screaming that Eryis was right. But how much of that was his own desire? The ripe fox-woman lay before him, and he could still feel the stab of lust she had caused inside him. “This can’t be selfish.” 
 
                 Eryis hugged around his shoulders. “I believe in your, Corrus. So does your Goddess. And…so will she.” 
 
                 Resolve entered his heart. “The ring.” 
 
                 “What?” 
 
                 “The crystal ring! Get it for me. I need a token. A part of her. Summoners usually use true names or complex rituals that a spirit is attracted to. I don’t know any of that. But the ring… it has a piece of her inside of it. A part Merrax stole.” 
 
                 Eryis smiled, “And a part you got back for her. Perfect.” She bolted over to where the ring had fallen and returned on the run. She pressed it hurriedly into his hands. 
 
                 Corrus tried to remember everything he had ever known about dealing with spirits and the beings of the other realms that surrounded their world. He was a cleric, not a summoner mage! Damn… damn damn damn… 
 
                 Following his instincts, he slid the crystal ring onto his right ring finger. It fit snugly, magically so. With a deep breath, he plunged the hand into the middle of Tallia’s fading chest as if snatching hold of her rapidly beating heart. Instantly, the ring lit up with that same orange radiance. Corrus pushed his willpower through the crystal artifact and willed the kitsune not to go. His magical connection to his Goddess was strained and spent, but his physical body was strong and hearty. Even better, one of the gifts of his Goddess, he was utterly immune to the poisons of the world. He felt the adder venom burn at him, trying to take him right along with her. But his innate gift strangled the fatal kiss of the poison. He cradled her spirit to him and eased her fully back into the mortal world. 
 
                 His hand came away from her body, and her chest heaved as she sucked a deep, needful, glorious breath of new life. 
 
                 “Yes!” Eryis exclaimed. 
 
                 Corrus was no less thrilled. He sagged a little, now feeling the drag on his physical being as well as his spiritual one. For a solid minute, it was like his heart was beating for both of them as Tallia once more found her life rhythm. 
 
                 Tallia’s shining green eyes widened in understanding of what happened as the world resolved around her again more firmly. “I…can feel our link! You bonded me!” 
 
                 Corrus sagged even more, expecting her anger and disbelief. He nodded, ready to absorb anything she threw at him. “It was the only way to keep you here. I’m…I’m sorr – errrk!” 
 
                 The rest of the word was half-strangled out of him as she wrapped her arms around him and gave him a hug that made the last one feel like a polite embrace. She all but leapt into his lap, her legs curling around his back as she melded to him completely. Joy radiated out of her. 
 
                 Eryis’s mouth spread into a bit of a knowing smile. “I think you two have a few things to work out. I’ll be close by. Take your time.” She slipped away, and Corrus swore he heard soft, wry laughter echo back as she tactfully retreated. 
 
                 They clung to each other, neither willing to pull away. The direct physical connection augmented the mental link he had forged. 
 
                 Nestled into his shoulder, Tallia whispered in disbelief. “I can’t believe you would do this.” 
 
                 “I barely know what I’ve done,” He chuckled at himself. “But we couldn’t lose you. We knew what awaited you and how much it terrified you.” 
 
                 She pulled away a little. Not far. Her lush breasts were still snuggled against his chest, and her core was still tightly pressed to his lower stomach. Corrus tried to ignore how potent that felt; the naked kitsune in his arms was a soft assault on all his senses, smelling of a forest after rain, her tail brushing his arms behind her, and her silken skin a beckoning call to his need. His phallus was demanding release from within his trousers, and he was sure she could feel it pressing up into her core from below. Indeed, Corrus swore she was grinding softly down against it, purring from somewhere deep in her chest. She pulled back only far enough to meet his gaze and giggle with a bit of happy yet astonished delight. “It means I’m yours.” 
 
                 He summoned as much a smile as he could, but failed to seem stern. He wanted to say ‘no, never!’, but… the amused way she had said it only made his lust for her stronger. With as much seriousness as he could, he insisted, “I would never… I mean, I won’t order you to do anything you don’t want. If my life source is the anchor you need to stay here, then alright. It’s my gift to you. But –” 
 
                 She interrupted, her emerald gaze steaming with heat. “– Do you want me?” 
 
                 Words choked in his throat a little. “I…I mean, I…” 
 
                 Her hands flowed up and into his hair. Ruffling fingers along his scalp, she focused on him very, very intently. Her grip demanded that he give her undivided attention. “I know you can’t lie, Cleric of Jamira. If you owe me anything, then answer me. Do you want me?” 
 
                 A dozen white lies and false paths he might lay down. A hundred hours walking that fine line between truth and innuendo to spare feelings and escape impossible questions like this. Goddess help me. He stared back into her eyes. “Yes.” 
 
                 Her smile was like the dawn. “Then command me. Because I am yours.” 
 
                 She was impossible to resist, hypnotized by those gorgeous green eyes, seeing the flick-flick-flick of her bushy tail behind her fiery-haired head, and knowing that the flicks were in anticipation for what he might say next. 
 
                 Corrus’s deep voice thrummed from his mouth, resonant with all the thick lust in his body. “I want to feel you skin to skin.” 
 
                 He remembered Eryis talking about the kitsune tendency toward mischief. Her grin appeared, and she searched down his body with her fingers. She traced the contours of his muscles hidden below the tabard and thick leather clothing beneath. She reached his navel, and then pointed her clawed finger straight in. With the delicacy of a surgeon, she inserted her claw through the layers of cloth, then slashed upward. The sound of tearing fabric split the air. She carried the rip all the way to his neckline. 
 
                 The two long flaps she had made flopped outward, but she wasn’t done. She returned to his stomach, and then sliced outward with both hands this time, all around his sides, making it so she could expose his entire chest. 
 
                 With a purr of sensual pleasure, she pressed against him again, but now her breasts came flush to his hard chest. He could feel her hard nipples nuzzle into his skin, and her throaty, growling purr grew even louder. Her lips found his neck, and her kisses blazed a trail from his collar bone up and over his throat, wandering this way and that as she continued to use her claws to carve away his clothing. 
 
                 Not one to waste time, Corrus managed to lift her behind a little, giving him room to straighten his legs and push his trousers and small clothes away. Kicking them off, he was soon naked below even as she finished her work stripping him above. 
 
                 She settled back onto him, her slit grinding against the rigid heat of his shaft. Letting out a breathy moan, she used the grip of her limbs around him to rub back and forth, painting his shaft with her dripping excitement. Her mouth came away from his neck, and once more rose to peer into his eyes. “Command me.” 
 
                 His whole world was filled with her. His hands roamed her back, reaching into her hair and down to fondle her ass that twitched with each flicker of that tail of hers. He petted up along the furry extension, and she reacted with a buzzing purr that confirmed it was wonderfully sensitive. “Guide me into you,” he ordered huskily. 
 
                 Rather than use her hands, the kitsune gyrated her hips upward, feeling for the tip of his cock with her sex. She gasped in delight as his tip rubbed over her clit, then angled herself to make his phallus drag down through her slit and slide naturally into her sopping entrance. With another purr, she relaxed, letting him in. Then, her eyes bulged open as his thickness began to stretch her. “Oh, gods, I… didn’t know you… were… ohhh gggoooodddddssss…” Her efforts at speech dissolved into a moan of sexual effort as she struggled to take more of him. She panted, exhaled, and whimpered… took a little more… then, with a look of confusion, reached down and explored with questing fingertips. 
 
                 He felt her delicate touch along him. Then, she gave the cutest whimper he had ever heard. “Sweet mercy, that’s only half of you!” 
 
                 Caressing along her back, Corrus’s powerful arms gripped her flesh a little more firmly. This time, she didn’t have to ask him. He commanded her, “Give in completely, Tallia. Take me.” 
 
                 She gave a nervous nod, and surrendered. 
 
                 He gripped her shoulders and tugged her down even as he thrust his hips up! He plunged into her depths, filling her to the very soul. She let out a long, drawn out “nnnnngggggghhhhhhh” as he possessed her, panting hard, drenching him in a constant flow from deep within. Keeping hold of her, he lifted her up as his hips sank down… then, slammed back into her again. Using the power in his arms timed with the hungry thrust of his hips, he bounced her in his lap, wantonly fucking her up and down on his cock, using her body with mounting speed. 
 
                 Her pert breasts surged up and down in front of him, and that was just as irresistible as the rest of her. He lowered his mouth and captured them with his tongue and mouth. Feasting on her rippling flesh, he heard Tallia cry out with the added stimulation that brought. 
 
                 Wanting an explosive moment, Corrus released her flesh from his mouth and glared up at her with his best authoritative scowl. “Cum for me, Tallia. Sing out. Don’t hold back. I want to hear your voice as I do this!” 
 
                 If she thought his pace was fast before, she hadn’t felt anything yet. Adding a delicious little stir to each of his thrusts, he swirl-pulsed up into her body with an insatiable, pounding assault on her grasp of reality. 
 
                 Tallia lost touch with the world and soared into orgasmic bliss. Her head fell back and she screamed in unabashed, rippling climax. His name was the prayer on her lips, “Ccooooorrrrrruuusssss….!!!!” 
 
                 She called his name, and he gave in to her luscious body and the wet grasp of her inner sex. He snarled nearly as loud, his baritone a perfect counter-point to her soaring soprano. Together, the two of them raged through a shared symphony of primal pleasure. 
 
                 Over time, they grew still. Grappled as they were, it was almost physically impossible that they could have been closer to each other. She was boneless against him, emitting those sensual little purring-growls almost continuously as they basked in each other’s afterglow. 
 
                 Her soft voice came to his ear. “I know we just met. You don’t know me. But I promise you, with all my heart…you are never going to regret keeping me around.” She nibbled his ear, gave him a playful little lick on his ear…and issued the most sultry, wicked laugh he had ever heard. 
 
                 Corrus was absolutely sure his life had just gotten a whole lot more interesting. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The History of Naomi 
 
      
 
      
 
    Naomi 
 
      
 
                 Naomi perched at the top of the ten-foot tall ladder. It was a precarious position, and she wasn’t paying nearly enough attention to her personal safety. That tended to happen when your occasionally unstable, often grumpy, rather powerful wizard mentor told you to go find something… 
 
                 …and you just can’t find it. 
 
                 She had developed a bit of a sixth sense for locating whatever he wanted amidst the controlled chaos of his tower. At first, he had done it as a punishment when she failed in any of her apprenticing duties. Then, for a while, it felt like it was sort of game. Now, he had come to rely on her. Maybe I shouldn’t have done so well at it, she mused. 
 
                 Would have. Should have. Could have. That was all in the past. Right now, he had told her to go find ‘that book with the silver spine and green writing. You know, the one with the salamander on it. And hurry! Before the rogue mist settles!’ She wished that sort of command was abnormal for him. Instead, this was simply a typical third-day afternoon. 
 
                 Except… 
 
                 She couldn’t find it. I mean, how many books had silver spines, anyway? But she had climbed all over all three of his libraries, checked his bedchamber, and pillaged the storage room on the off-chance he had stashed it in a box. 
 
                 Why today? Kallomo had seemed especially testy. He was pushing the boundary with what spell he was attempting, and there was a real chance that if she couldn’t find this book, he would fail. If that happened, he would have a real cause to be grumpy. 
 
                 So, Naomi was hovering with one leg on the ladder, hitching one arm around the other side of it. She was leaning out over empty space, with two toes of her other foot hooked onto a lower book shelf, praying it would hold her weight. A champion rock climber would have been proud. 
 
                 Her free hand was running over the top shelf’s tumbled mass of books. They hadn’t been sorted in years, and they weren’t neatly arranged. Some were in horizontal stacks, some were in jumbled piles, and there were even a few hiding behind others, pressed up against the wall! She had missed them on her first time through the library. Once she remembered, she’d cursed herself for forgetting, and climbed up in pursuit of her elusive quarry. 
 
                 Grasping hold of a particularly thick tome, she paused before lifting it. She was no wilting flower, but stretched out like this took most of her strength away. She should pause and move the ladder, but she couldn’t shift it every ten seconds! There was a whole room to cover! Making sure the tip of her foot was as stable as it could be, Naomi lifted the heavy book out of the way so she could peek behind it. 
 
                 Two glowing yellow eyes peered back out at her. 
 
                 Naomi flinched, and had to scramble to keep her hold. 
 
                 The hiding feline had the coloring of a leopard, and it shared more than spots with that larger cousin. It loved to hunt. It loved to climb. And it loved to pounce. The cat gave a playful hiss, baring its fangs as if to taunt her. 
 
                 Naomi did her best to look stern. “No, Carmella!” 
 
                 The cat’s spotted tail flickered back and forth, measuring distances and calculating launch parameters. 
 
                 Naomi scowled with all her might. “Don’t even think about it fuzzball. If you jump on me, I am going to turn you into a throw cushio –” 
 
                 With a delighted meow!, Carmella took off from the back half of the book shelf and landed with satisfying thud on her shoulders. Snuggling up against her blonde hair, the cat’s buzzing purr was normally a delight. 
 
                 Right then, the darn cat was about to be the death of her! 
 
                 Thrown off balance, Naomi knew she was in trouble. Forgetting about her quest, she started to focus exclusively and actively for the softest landing she could hope for. Her mouth started whispering the syllables of one of the few spells she had mastered. There was no way she could levitate, but she channeled as much energy as she could into displacing all the weight she could manage. 
 
                 When she fell, she aimed at the sitting couch in the room, closed her eyes, and concentrated on holding three quarters of her weight suspended ‘elsewhere’. She plunged down and hit the cushions hard, but with far less disastrous impact than otherwise might have happened. 
 
                 Despite her irritation with the feline, her hands instinctive gathered Carmella in and protected her on the fall. Oh, but she could be the naughtiest little thing ever, but that didn’t mean Naomi didn’t love the little creature intensely. 
 
                 The impact knocked the breath out of her, and the less-than-sturdy legs snapped. The couch’s bulk slammed down into the ground, then tipped backwards. She was sent spilling into a few stacks of books, which in turn cascaded down on top of her in a tidal wave of parchment. 
 
                 The dust settled, and Naomi exhaled slowly. She took mental stock of her body. Yup. Four limbs. Twenty fingers and toes. Most of my wits. Could have been a lot worse. She pushed away a bunch of books, then held Carmella up above her, staring into the cat’s eyes. “See what you did?” 
 
                 Meow! The cat’s eyes glittered, as if she knew all along that she would manage. A clear signal beamed out from its evil little mind, Nope. No subtle homicidal impulses here.  
 
                 Naomi sighed, then hugged the cat into her breasts. Crazy cat. Carmella might be Kallomo’s familiar, but at times, the intelligent feline seemed to prefer Naomi’s company. She didn’t know what that said about any of them, but she couldn’t deny her own truth. She loved the cat, mischief and all. 
 
                 Releasing the augmented-animal, Naomi rolled over and slowly shook off the aching from the fall. She propped the couch back up onto its base, then gave the broken legs a dark look. She’d have to repair those, either by hand or investing time in learning a mending spell. She’d far rather be learning flashier spells, things that would light up her eyes with delight! Oh no. She’d have to learn to make wood chips build back together like ants. Booorrrriiinnnnggg. 
 
                 She strained back up onto her knees, and then froze. 
 
                 There, jutting out from one of the collapsed stacks of books, was one with a silver spine. 
 
                 She nudged the other books off it. The title was embossed in bold green lettering. A stylized salamander icon crawled across the face. 
 
                 Naomi nearly sobbed in joy. She rustled the cat’s head and cooed at it, “Alright, you can live another day, stinker!” She scooped up both cat and book and bolted for the door. 
 
                 Kallomo’s tower was more of a keep with a single, higher extension. Unfortunately, the wizard’s protected casting room was at the highest level, under a glass sky-roof so he could peer up into the stars for inspiration. Or, something like that. 
 
                 She rolled her eyes. She knew she was blessed that the reclusive wizard had deigned to take her in as an apprentice. She was thankful. And unlike what some middle-aged loners might do, he never even hinted that he would lay a hand on his beautiful young apprentice. Well, not sexually anyway; he whacked her with his ‘reminder stick’ often enough when she forgot a chore or a detail of a spell she was learning. But damn, despite all the good things about him, the guy could be weird sometimes! 
 
                 Huffing from the long climb of the stairs, she exploded into the inner casting chamber. “Master! I found it!” Billowing mist the color of a faded sunflower wafted about the floor, coming up to her knees. She had heard him talking about Rogue’s Mist before, meant to simulate the primordial soup present on some of the other chaotic realms. It helped in contacting the elusive beings from those realms. Kallomo was pushing hard to increase his ability as a summoner, and he felt a natural affinity for places without rules that twisted with moods and was never the same twice. 
 
                 Kallomo was a short man, a good couple inches shorter than Naomi herself, even when she wasn’t wearing heeled shoes. His face was half-troll, with beady eyes that could nonetheless pierce right through a new apprentice ashamed of her latest mistake. He shuffled over toward her, sweating buckets from the magical effort streaming through him. “At last! What kept you, lass? By the lower hells, you’ve picked a fine time to lose your way!” 
 
                 He snatched the book from her, then hurried back to the low podium set at his chest level. Barking a magical command, he plucked some dust from a vial on a nearby table and flung it out into the air. The dust didn’t fly normally, instead spreading out like he had just blown a smoke ring from a pipe. It expanded until the ring was twice his height, burning with a fierce orange flame. 
 
                 Kallomo grabbed up a bowl of water with glittering speckles floating inside. Swirling it briskly, he then snapped his wrist and cast the water up into the empty space in the middle of the ring. The water splashed as if hitting a solid window. The spatters then began to spread, creating a glittering mirror-like surface until a field of stars existed within the ring of simmering fire. 
 
                 “Get over here, lass! Do you not want to be a part of this?” Excitement burned in his voice, almost feverish. He’d been working at this spell for nearly a month, Naomi knew, and he was clearly thrilled to see it coming to life. 
 
                 Naomi crept closer, excited and terrified all at once. She loved magic. The knowledge that limitless potential was there for anyone to take if they could unlock the mystical strength inside them was intoxicating! But this? This was more than just a tiny illusion or a parlor trick or even a pretty firework effect. This was really magic! He was cracking a window to one of the outer realms beyond the mortal world! 
 
                 Kallomo’s cast away the empty bowl, extending his hands out toward the portal. His eyes never left it. “Open the book, lass! Do you remember your lesson on the orcish tongue?” 
 
                 Bleh! Orc. Their spells were so gruesome! Nothing but blood magic and virility spells. Alright, so maybe she had imagined what it would be like to have one of them try out the latter on her. Hours and hours with a massive, large, immensely powerful hulk of a male thrusting into her over and over and over and… 
 
                 Ahem. That probably wasn’t why Kallomo was asking. 
 
                 Stumbling around the wicked thoughts, Naomi managed to squeak out, “A little.” 
 
                 Without turning away from the portal, the wizard frowned. “Practice, youngling! You never know where great secrets can be found! Nothing can be left to chance! Turn to the page with the sacrifice of the goat to grant insight into the weather. The shaman calls upon the knowledge of an imp! He’d found the true name of it. I need it! That shall be my test!” 
 
                 Naomi really could concentrate when she needed to. There was a reason why Kallomo had agreed to take her. She really did have talent, and her more frivolous side melted away when things got serious. She cracked the book open, leafing quickly through the crude parchment made from tanned hides. She fervently hoped none of them were human. 
 
                 Raising battle pillars from the ground? No. 
 
                 Purifying water supplies near campsites? No. 
 
                 Growing a phallus for a night of pleasure? Maybe bookmark that one… 
 
                 Ahh! Goat sacrifice. Weather prediction. This was the one. 
 
                 The orcan characters swam in front of her eyes. The blocky writing was messily written, and she had spent far more time studying elvish and the draconic tongue. Those were the most common mystical languages, concentrating on spells that were far more her style. At least… in public. Her private, often dark fantasies in the bedroom were a secret yet to be shared. 
 
                 Kallomo shouted, “Can you find it, lass?” 
 
                 “Yes! I have it! It says here the shaman called forth the name of Li’lo’lik, and knowledge was his!” 
 
                 Kallomo’s face lit with triumph. “Excellent! Stand back, now, lass! Give me space. Carmella! Be there, on the podium and lend me focus!” 
 
                 Once again, Naomi and Carmella were kindred spirits. The cat might be a rogue at times, but when it became time to lend its strength to Kallomo as his familiar, the cat never failed. With two bounds, it was upon on the podium, and its mind reached out to prop up his wizard companion. 
 
                 Kallomo called into the air, “Open now, unto the home of Li’lo’lik! Appear to me, little imp! I compel you to step into my realm and answer my questions! I shall be brief, and let you fade back to your home!” 
 
                 The star-field portal clouded over and then opened onto a burning, sulfur-stinking, jagged-mountain landscape. Boiling clouds steamed past, hot enough to sear the flesh off an unprotected human that tried to wander through the wasteland. 
 
                 Like a mini-meteor, a foot-tall humanoid careened through the ring and struck the floor of the casting chamber heavily. It had landed in a deep squat to absorb the impact. The ugly little thing had squat legs, a pot-belly, and ears as floppy and large as the wings on its back. The creature had a red coloring, with sickly yellow splotches all over it. Coarse dark hair poked out of its flesh in the ugliest places. 
 
                 Standing to its full miniscule height didn’t bring the imp above the level of the Rogue’s mist. Inhaling deeply, the imp laughed garishly. “Nice touch, though it’s still fake! Not enough sulfur in there, wizard!” 
 
                 Flapping its wings once, the imp jumped up on a broad table to put it a little closer to eye level. “Are you insane? How dare you utter my name!” 
 
                 Kallomo was no novice. He knew confidence was a hallmark of dealing with dark, chaotic beings like this. “Do not let arrogance run away with you, imp.” 
 
                 Li’lo’lik’s ugly face broke into a grotesque gap-toothed smile. “You don’t know! Oh! Oh, this is glorious! I never get to watch this sort of entertainment!” 
 
                 Kallomo glared at him. “Speak sense, imp. I did not summon you forth to hear your mad ravings. I have questions.” 
 
                 The imp cackled again. “And I have answers! Allow me! The first question. What master does the imp Li’lo’lik serve in the realm of Gashnalonn? Answer? The Crushing Fist of the wastelands, Ajagalar the Horrid.” 
 
                 Kallomo’s eyes widened with a sign of real panic. “What? But the orc shaman…” 
 
                 Li’lo’lik barked another laugh. “What, you used that pathetic shaman’s book to find my name? The fool wrote it down? He killed his brother to earn a single answer from my mouth! My master laughed at the pathetic attempt to ‘control’ me, but the fiendish betrayal amused him.” He grinned terribly. “You’re going to amuse him too, but you aren’t going to enjoy it.” 
 
                 Kallomo snarled at the imp. “Begone, then! I banish thee back to –” 
 
                 A devastating roar silenced the wizard’s command. A serpentine shape coiled in front of the portal, obscured by dark fog, but looking to Naomi like a gargantuan snake with a thousand legs and eyes on its scaled belly at every juncture of those limbs. Its head was more akin to a crocodile with a single horn growing out of head and curved backward to form a prodigious crest. 
 
                 The demon snarled again, and spat, “What treachery is this that you would answer this human’s call?” 
 
                 Li’lo’lik licked a fat tongue over its bulbous lips, shaking its head. “I thought only to hold open the portal to humor you, horrid lord!” 
 
                 Ajagalar answered with snide disgust. “To think an imp would know my mind!” 
 
                 What the imp had hoped would be fun was rapidly turning against it. Such was the danger of serving the lords of anarchy. “Horrid lord, let me –” 
 
                 The demon lord bellowed over him, “– Drink of the Rains of Mayhem! It should be…amusing to watch.” 
 
                 The imp screamed, “Nooooooooo!!!!” It didn’t beg for mercy. There wouldn’t be any. 
 
                 Ajagalar made two gestures. The first wafted a thick black cloud through the portal. The second, with a slash of his longest appendages, severed the link. The portal went dark. 
 
                 A rumble of thunder emanated from the dark cloud as it spread over the chamber. Churning into a tornado like vortex, black droplets began to fall. 
 
                 The imp snarled in a blend of panic, anger, and loss. It leapt onto Kallomo, clutching to his robes and shaking him as hard as his surprisingly potent strength would allow. The middle-aged wizard was heaved off-balance, and the two began to wrestle in a way that might have been humorous if death wasn’t raining down on them even now. 
 
                 Naomi wanted to vanish. The door wasn’t far off. But love called to her as well. She wasn’t brave. Bravery was a choice. What she did was instinct. She dashed across the room and snatched Carmella into her arms, tucking the cat under the shelter of her body. Then, she fled. 
 
                 She never made it. 
 
                 The rain came in a sudden deluge. She was almost instantly soaked to the skin. Her feet suddenly stuck to the ground, and Naomi stumbled to one knee. Her hand went to the floor to brace herself, and that stuck there too. Her eyes widened in horror as she saw her arm getting thinner, dissolving like it was mud under a strong downpour. 
 
                 Why isn’t this hurting? That thought continued to ripple through her mind as her body melted into the stonework of the casting chamber. And it was true. There was no pain. Only this vague sense of… oozing. Wrongness. Disgust as she watched her beautiful body being turned into so much slime. 
 
                 Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Kallomo and the imp, still locked in their struggle, both of them more like wax figures left under the scorching sun. She might have thrown up if she even had a stomach anymore. 
 
                 The last thought she had was the same. 
 
                 Why isn’t this hurting? It would almost be better if this was hurting! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Corrus 
 
      
 
                 The young cleric strode through the forest of Callingshire, enjoying the late afternoon sun. He munched on the pear he had pulled off a tree along the way, savoring the sweet pulp and deciding he would pluck a few more on the way home to the temple. The ladies would enjoy the change of pace. Pears were a rare find in the wood. They loved apples, but a little variety could be nice once in a while. 
 
                 That thought brought a grin to his face. The women had seen to it that his life had more than enough variety, as of late. 
 
                 Theirs as well. Tallia and Eryis were off together, responding to a plea for help from a farmstead just north of the forest. Corrus had needed to remain behind to meditate and fast for one of Jamira’s high holy days. The problem had not seemed very complex, and the two capable young women had set off with the hope of being back within a week. 
 
                 Corrus had no doubts the two would get along. They had become fast friends, bonding over more than just their love of him. It hadn’t taken long before they had started to all share the same bed, and the two women had become lovers all their own. It had been a blissful time. They were often at the temple together, and it was beginning to feel more and more like home to them all. 
 
                 He found that a little amusing. Some might find it strange, that a holy place was where they were sharing a love some might frown upon. But his own Goddess’s demands were for him to be brutally honest about his desires. They wanted each other, and it was as simple as that. His mystic connection to his Goddess had only gotten stronger. He chuckled; religion had made their love only that much deeper, and empowered him in return. 
 
                 He had no specific purpose that day, but his roaming had taken a little further into the western reaches of the forest. He was far enough away from the temple that he wouldn’t be able to return before the night fell. He was in the process of deciding on a decent campsite when the unpleasant stench of sulfur caught his nose. 
 
                 It was an unfamiliar thing, a smell he had only encountered once or twice in his life. There were no volcanic pits or sulfur-infused swamps in the forest. To smell it on the evening breeze meant something was wrong. 
 
                 Then, he noticed a trace of actual smoke in the air; thick enough to actually see, even in the fading light. He cursed. A forest fire? Or something else? 
 
                 Jogging as fast as he dared without risking injury, it didn’t take him long to realize where the trail was taking him. 
 
                 Kallomo’s tower-keep. 
 
                 Coming up onto a rise, the tower came into view. The entire thing was engulfed in a raging inferno the likes of which Corrus had never seen. “Sweet, merciful goddess.” 
 
                 For a long moment, he didn’t move. Surely, no-one could survive that! Better to let it burn. Better to circle the area, stamping out any patches of fire that tried to spread. There were lives to be saved that didn’t require him to charge into an inferno. 
 
                 Faces swam in his memory. The gruff Kallomo, who oddity earned him scorn but didn’t deserve death. The lovely Naomi, who never failed to grace him and his lovers with smiles when they came to visit. Neither of them deserved to be abandoned. 
 
                 Running down the hill, he headed for the main gate leading into the central courtyard. As he ran, he beseeched his Goddess for the blessing to push back the heat. He couldn’t help himself. Rushing into places where he should fear to walk was a part of his soul. Fortunately, his Goddess knew that, and seemed to be willing to help him stay alive a little longer. The heat of the fire was pushed back, and Corrus charged in deeper. 
 
                 Fortunately, most of the doors were burned away. Unfortunately, wooden beams and tapestries and other flammable architecture was strewn about to block his path. He had replaced the mace that Merrax had destroyed, and he used his new war tool to shove his way down he twisting corridors of the wizard’s home. He yelled out for the wizard and his apprentice, hoping to hear their voices calling back from somewhere trapped inside. 
 
                 A tingle on the back of his neck warned him of danger. Ducking and covering, a gout of supernaturally hot fire blasted through the wall to his right. The tongue of flame licked at the stone, then retreated away. Corrus’s face went hard as stone. That was directed. It was an attack, not some random flash of fire. Not one to back down from a challenge, Corrus jumped through the new break in the stone, following the flame burst back to its source. 
 
                 The burst had pierced several stone walls, which meant the attacker was able to see him even outside visual range. Hating the idea of such a huge disadvantage, Corrus needed to level the playing field by closing the distance. Leaping through two more broken walls, he entered where there had once been a dining hall. 
 
                 The entire tower above had collapsed in on itself. By all rights, there should be nothing alive in here. There used to be four stories above. Rubble from the fallen structure was piled high, in many places having punched out the lower walls. Likely, the entire keep was going to crumble before too long. 
 
                 The walls of the tower were… distorted. The stone wasn’t just broken or even burning. It was… dripping. Not melting from the heat; the bricks and mortar were smeared in a way that made his stomach twist into a knot. Creeping vines of ivy were already crawling along the stone, growing with visible speed. They moved like snakes, and a sibilant hiss filled the air. The whole effect was a perverted nightmare he wished he could wake up from. 
 
                 He didn’t have long to be disturbed by it. A far greater threat imposed itself. A threat that was far more stomach churning. 
 
                 The creature in front of him was certainly the remains of Kallomo. There were gnarled features that were distinctly him. The skin of this monstrosity in front of him had a husky green hue along its back that reminded him of the robes the man wore. But something else was mixed in. Dusky amber and smears of grey pastiness twisted this creature’s dappled skin. He counted three arms, all of different lengths. The horror had a mouth, but it was a vertical gash that opened below the nose that looked like it was formed by a violent jab with an ice pick. The vertical mouth moaned out, revealing jagged teeth and two serpentine tongues. Flames licked at its lips; the beast exhaled fire with every small breath, gathering itself for a more powerful strike. 
 
                 Corrus had no idea what else was crushed into this distorted being, but it felt like this creature was forged from Kallomo and this other being in a stew of sheer hatred. 
 
                 He dove sideways, dodging as another gout of fire vomited from the horrid thing’s mouth. He could feel the creature unnatural aura; it was not wholly of this world. Pulling free his holy icon, he shouted for Jamira to give him strength. The nightmarish thing shrieked in pain, retreating a little before the pure light. 
 
                 Emboldened by the reaction, Corrus charged in, smashing away with his mace. It was like hitting semi-hard wax. The creature shuddered in pain, but the cleric felt like he had done nothing. 
 
                 At least the beast’s mind is absent thought! It is nothing but rage. If it had the spells of Kallomo as well, I would be as good as dead! 
 
                 Brandishing his holy symbol to keep the creature at bay, Corrus knew his time was running out. How many times could he dodge that deadly fire? 
 
                 An idea sparked in his mind. Once more. I only need to dodge once more! 
 
                 He saw it coming. Timing it as best he could, Corrus darted sideways, running along the base of one of the most unstable walls. The creature breathed its fury. Without his Goddess’s protection, Corrus would have been scorched. As it was, he barely kept ahead of the main fireball that could have blasted away his protection. Taking one last stride, Corrus dived behind a pile of fallen brickwork. He scrambled onward, knowing the brickwork was only feeble protection against the hellish fire. 
 
                 But the damage was done. The wall was stressed beyond its breaking point. In a thunderous rumble, it collapsed down, crushing the creature under the weight of thousands of pounds of stone. 
 
                 Not believing the deed was done, Corrus coughed dust from his mouth and climbed the new mountain of bricks. As he gained the summit, the pile broke apart. Bleeding black ooze from a crushed skull, the abomination moaned in pain and rage as it struggled outward. 
 
                 Corrus straddled the thing, raised his mace high, and smashed the bludgeoning weapon down once… twice… and again, mashing the thing’s skull into pulp. He kept hitting it until there was nothing but ichor and small chunks of polluted meat. 
 
                 Wheezing from the frantic effort, Corrus backed away from the tormented, now-ruined creature. Normally respectful of his weapon, he leaned on his mace like a walking cane as he stumbled down the brick pile and sagged against the nearest wall. 
 
                 But he couldn’t rest for long. The fires were still burning. 
 
                 He pushed off and was about to flee when he noticed another huddled form in the corner of the room. 
 
                 No. Please, no more. I don’t have the strength to do that again. 
 
                 But he couldn’t let another horror like that loose on the forest. Raising his mace, he stomped with determined steps toward the next challenge. Standing above the senseless creature, he raised his mace and readied himself for as strong a blow as he could manage. 
 
                 Until the creature rolled onto her back, moaning in her sleep. 
 
                 His mace fell from his fingers, forgotten. 
 
                 It was Naomi. That much he could tell. Her flesh was perhaps a little duskier, though whether from having absorbed the material of her clothes or something else, he didn’t know. Her naked body was flawless, perhaps leaner and more lithely powerful than he had always imagined her being under her clothes. But where she had once been human, she now sported the accenting features of a feline’s ears, claws and tail. Her eyes fluttered, and he could see they were slitted as well. 
 
                 It took his breath away. She was the exact opposite of the horror he had just fought. Where that thing had been born of hate, she was sculpted from pure love. He remembered Kallomo had possessed a cat familiar, and there was no sign of the animal now. Could this be the two of them joined, but with the power of their love creating this single being of unique beauty rather than another tormented monstrosity? 
 
                 It’s possible she will still be insane. Beauty does not mean she can’t be deadly! 
 
                 With that caution in mind, Corrus still couldn’t leave her to die in the flames. Gathering her into his arms, he called upon his remaining magical-channeling power to ward off the building fires. Shielding Naomi as best he could, he ploughed his way out of the building and to the far side of the clearing. Finally, his strength gave out and he collapsed to the ground. He cradled Naomi close, ripping his tabard off and covering her nakedness as best he could. 
 
                 There he laid, hoping she would wake, watching as the huge tower-structure incinerated itself under magical fire. 
 
      
 
    *             *             * 
 
      
 
                 Naomi woke up around dawn. At first, she snuggled in closer to Corrus, instinctively seeking out the comfort his touch gave. She had spent the whole night mewling softly, disturbed and unable to settle. Her clawed fingers and toes had raked along Corrus’s leather clothing a few times, threatening but never quite injuring him. He didn’t pull away, taking the risk for what it was. Necessary. 
 
                 Her eyelids pried open just far enough to reveal her glowing yellow-slit eyes. She peered out past where they huddled and took in the smoking ruin that was her home. 
 
                 For a long time, she stared, unblinking. The smoke in the air stung both their eyes, but that wasn’t the only reason she was crying. Eventually, she buried her face back into Corrus’s chest. They weren’t close; until that moment, Corrus wouldn’t have called them any more than acquaintances. Certainly not likely to be holding her, naked and afraid in his arms while she sobbed into his shirt. 
 
                 But strange times led to strange moments. So, he held her, stroking her skin and trying to keep her warm against the morning chill. Eventually, utterly spent and exhausted, she cried herself back to sleep. 
 
      
 
    *             *             * 
 
      
 
                 Not wanting her to have to wake up and see the tragic remains of her home which was also her master’s tomb, Corrus had scooped her up and cradled her in his arms. He had lost his mace again back in the ruins, but he didn’t stop to try and retrieve it. He’d have to find another. For now, he had to look after her. 
 
                 He carried her through the greenery, sorting through the events in his mind and deciding what could possibly be next. He decided first, he had to make sure Naomi was unharmed. Not to mention himself. Adrenalin had been coursing through his veins for hours. He hadn’t even slept. For all he knew, his wounds would need attention. He needed to calm down so he could form a coherent prayer to his Goddess for her aid. 
 
                 So, he aimed for the pool glade. Almost every denizen of the forest knew of it. Even among the animal predators and prey, it was an unspoken, undeclared, but highly pristine sort of neutral ground. The pond was just so idyllic. No-one wanted to disturb the aura of that place that was a balm to everyone’s soul. 
 
                 He made his way there, feeling relief as the wonderful setting washed over him. He settled Naomi on the ground near to the water’s edge, then stooped by the shore to wash himself clean. He smiled as the dirt and grime and blood filtered away and seemed to vanish in the water without seeming to pollute it. Yes, there was true magic about this place. He always wondered if this was the forest’s heart. 
 
                 A couple hours later, Naomi once more struggled into wakefulness. She curled his tabard around her, squinting this way and that in an effort to reorient herself. She recognized the pond and the glade soon enough, as much aware of its power as any other local. 
 
                 Croaking past a voice hoarse from screaming, Naomi tugged on the thin cloth covering her. “Thanks for this.” 
 
                 Corrus knew she meant a lot more than just the makeshift clothing. “My pleasure. I hope you don’t mind, but I passed some healing magic into you. I wasn’t sure how badly you were banged up. But without knowing, it was a very general soothing magic. Can you feel anything else wrong?” 
 
                 The question made her huff in dark humor. “Inside? No, nothing else is wrong.” Her face became puzzled. “But it should be. I…” She shivered in a mild rush of horror. “I can’t explain what happened. But I should be… should be gone. Washed away.” 
 
                 Her eyes locked on the rather unusual and totally abnormal sight of a feline tail extending from around her back, batting softly at the ground in time with her pensive thoughts. As she focused on it, the tail froze like it had been caught at a bit of mischief. Naomi’s gaze darted up to Corrus. “What… what happened?” 
 
                 Corrus groaned in sympathy. She doesn’t know. 
 
                 Lurching out of the makeshift blanket, suddenly unconcerned by her nudity, Naomi darted to the pool-side. Corrus’s eyes went wide; she might not be concerned for her bare skin, but he couldn’t help but gawk at the lean perfection of her body. Especially in motion, she was poetry. Even the changes that the magic had wrought upon her added to the effect, her ears twitching with emotion and her tail undulating behind her as it balanced her in her panicked run. 
 
                 Splashing into the shallow end of the pool, Naomi searched for her reflection. The water stilled, and a face stared back at her that was both familiar and not. The feline blood in her had not distorted her natural beauty. Once again, Corrus was struck by that; where Kallomo had been corrupted and perverted by some force of chaos, the same effect had blended Naomi with her master’s familiar in a way that accented and enhanced her natural allure. Rather than a monster, she was unique. Rather than twisted, she was exotic. 
 
                 Naomi reacted violently, unable to see it. Perhaps, not wanting to see it, what with all she had lost. She smashed the water with her hand, scattering the mirror effect and throwing herself back on the shoreline in a heap. “I’m… I’m… a monster!” 
 
                 Corrus came to her side, hoping she would let him console her again. He placed a warm hand on her back. The connection reminded her of the comfort he could offer, so she crawled back into his arms and snuggled into him. “You aren’t. I know you might not believe me yet, but the last thing you are is a monster.” 
 
                 She shook like a leaf as she sobbed, “I can’t believe he’s gone. My whole life is… gone.” She had no other words. 
 
                 He hugged her a little tighter. “I won’t pretend to know what you’ve been through, but I saw enough to know it can shake anyone up inside. And I know Kallomo was your mentor. I lost my own not so long ago. You remember Bollus? It still hurts to think of him. When he died, it left a hole in me a mile wide. But you’re going to come through this. It might not feel like it now, but you’ll survive.” 
 
                 Laughing desperately, Naomi cried out, “I watched my master melted into some fucking bizarre imp-fiend gestalt! And not, I’m not even me anymore!” 
 
                 Her dark humor drew out his own equally black chuckle. But he forced sincerity to resonate in his voice. “You are. Trust me, you are. I have… another friend who lived through something like this. She never let me telling anyone what happened, but you know her. Eryis. I know what happened to her is not the same. This is different. But she changed. And she had to change with it. Inside and out. I’ll take you to her. She’ll help. Will you talk to her?” 
 
                 “I don’t know. I just don’t know anything.” 
 
                 “We’ll take it slow. In the end, there aren’t enough words in the world. You need time. Let me take you to the temple. There’s food there, and a place to sleep. You can stay there as long as you want until we figure out what to do next.” 
 
                 He held her for a long time, letting her work out the grief. 
 
                 He wasn’t in a rush, and what she needed was time. 
 
      
 
    *             *             * 
 
      
 
                 The bed in the temple’s inner chamber was pushed up against a small window. Glass was expensive, and it was the only one in the whole place. He had re-arranged the room a little after Bollus had died. Not right away. For a long time, he hadn’t even slept in the room, keeping it almost as a second tomb to his memory. 
 
                 Eryis had helped him past that. She hadn’t pressed him, but she’d encouraged him to make this place his own. Her presence alone encouraged him. He wanted it to be welcoming to her, and it couldn’t be welcoming if he didn’t even treat it like his own. When Tallia became part of their life, the need to create a space they could share only increased. 
 
                 Now, he even thought of the room as his own, rather than squatting in the place of his old master. 
 
                 He loved the moonlight, so he had pushed the bed up under the window so he could see it rising above the trees on a clear night. The silvery light was splashing over the blankets tonight, giving a surreal quality to the shadows and shapes in the room. 
 
                 He had offered Naomi the bed, but she had insisted on remaining out by the fire. Having slept so long and fitfully, with dark dreams waiting for her, she had said she wasn’t sure how long it would be before she would find sleep again. Unable to convince her otherwise, Corrus had accepted her wishes and left her to her thoughts. 
 
                 He was propped against his rough pillow, waiting for sleep to come for him. His own thoughts were spinning, and the majesty of the moon was keeping his mind churning rather than letting him settle down. He knew eventually sleep would come, so he tried to relax and enjoy the drifting moon as it traveled on its evening’s path. 
 
                 A soft click sounded in the dark. A brief flash of light came from the door, then faded. The gentle click of claws on the stone told him that the shadow was Naomi, who hadn’t quite learned the art of managing her feline claws to allow for stealth. 
 
                 Lost in shadows, she stole up to the foot of his bed, and whispered, “Corrus?” 
 
                 “Mmmhmm?” He murmured the wordless question, trying to stay blended with the peace of the deep night, inviting her to speak her mind. 
 
                 Instead, she crawled onto the bed. The moonlight found her. 
 
                 She was naked again. 
 
                 Corrus had poached a few of Eryis’s clothing, resolving to apologize later. He hadn’t taken much, just some small clothes and a loose-fitting dress that Naomi could use to lounge in front of the fire. He had promised to either take her into town to replace her lost wardrobe, or to enlist the aid of the others when they returned if she wasn’t comfortable being seen. 
 
                 But those clothes were gone. Naomi prowled onto the bed on all fours, her beautiful breasts swaying, her hips and ass undulating with the lithe interplay of her arms and legs and shoulders. Her glowing eyes stood out even more brightly in the darkness. She crawled to his legs, reaching out to stroke over them through the sheets. 
 
                 Corrus felt suddenly exposed. He slept nothing at all, hating any feeling of confinement. With Eryis and Tallia often sharing his bed, clothing was often a barrier none of them wanted anyway. But now, he was uncomfortably aware that nothing stood between her mouth and his swelling manhood but a thin linen sheet. The hungry bulge was already starting to form, and he shifted a little, hiding the obvious sign of his arousal as best he could. 
 
                 But Naomi wasn’t leaving well enough alone. Her hand crept higher along his thigh, and his eyes darted down to enjoy the effect she was having. A rasping, pink tongue flickered out of her mouth to wet her lips. Her gaze returned to him, and her next words were more of a purr than anything. “Corrus.” 
 
                 He had never heard his name sound so damned sexy. Struggling to keep a clear mind, he stalled her, “Naomi, this… I’m not sure this is right.” 
 
                 “Oh?” Her thrilling purr grew suggestive, challenging him as her fingers brushed very lightly over his linen covered shaft. Against his will, his damned phallus answered her summons and throbbed into even greater strength. “Someone does.” 
 
                 Yeah, that’s because he’s got a one-dimensional mind! The humor remained unspoken, Corrus trying to do what was right despite the lust boiling around inside his gut. “You’ve just went through a terrible time, Naomi. I…” He trailed off. 
 
                 For a brief moment, the sensuality on Naomi’s face receded, leaving honesty that was as naked as she was. “Yes. I did, Corrus. And now, I want comfort. Is that so wrong?” Her one hand remained cupping his shaft, while her other splayed out onto his bare chest, feeling his heartbeat. Connecting them. “I need to know… that I’m not tainted. I want to feel like me again. So much feels different. Even the air on my skin feels different.” Her smile became heated again. “But I’ll remember this.” 
 
                 Corrus insisted, “You aren’t tainted!” 
 
                 She drew forward, practically presenting her breasts to him in the moonlight, making them shine deliciously in the silvery light. “Then touch me.” 
 
                 Desire fought with his good sense. 
 
                 She saw the conflict in him. Her sincerity spoke again. “If you don’t want me, then I’ll leave.” 
 
                 Instead, his mouth reached forward and licked around her left nipple, suckling it between his lips and kissing her flesh with his need. 
 
                 She crooned against him, her hand growing more insistent on his shaft. Where before she had caressed, now she curled her fingers to take a firm hold of him, pumping him softly but deliberately through the sheets. 
 
                 Having feasted on her breasts, his lips traced up her neck, nibbling at her jaw and then sampling her lips with a sweet, tender kiss. She responded with a simmering passion, and the play of their lips stirred the embers within them both further toward a bonfire. 
 
                 As their kiss ended, it was Naomi’s turn for her kisses to wander down his neck, reversing the progress he had made. Her mouth blazed a trail down the strong contours of his chest, then onto the rugged valley between his abs. Pausing to tease at his navel, she used her hands to slide the sheets further… further… further down until the glans of his phallus emerged, already seeping with the pre-cum-signs of his arousal. 
 
                 Her tongue didn’t stop. She licked around his tip, gathering his essence and swallowing the salty flavor over her tongue. Hugging him around the legs, her tongue bathed his whole shaft with long, slurping licks that made his throbbing flesh shine in the moonlight. The whole time, her glowing eyes were peering up at him, and her purrs vibrated down into his legs and up into his core. 
 
                 She placed one last fond kiss to his thick member, then rose up a little. Straddling his legs on her elbows and knees, she stared at him. A sudden seriousness stole over her. “Corrus…” 
 
                 Her whole being radiated a single thought at him: what she was about to say was important. Corrus clung to sanity, pushing back the haze of desire for a little longer. “Yes, Naomi?” 
 
                 She was searching on how to say what she wanted to say. Finally, she whispered, “I’m not made of glass, you know.” 
 
                 Confused, Corrus wasn’t sure what to say. 
 
                 She gripped his thigh a little harder, as if making her point with the rough grasp. “You’re… giving. Kind. Loving. Right?” 
 
                 “I can only promise to try. I’m not perfect.” 
 
                 She nodded, expecting the answer. Her purr grew more…ragged. More feral. Her mouth parted in a small hiss. “What if that isn’t what I need right now? Will you be what I need?” 
 
                 Though he didn’t understand, not completely, he would have gladly fulfilled her every wish right then. “Whatever you need.” 
 
                 Her soft hiss blended into a dark smile rich with another vibrating purr. “I won’t break, Corrus.” 
 
                 Won’t…break…? 
 
                 “Fuck me. Hard.” 
 
                 Dead silence. Corrus started to speak, but to say what? To ask if she was sure? 
 
                 Her glowing eyes grew fiercer, her grip on his thighs getting stronger. Her claws extended, purposefully grazing his flesh in challenge. “Fuck me. Hard.” 
 
                 He couldn’t stand it any longer. Lust compelled him, welling up from a dark part of him he so rarely let loose. The flash of pain she had caused sparked it, and his hand shot forward and closed around her throat in a soft choking clasp. 
 
                 Rather than object, her smile only grew wider, hissing out on a ragged gasp of air, “Yeeeeessss…” 
 
                 Corrus sat up straighter from where he lounged, pushing her backward as his hold on her throat grew more demanding. His other hand clenched hold of her right breast, this time his hold more of a mauling than a caress. His face came closer to hers, meeting her eye to eye, silently challenging her. Letting her know this was her very last chance to turn away from this. 
 
                 Her ears flickered excitedly, and her tail was twitching rapidly with eager agitation. She quivered under his powerful grasp, and said nothing at all. 
 
                 Growling with unleashed lust, he cast her head sideways, spinning her on her knees and planting a hand on her back. He forced her down onto her elbows again, making her pert, perfect ass rise up toward him. Her tail was now writhing furiously, and he clutched a hand around it, squeezing it, tugging it a little. That made her moan. His other hand reached up and seized hold of her dusky-blonde hair. Pulling back, she let out a hissing moan as he forced her back into a sexy little arch. 
 
                 Sliding in behind her, his hand released her tail and delivered a sharp little smack! into her ass flesh. The taut skin rippled, but rebounded almost instantly. She gave a cute, gasping cry into the night, instinctively rocking forward… only to have his hand in her hair drag her back to face more of the erotic punishment. A shivering moan was her answer to the rough treatment. 
 
                 Clutching her hair tighter, he spanked! her again, then grabbed deeply into her buttocks with his massaging fingers. Prying apart her flesh, he played and rubbed and groped her ass, taking full ownership of her flesh. Her perfect, firm flesh bounced back into its glorious shape again and again, and he knew right then he would never tire of toying with her like this. His lust spiked again, and he delivered a harder whack!!! to her ass as if to punish her for being too sexy to resist. 
 
                 She undulated in front of him, loving every minute. She emitted an endless purr, intermixed with small gasps, moans and cries in time with the specific torment he was delivering on her at each moment. 
 
                 Needing more, he climbed higher onto his knees and mounted her from behind. There was no other description for the dominant way he loomed over her. His hand guided his shaft, still slick from her earlier licks, up to the entrance to her core. His grasp in her hair remained, and he pinned her in place while he delivered one last smack! to her behind and then pierced her in one, determined, arrogantly commanding thrust. 
 
                 Shocked by the sudden entry, Naomi lost her balance, tumbling off her elbows and her shoulders and face were crushed into the bed. A deep grunt came from her throat, and she clawed desperately at the bed, shredding the linen with her claws. 
 
                 Taking that as approval, Corrus released her hair and grabbed hold of her hips with both hands. While her tail swept over his chest, caressing his bare skin with a lovely silk tickle, Corrus rammed forward with thrust after thrust, fucking her right down into the bed. She wants to know if she’s still her? Still Sexy? Still worth possessing? 
 
                 He showed her. 
 
                 He let out all his dark hunger, every ounce of it he could find, and ravished her until she screamed. And when she did, he only took it as encouragement. She clenched around him in orgasm, losing control, but he simply clung to her tightly and fucked her all the harder. Bouncing him on his thick, demanding shaft for as long as he could stand the molten-wet heaven that was her inner flesh. He went far beyond how long he would normally last, able to hold off his own explosion with the need to pound the doubt right out of her. He was determined to reduce her to a quivering mass of exhaustion that would never again doubt that she was beautiful and worthy of satisfaction and finding happiness again. 
 
                 By unleashing his darkness, he fucked the darkness right out of her. 
 
                 As she lost control yet again, her sexy voice hit a compelling note that he could not ignore. Her core milked his cock in a way that was too delicious to resist. He growled back his own resonant purr, joining hers in a mingled vibration that was its own sort of coupling. Resonating together, his seed stormed into her body and seared away the last traces of doubt within her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Call to Pilgrimage 
 
      
 
      
 
                 Corrus turned in a small circle, taking in the details of his small temple. 
 
                 Small, yes. But he was proud of what it was. Clean. Welcoming. A source of inspiration to the few people who ventured in to find a quiet place to seek wisdom. A sanctuary to those who needed safety. A bastion to those who needed salvation from harm. A home to him and his three lovers, when they chose to share it with him in between their own wanderings throughout Callingshire. 
 
                 He stepped out onto the back patio, the wide stones giving him a vantage to look out over the cemetery. Other than Bollus and the other clerics of Jamira before him, there were very few recent burials. A few in the towns claimed full faith in the True Lady, and asked to be buried here. Mostly, this place was the final resting ground for forgotten heroes and families from a different time, before the Empire had arisen. The tombstones and mausoleums were majestic, carved in a style no longer in fashion, each one personalized to honor the one within. Each one a work of art, even if crude and done by the hand of a grieving lover in the dark of the night. But never alone. Always tended by the kindness of the clerics of Jamira, if only to hold the torch and give those grieving people light to work by. 
 
                 This was a legacy to be proud of. 
 
                 He sighed, and turned away. He walked out past the boundaries of the temple and into the clearing in front of it. 
 
                 A green-shaded ghost wafted into life. The Spirit of Callingshire emerged from the wood, his translucent face still managing to show the complexity of his emotions; a blend of understanding and reluctance. “So, you must go?” 
 
                 Corrus nodded, the answer made obvious by the pack slung over his back and the mace strapped under it. 
 
                 “Can your masters not see it? You belong here. I named you Caretaker, and so you shall ever remain.” 
 
                 Corrus didn’t object. “I cannot imagine a life that doesn’t involve this place, kind Spirit. But there is balance in all things.” He gestured behind him. “Why do you not enter the temple? It is part of the forest, and so part of your domain.” 
 
                 The druid-ghost answered, as it always answered. “Out of respect. This is the place of Jamira, and though I respect her power, I give my homage to the great Gaia.” 
 
                 Corrus bowed, “Who I respect in turn. I have given my blood to protect this forest that she obviously holds dear. But my soul belongs to Jamira, the True Lady. I cannot ignore the commands of her highest clerics, for they are my order. They ask me for nothing more than every cleric before me has done. They don’t seek to steal me away, but only to challenge myself to prove that I know my own heart.” 
 
                 From the nearby forest, Tallia’s teasing voice came to him. “It certainly feels like they are stealing you from us.” She emerged, clad in her normal bare-essentials, her normal light-hearted strut a little muted. 
 
                 “Is there not a spell they can cast to see the happiness in your heart?” This question came from Naomi, slipping along on utterly silent feet, long practice having perfected that technique. 
 
                 “They might listen to us. We can be very convincing.” Eryis quipped from her perch in a nearby tree. Releasing her grasp on the branch, she drifted on expertly steady wings, alighting on the ground smoothly and walking the rest of the way to complete their small circle. 
 
                 The druid-ghost gave a fond smile to all his Caretakers – his champions and the ones who would carry his legacy forward, protecting this forest and the sacred grove to Gaia that stood at its heart. “Such love. There could be nothing better.” 
 
                 Corrus took a steadying breath. He wasn’t angry. He knew they spoke from the depths of their heart. A huge part of him screamed for him to stay. It screamed that he already knew the answer. There was nothing else for him out there in the world. This was his home. 
 
                 But that was the point of the pilgrimage, wasn’t it? 
 
                 He met the druid-ghost’s searching gaze. “If that is true, then I’ll return. If that is true, that it is simply inevitable. A matter of time.” 
 
                 The druid-ghost nodded somberly. “Time is precious, and never to be wasted. Remember that, my good cleric, and hasten back.” With a final smile, he faded into the grass, leaving the group to say their final partings. 
 
                 Huffing at the ghost, Corrus turned back to the women. “Always has to have the last word, doesn’t he?” 
 
                 They laughed, and drew closer together, forming an intimate circle. Pressing their foreheads together, they simply dwelled inside each other’s auras. 
 
                 Corrus offered, the words not nearly enough. “I’ll miss you.” 
 
                 Eryis said, “The ghost is right, you know. Your order wants to see if you are ready to embrace some higher destiny. But you’ve done so much good here.” 
 
                 Corrus nodded. “I can’t ignore that I could do a different kind of good in charge of a city church. Here, I help dozens. Maybe even hundreds. At such a place, I could help thousands find out who they are. To help them challenge themselves to be better. There are worse fates.” 
 
                 Tallia added, “We won’t talk you out of this, Corrus. Even if you didn’t want to go, we know this is expected of you. You have always respected who we are, and we know this is part of you. But you need to promise us one thing.” 
 
                 “Oh?” 
 
                 It was Naomi who voiced it. “No matter what choice you make, you come back and find us. We won’t make you any promises. I can’t tell you that I’ll follow you to this city church you speak of, and spend the rest of my life walking on cobblestones instead of grass. But… come back to us, and give us that choice. Alright? Don’t vanish.” 
 
                 Eryis gave him a fierce smile. “Or we’ll hunt you down and tell you how disappointed we are.” 
 
                 He chuckled deeply. “You have my word. And a Jamiran cleric always keeps his word.” 
 
                 He leaned over and kissed Eryis deeply. Letting desire guide them, it lingered as long as it had to. Then, his lips found Naomi, soft lips exploring each other while their tongues danced. Finally, he met Tallia in a lustful little exchange, her vibrant spirit as ever ready to evoke his lust. There was no jealousy between them, only gentle amusement as each of them expressed their feelings for him. While they waited, the others would share their own soft kisses, reminders that when Corrus was gone, they would still have each other to warm the cold nights. 
 
                 When they finished, he said, “Now I have my request of you. Look after each other. Protect each other. Be there for each other. I love all of you, and I need you all to remember that.” 
 
                 They embraced, and his three lovers whispered back their promises. 
 
                 At last, he pulled away. He took three steps, and looked back at them. “I won’t be long.” 
 
                 And with that, set his steps on the lonely road before him. 
 
                 Soon, he was jogging. Then, running as fast as his legs could sustain. 
 
                 Time should not be wasted, after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
                 The mists of wandering memory faded from around them. 
 
                 Gaia’s glade, still glorious if somewhat diminished, was once more there in front of them. 
 
                 The four friends… lovers?... glanced to each other with a strange blend of discovery, embarrassment, new understanding and a host of other emotions. 
 
                 Corrus could sense the strange duality hovering over their minds. He felt it too. Deep, deep, deep down in his core there was the ‘other’ life that was his real past. A past in which the women standing near him were little more than strangers but for one, and even the one who was a friend was not an intimate one. And he remembered those feelings too: the pleasant rush of meeting a beautiful woman for the first time, and the subtle enjoyment of finding common ground while forging new acquaintances that might some day emerge as friendships. That was…recent. Wasn’t it? 
 
                 But the other memories felt equally real. They hadn’t just been dropped into his mind. Not like random vignettes in a movie. No, it was like in the best of role-playing games, where the histories of the characters were as rich as the players could want. Like the game master had put them each through their own solo adventures or paired adventures on their off-time, so that he could bring them altogether for the true game and have them all so much more invested. 
 
                 They had lived those moments. He had felt the pressure of each decision. Those choices had been his, and no-one else’s! Learning. Growing. Experiencing. 
 
                 His face blushed a little as the memory of memories returned to him. Loving. 
 
                 What had they done? Had they really made those same choices? Did they… remember it all just as intently? The duality remained: remembering their intimacy, and yet also knowing it had not always existed in that ‘other’ place… 
 
                 They traded glances, as if they could share thoughts and know what each other thought about what had just happened. 
 
                 Then Naomi floated into his arms, went up to her tip-toes, circled her arms around his neck, and crushed her mouth to his. This was not the kiss of a stranger. Her mouth fluttered over his lips, and she emitted gentle but hungry little sounds as she sampled his lips for the first time in…how long? 
 
                 When their burst of lustful energy was spent, she pulled away far enough to grin up at him and whisper, “Welcome home.” 
 
                 Then, she slipped to the side a little, knowing what would follow 
 
                 Tallia was already waiting, and she flung herself into his arms with an enthusiasm that only came from linked souls kept too far apart. She gushed, “I’ve felt you every step of the way. I knew you would return.” Then, kissed him with searing intensity that had him thinking more about hidden corners and panting thrusts than anything else. 
 
                 Then, it was Eryis. The one he had known longest, and who had taken so much longer to emerge as his lover than the others. She flowed into his arms with perhaps more demure but no less enthusiastic warmth. Snuggling into each other, their own kiss lasted… and lasted… and lasted. Savoring each other’s taste, Corrus wondered how they could have waited so very long and denied themselves this pleasure.  
 
                 For stupid fear. That’s why. Never again. 
 
                 He drew away from her lips, and shared a private smile between each other, acknowledging the unspoken joke that she understood as well: how foolish were we not to do this sooner? 
 
                 A soft pair of sighs drew their attention, looking over to see Tallia and Naomi immersed in their own sensual kiss. Tallia’s hand was groping one of Naomi’s ass cheeks hard, the kitsune’s claws marking her lover with lustful red scratches. In their shared memories, they had all learned rapidly that Naomi enjoyed rough play. Blending in Tallia’s tendency for mischief made the two a volatile pairing. Even now, Naomi was moaning into Tallia’s kiss, begging to be pushed to the ground and… 
 
                 Corrus cleared his throat with a knowing smile. A large part of him would love to join in, but there were… more pressing concerns. 
 
                 The two broke their kiss with giggling and guilty smiles, dragging themselves back to the present. 
 
                 Corrus spoke out loud what he had been thinking inside. “I missed all of you. And later, there will be time for us. For now, we need to save our forest and restore Gaia’s strength.” He’d learned on his pilgrimage that the two Goddesses, Jamira and Gaia, were often seen in myths as lovers. It made even more sense why Jamira’s temples tended to be nestled away in secluded areas. Not only for the solitude and better atmosphere for meditation and introspection, but also to echo the intimacy of the True Lady with the Nature Goddess. 
 
                 Eryis added, “And cleanse the True Lady’s temple as well. The Nemesis has crossed the line, choosing to desecrate her altar. He knows the two goddesses feed off each other’s power, and seeks to corrupt and taint the link to both.” 
 
                 Tallia glanced at the glade around them, further ruined by the disturbed ground and crumbled skeletons they had destroyed. “Where do we even start? The forest spirit said the rot has spread far.” 
 
                 Corrus gave a grim nod. “We could fight creatures crawling from the ground and burn the rot from plots of land for the balance of our lives and still not cleanse this place of foul magic. We need to strike at the heart.” 
 
                 Eryis agreed. “The temple. That’s where we’ll find the Nemesis. That’s the only way to kill it. Cut it out, root and stem.” 
 
                 Corrus didn’t need to ask if they were with him. They were as much Caretakers as he was. He felt them deferring to him, perhaps as the connection to the temple itself, or perhaps because of the special accident of his return at the turning of the tide. But he didn’t doubt their commitment. “We have our path. Ready yourselves. We’ll strike with the dawn.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
                 True anger filled Corrus as he looked down on the dark shroud that had fallen over his home. He had stood at that entrance to the small valley a thousand times before, seeing the layout of the temple with the peaceful cemetery behind it. On purpose, the architecture had complemented the surrounding woods, bent and shaped and built with an eye to making it flow with the hills, small streams and other features rather than fighting them. 
 
                 The delicate balance was now badly distorted. The temple structure itself was still standing, but the off-white paint and crisply painted holy symbol were burned to a uniform black and covered with ash. The altar which was the focal point for meditations in the open-air worship area was toppled over and split in two, then left to rot and crumble. The tapestries, artwork and carvings left by thankful worshippers and visitors were either stolen, shattered or shredded and left as a deliberate desecration to mock the Goddess. 
 
                 Beyond the temple, the cemetery and the grounds were even worse. All of the gentle magic he had woven into place to encourage life while preventing out-of-control growth was broken. Huge, inch-thick vines covered in spear-tip spikes and razor tipped leaves coiled around every tombstone. Poisonous bushes jutted from the ground and had pushed over many of the tribute statues. The graves, previously groomed and respected, now showed signs of being churned up and disturbed to more easily raise the restless spirits from their repose. 
 
                 Though the sun was breaking over the trees, a permanent dark cloud hung low over the valley, casting an endless shadow that would become thick fog once they were inside. 
 
                 Corrus snarled in a low, rumbling promise, “I’m going to destroy this thing forever for what it has done.” 
 
                 The others were reacting with their own visceral anger. He could feel as much as her their subvocalized growls and muttered curses. 
 
                 Eryis shook her head mournfully, “It has been a month since we were finally chased away. I haven’t had the heart to look back since. This is so much worse.” 
 
                 Corrus nodded. “Careful how far you fly. This fog is no pleasant mist, and there may be things lurking within the soup.” 
 
                 They strode down the hill, constantly scanning, expecting an insidious attack at any moment. The fog thickened around them, and soon the sun was nothing more than a weak impression above them. They had chosen dawn, giving them the longest period of light, but the watery light filtering down on them seemed like a poor ally at best. 
 
                 A fragment of the cloud coalesced suddenly to their left. Limned in a vague, orange-fire glow, a spectral shape lashed out at them. Ghostly claws swiped the air, and Tallia fell back with a cry of pain. Scalding claw marks were left on her forearm, already cauterized shut. Angry blistered welled up from the burns. The specter faded away, howling a ghastly laugh. 
 
                 They backed away, falling into a loose protective circle. The strike had been too fast to respond. 
 
                 Another piece of the cloud broke away, this one coming from almost right above. It swooped past their shoulders, raking them three times in rapid succession. Corrus took a burning cut along one shoulder, while Tallia managed this time to block with the thunder-rod she had kept after Merrax had been defeated. The potent magic in the steel seemed to do nothing at all to harm the specter. Eryis fended off the last attack with the bulk of her crossbow, but took a small burn on one arm for her efforts. 
 
                 Naomi had ducked down, letting them take the attacks, readying her own counter-attack this time. As the ghost retreated away, she barked a harsh mystical command, and a tight column of blinding, violet laser-light stabbed out and hit the specter in the middle of its mass. 
 
                 Then, passed right through it. The energy dissipated some of the fog, but the surrounding cloud choked back in almost instantly. The howling laugh of the specter was filled with disdain at the attack, fading away once more. 
 
                 They continued to hunt the mist to detect any pattern that would let them see the attacks coming. Tallia growled, not immune to the psychological impact of these ambush attacks. “We can’t see it. We can’t hit it! Can this get any worse?” 
 
                 Fate decided to answer her. Out of the mists there came a scraping sound of bone on dirt and gravel. First one, then six. Then many more. A horde of animated corpses shambled toward them in various states of decay. 
 
                 Corrus blessed the small mercy that the cemetery was not often used for the newly dead. This dark army might have been truly horrifying if the flesh still clung to their bones. Bad enough that these bare skeletons still wore the scraps of boiled leather, jewelry and other items they were buried with that didn’t decompose as quickly as thin, natural fibers. 
 
                 They were about to lay into the creatures and begin beating them back when another specter detached from the fog and cackled in dark glee. Burning claws dragged furrows down Naomi’s back, and she hissed in serious pain. At the same time, another specter burst from the mist to the left, raking at Eryis before falling back, a clear attempt to harass her into chasing after it, hoping to separate her from the others. 
 
                 Tallia was the first to swing at a skeleton that came in reach. Her powerful thunder-rod blasted into its skull, snuffing out the orange fire animating it. But so thick were the other creatures behind it, the remaining bones couldn’t even crumble away. They were merely held up, advancing on her like a horrid puppet. 
 
                 Corrus’s righteous fury ignited. “Enough of this!” He stood tall among them, grasping hold of Jamira’s icon hanging from his chain. Holding it high above his head, he summoned the divine power these creatures could not abide. “Begone! You re nothing but souls twisted by a corrupt magic! Find your true nature! Return to the afterlives you have so rightfully earned! Rest and bother us no further! Begone, I say!” 
 
                 Where the sun could not penetrate, the holy light of the True Lady cascaded outward like a divine hammer. In an expanding ring of explosions, the skeletons were disintegrated and blown away on a holy wind. A hundred perished before the others were forced back and held at bay by the shining power. Inside the cloud, the howls of the specter’s laughter turn to cries of ragged pain. The fog burned off, brightening the area around them a little and letting in a little more of the sun’s authority. The specters evaporated under the combined light. 
 
                 Flush with confidence, Corrus marched forward toward the cemetery itself. Part of him wanted to head right for the temple and cleanse it of every unclean marking he could find. But that was not the core. That was not the heart of this. He could feel it. The Nemesis was lurking in the cemetery, dwelling in the center of death where it drew its power. The cleric didn’t hesitate, walking straight into the deepest parts of the darkness with his holy light pulsing forth wave after wave of azure brilliance. 
 
                 The others looked eager to lash out, Naomi even throwing a second lash of her violet ray strike which ripped apart three of the skeletons being held away. 
 
                 Corrus spoke to them with unreal calm, wrapped in the soothing embrace of his Goddess’s power. “Save your strength, my loves. We shall need it before the end. I shall not let this rabble stop us from confronting this cowardly darkness face to face!” 
 
                 Onwards they marched, past tombstones and churned up graves. Following his instincts, Corrus suddenly knew where the creature would have made its lair. There was only one place the twisted demon would have felt at home. Soon, he saw the marble statue capping the large entrance to the only catacomb style tomb in the cemetery. The statue was of a beautiful woman with a blank face, yet with an ethereal floating in the air above it. The eye had been crafted as a wind-wane, constantly turning to give the impression of the True Lady seeing everything and missing nothing. The eye was cracked now, and the statue of the woman defaced, chipped away and fouled with black mold and decay. 
 
                 The mausoleum of the Jamiran clerics. 
 
                 Corrus felt a stab of guilt cut to his heart. I should never have left. I should have known what would happen. It didn’t matter that his own order had demanded his pilgrimage. They had all sensed it was wrong when he had left. They knew this was his proper place. 
 
                 Guilt solidified into resolve. He would make this right. 
 
                 They approached the massive slabs that served as doors to the catacomb. As they approached, the python-thick vines didn’t retreat away. Indeed, they curled a little tighter, wrapping around the entire entrance structure and denying them entrance. They drank from a well of power able to resist the flow of power through his holy symbol. 
 
                 Not relaxing his will so as to hold the undead surrounding them away, Corrus uttered the simple question, “Naomi?” 
 
                 Losing her master had made her progress more difficult, but Naomi had pressed on. She had scavenged a few tattered books from the wreckage. Other scraps of knowledge had come through trade with merchants or kind strangers; beyond gold or jewels, she would take books and scrolls as payment for whatever aid she could give. 
 
                 With far more confidence than he had ever heard in her voice, Naomi answered, “I can. But it will regrow quickly. The whole tangle is connected.” 
 
                 Tallia assured, “We’ll be ready to open the doors.” 
 
                 Their mystical lover extended her hands and summoned her own inner power. Sucking in a deep breath, she replicated the spell she had used against the undead back in the glade, but far more powerful. She breathed out a tongue of fire that would have made a dragon proud. The flames scorched the twisted, vicious vines. At first, they would not retreat. But soon, the heat became too intense. The outer layers blackened and burned, the ropes yanked away and coiled back behind the protection of other blocks of stone. 
 
                 As soon as the deadly, thorny plants retreated, Tallia and Eryis darted in to pry the heavy doors open. Corrus was able to stand in the middle, wedging his fingers into the crack they created. He was able to keep his mind focused on the divine power flowing through him, doing nothing but pushing out with brute strength while the women acted as the guides. 
 
                 He stood between them, but did reach for anything to prop them open. They needed to cut off their own retreat. “Inside! I’ll hold the doors until we’re all through!” He didn’t have to say what they all knew. Once the doors slammed shut, those vines were going to seize them shut again. There would be no going back. The three others darted inside, and he lurched through himself. The heavy slabs collapsed back into place with morbid power, sealing them into the catacombs. 
 
                 Outside, they heard the scratching and scraping and banging of the now-freed skeletons mobbing the entrance. 
 
                 Tallia struck alive a torch. Jumping light showed them what they needed to see. 
 
                 Corrus pointed to a trough up near the top of the ceiling. “That’s an oil path. I filled it last time I left.” 
 
                 The kitsune nodded, stretching up to dip the torch into the oil. Flames burst to life, rushing down the trough that outlined all the walls deep into the catacombs, like a continuous torch that would light their way. Leaving the torch behind, the four of them crept into the first burial chamber. Individual tombs surrounded them on all sides, and at the center was the slab of marble on which Corrus had washed and prepared the body of his master for eternal rest. 
 
                 They expected an onslaught of death, but it never came. 
 
                 A shadow fell over them, cast by a tall figure that advanced toward them from deeper in the catacombs. Wrapped in white robes, the proud figure entered the head of the room with dominating strides. He scoured the four of them, disgust plain on his noble face. To the three women, he sneered, “Look at you, you pathetic whelps. You dare to call yourself champions of this great wood. Here you are, little more than yapping puppies.” 
 
                 His baleful gaze fell on Corrus last. “But what could I expect, since they have fallen under your sway, my disappointing apprentice.” 
 
                 Corrus couldn’t believe what he was seeing. 
 
                 The figure was no alien creature begging to be slain. 
 
                 It was Bollus. 
 
                 All of the signs of stooped age had vanished from the old cleric. His beard was still shaggy grey-white, and his skin was still rugged and wrinkled as befit a man of his advanced years. But his spine was straight, his muscles strong, and all of the cloudiness was gone from his eyes. 
 
                 Corrus struggled to understand. “M – Master…?” A chill filled the air, stealing strength from his limbs even as his cold stare pierced him to the soul. 
 
                 Bollus drew up to his full height, several inches above Corrus’s just-shy-of-six-feet height. “Do not embarrass and insult me by calling me that! To think I wasted my time on such a poor, shadow of a proper servant to the Goddess. You never had it in you to do as you should do. You stole my strength. Was it you that tried to poison my drink and send me to an early grave? Yes, I could believe that of you. A snake in the grass who pretends to seek his inner self, but in the end…you’re nothing but a pretender that has come crawling back from a world that spat you out. Your pilgrimage didn’t end, did it? No, they cast you out! They send you crawling back here with your tail between your legs, didn’t they!” 
 
                 The old cleric scoffed. “I was such an old fool! But the true masters of the church saw through your weak heart where I could not. Miserable dog!” 
 
                 The hammer-blows of each word pummeled Corrus over and over. He had only known Bollus at the end of his life, and the old man had been all too set in the traditional ways. He was kind, but he had never been one for overt warmth and deep sentiments. So, the boy that was Corrus had grown up believing in the deep abiding love in the gruff hugs they had shared once a year, the firm hand-shakes, and the somber nods of approval Bollus would bestow on him when he did something right. When he died, there had been regrets. Highest among them was never having told the old man exactly how much he had meant to Corrus. How many people took that chance before their grandfathers and fathers passed beyond the veil? 
 
                 Hearing the damning words from the lips of his mentor squeezed his heart and wouldn’t let go. He gasped out, “You don’t mean this. You can’t. I felt your love for me, even if you could never say it!” 
 
                 Bollus barked a condescending laugh. “Oh, I tried to give you the affection you needed. But what warmth could I give to such a disappointing spit as you. My only hope was not to crush your spirit entirely, so I gave you as much praise as I could stomach, all the while choking on my bile. To know that Jamira had been abandoned by the locals. Locals who could send me no better than you to tend her temple.” 
 
                 His lip curled in disdain. “Knowing that her presence in this wood must inevitably fail. Sorrow filled my last years, not joy.” 
 
                 Shadows played over his heart. He couldn’t understand… 
 
                 A soft hand rested upon his arm. 
 
                 Unable to speak, Corrus looked down into the loving eyes of Eryis. 
 
                 Her expressive eyes shimmered with that affection, reaching out to support him in that dark moment. “He’s wrong, Corrus. Hear me, not him. We know you like no-one else can. And he’s wrong.” 
 
                 Framing him on the other side, Naomi cuddled into his other side. “Believe in yourself. We do. Our voices are the ones that should matter.” 
 
                 Tallia came up behind him and leaned in his back, giving him her warmth. “If he cannot see that, then he never knew you.” 
 
                 Their words were everything to him. Their touch was a sweet balm that chased away the cold of the room. Their love and belief cleansed the pain and cleared his head. As the poisoned words were banished, other memories surfaced inside Corrus’s mind. The subtle hints of approval he would catch in Bollus’s eyes every day. The groans of relief and kind words when Corrus remembered to bring him his foot bath without needing to be told. The sigh of satisfaction when Corrus got his tea exactly right by taking exquisite care with the leaf mixture. The animated, enriching conversations they had shared over the teachings of the Goddess. And the pride that shone on his face when Corrus had found the state of true meditation for the first time. 
 
                 Corrus summoned his own strength, and glared into the eyes of his dead master. “False creature. Do not dare to assume the guise of so honorable a man! If I needed any more reason to end you, you have given it to me a thousand-fold for daring to think you can speak for him! You guess at our history and play your parlor games and pretend you can read my mind.” 
 
                 Corrus stepped forward, chin raised in pride. “I will never be able to repay my master for what he taught me…or for the life he gave me. The best I can do is serve my Goddess and prove worthy of these brave souls that have decided to be a part of my life!” He brandished his sapphire icon, grasping the platinum star surrounded the eye at its center. He bellowed with divine power backing it, “Reveal yourself, demon creature! You can’t hide from me!” 
 
                 Blinding sapphire light raged forth and blasted over Bollus. Rather than embrace the light as any true servant of Jamira would, Bollus threw up his hands and shielded himself with a snarl of pain and even fear. Bits of his flesh began to peel away from his fingers. His hair seemed to catch fire, burning away like tinder before a blaze. The human scream of pain became an evil howl as the illusion was torn apart. 
 
                 Corrus’s hand sank down, and the holy power faded, leaving only oil-light to see by. 
 
                 What stood in the place of Bollus was nothing human. The creature’s skin was oily and black, its limbs spindly though corded with unnaturally powerful muscle. Its tormented face had a beak snout, a distorted cross between a bird and dog that was jagged and bent, as if it had been broken many times over and never properly healed. Gangling tendrils of serpentine, inch-thick ropes spilled off its head. Slime dripped from the tips, seemingly generated by the oil leaking off the greasy fur on its scalp that existed between those dozens of tendrils. Worst was its eyes, burning orange-red hot as it glared balefully at all of them. Licks of fire sprouted from his eye sockets, having no real orbs within: only those fires of dark magic. Inky-black, leathery wings stretched wetly to either side. Where Eryis’s wings were elegant and delicate, this creature’s wings were crinkled and deformed. Unless that same dark magic was at play, it would never support his weight in flight. 
 
                 Opening its beak, the horrid creature squawked at them in fury and pain, “How dare you stand against me! You pathetic whelps following the tired old words of that Gaia-loving fool of a druid! He died as he lived: a blind and simpering toad!” 
 
                 Tallia stepped out from around Corrus, snapping at the creature, “You’ve despoiled the memory of one great man today. We will not listen to you do so again!” 
 
                 The creature gnashed its beak at her. “Do you not understand the what must be done? I love this forest more than any false Goddess and the wretches who claimed to believe in her! Every axe that falls on every tree is a pang in my bones! How can you call yourselves champions of this place? You who already reap what you would from these wilds, and would invite more of your kind to speed the destruction! I will make this wood the most fearsome place in the known world! None will dare to walk under these branches!” 
 
                 The creature’s hands bolted out to each side. “Die by the hands of those you once believed pure! Nothing is safe from my power!” 
 
                 Thunderous blows exploded through the sealed walls of two of the tombs to either side of them. The fists that hammered out were human and whole, but the skin was leathery and swollen with dried blood. The stone crumbled, and two undead monstrosities emerged. Sealed inside the stone, normal decay had not set in. Their faces were still human, though their eyes were milky white and their skin was splotchy and mottled from the pools of blood that had pooled inside their body. 
 
                 Despite the lack of a pumping heart, the undead beasts moved with whip-fast speed. Their jaws parted and they hacked out terrible keens of undying hunger for their flesh. 
 
                 Naomi’s hackles rose, her tail fluffing out behind her. “Wights!” 
 
                 Corrus snarled, “Is there no end to the depths of your evil? You dare disturb the peace of my Goddess’s faithful yet again!” He charged at the creature, mace held high, intending to crush the twisted creature’s skull and free his religious-ancestors from that evil magic. 
 
                 Those evil eyes ignited with power. The Nemesis stabbed the air with its long, hooked-claw fingers. A black steam poured off its fingers. 
 
                 That same smoke appeared around Corrus’s body, and he collapsed in white-hot pain. His mace clanged to the ground and he clenched at his head as a storm of agony whipped about like a hurricane in his mind. 
 
                 The wights charged in on the women behind him. They moved with the speed of vipers, reaching out with disease ridden fingernails sharpened into razors. Eryis dodged left and right, ducked left and right, crying in pain as one of those strikes ripped a long furrow in her left wing. 
 
                 Pure anger flashed into her eyes, and she leveled her crossbow at the undead thing’s head. “Eat this!” She pulled the trigger, and sent on of her burst-bulb tipped bolts right into the wight’s gaping mouth. It broke against the back of its throat and blasted its skull clean apart. 
 
                 On the other side, Tallia rolled over the central table, narrowly avoiding the deadly grasp of the other wight. She rolled again, carrying herself right between its legs. Her thunder-rod smashed left and right in rapid succession, shattering its legs with explosive power. She then leapt onto the wight’s back and smashed it again and again until it didn’t have enough form to rise. 
 
                 Naomi’s hands were weaving through a new spell. She cast her hand forward and a shower of glittering sparks fell onto the Nemesis’s oiled skin. Where they contacted, they burned and popped, drilling shards of light into its skin. 
 
                 Smoke rose from the wounds, and the Nemesis hissed back. It motioned with one hand, and a loose slab of rock levitated loose from the wall and impacted against the cat-blooded woman. She saw it coming at the last second, throwing up her hands to soften the blow. It still hit hard, sending her soaring painfully to the ground several yards away. She groaned, not immediately getting up. 
 
                 The nemesis turned and saw that its minion had already been slaughtered. With a scream of fury, it made a gesture with its fingers like an explosion. The marble burial table obeyed. The glossy stone detonated from within, sending shards of sharpened rock outward in a hail of destruction. All of the women curled in reflexively, protecting their vitals as the stone daggers slashed along them. 
 
                 Corrus heard their pain. 
 
                 No! This is not how this will end! 
 
                 I will… not… fail… them!!!! 
 
                 With a force of will, he banished the pain from his mind. Or ignored it. It could still be melting his mind with irreparable damage, but in that moment the difference didn’t matter. He snarled away the pain and lurched to his feet. 
 
                 The Nemesis stared at him in disbelief. The pathetic human couldn’t be doing this! 
 
                 Corrus didn’t care what was possible. 
 
                 His Goddess believed in him. That was enough to do the improbable. 
 
                 His lovers believed in him. That was enough to do the impossible. 
 
                 Righteous fury surged through his blood, but this time he didn’t reach for his holy icon. Instead, he snatched up his mace and charged in again. The heavy mace-head shone forth like a blue sun as he channeled divine power into the steel. He crushed the bludgeoning weapon into the creature’s chest, crunching in its chest and leaving it a smoking ruin. 
 
                 The Nemesis retreated, pulling back toward the darker corners of the catacombs behind it. “You will never sleep soundly a night in your life! I shall haunt your nightmares!” It pulled back, beginning to dissipate into that black smoke to escape as it always did. Defeat was but a delay for the immortal creature. 
 
                 But then… a globe of violet energy snapped into place, containing the smoke inside the corridor. As a swirling mass of energy, the Nemesis raged and billowed against the sparking shield but couldn’t press through. 
 
                 Naomi knelt on the ground behind Corrus, her hand extended, a trickle of blood streaming from her nose. “I can’t hold it for long!” 
 
                 Corrus hefted his mace and gave a cold smile. “I don’t need long.” He stepped in and let the azure light of his Goddess form the other half of the magical vice that surrounded the Nemesis. He pressed in, making the twin energies into a vise. Wedging his feet into the rough stone, he gritted his teeth and shoved, bellowing, “Rrrrrrraaaarrrraaaggggghhhhh!!!!” His arms flexed as he used every ounce of his power to punish the creature with the dual magics. 
 
                 Desperate, the Nemesis coalesced, needing its physical form to withstand the pressure. 
 
                 Eryis and Tallia were waiting. The bat-winged woman fired another bolt, this one filled with a bulb of water that Corrus himself had blessed earlier. The kitsune reared back and hurled her thunder-rod in a spinning whirl. They impacted against the oily hide of the strained creature, who was already pushed to the breaking point. The water breached the creature’s unholy hide, burning like acid, allowing the thunderous punch of the rod to penetrate. Kinetic energy rippled through the beast… 
 
                 And it exploded in a tidal wave of oily globs of nasty gore. 
 
                 The blast wave rolled over them, sending them all sprawling. Black smoke coiled up and down the corridor, no longer alive…merely a last howl of power from a defeated monster. 
 
                 The air in the catacombs was scorched. 
 
                 The fires extinguished. 
 
                 And then, calm descended. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
                 The doors of the mausoleum creaked open, and the four Caretakers of Callingshire staggered out into the fresh air of the late afternoon sun. 
 
                 Squinting against the glare, Corrus fought past the fatigue in his brain to realize what that meant. The sun? The cloud must be gone. Guess that means we did it. The Nemesis’s influence is fading. Of course, there were plenty of other signs. They weren’t ripped apart by undead skeletons as they stumbled out of the darkness of the tomb. They were able to force open the doors, the unholy animated python-vines now little more than dead lengths of greenery that would have to be chopped up and burned. 
 
                 All of it was victory. But right then, covered in stink, smoke and gore, all he wanted was a bath. 
 
                 And they knew where they had to go. 
 
                 It didn’t matter that it was normally two hours walk. Weak from the struggle, this time it took them three. Their hastily bandaged wounds were dripping blood, but they didn’t pause or waver in their determination. 
 
                 By the time they arrived at the glade, they were leaning against each other for mutual support. It was all that kept them going. But their smiles shone radiantly as they felt the familiar sense of well-being and peace wash over them as they stepped into the last light of the sun reaching into the clearing. 
 
                 Whatever other proof they might have had, feeling the full power of Gaia’s return to her sacred place was what they needed to let it really sink in. 
 
                 Soft laughs and mild groans were shared as they all but crawled down to the pond. None of them paused at the edge. They waded in, feeling the refreshing power soothe their wounds and return life to their limbs. Their fingers began to claw at their clothes, casting the filthy remains of fabric back toward the shore until they were all gloriously, shamelessly naked in the gathering dark. Diving into the water, they swam in the luxuriously cool, enchanted water until the horrors of the past hours were nothing but a fading memory. 
 
                 With the gravity of love and chance intertwined, eventually their drifting brought them together. As the shock and terror faded, the need to celebrate that they were still alive took hold. Eryis came into contact with Corrus first. They bobbed along side-by-side for a while, caressing each other’s skin and lapping water over each other’s bodies to further soothe their injuries. Those caresses turned to playful fondles of increasingly intimate flesh until at last they curled into each other’s arms and merged into a soft kiss. 
 
                 While their lips savored each other’s taste, Corrus felt the texture of another pair of lips kissing against the nape of his neck. He knew it was Tallia from the playful nips and lick along his spine and out over his shoulders. Her hands brushed along his side, then curved in to splay over his stomach and sample his firm muscles. Her other hand gave his well-formed behind an equally playful grab, then migrated past his thighs and around to his shaft already growing hard from the attention. Her petite fingers circled him and began to ready him for what was to come. 
 
                 Naomi had settled in behind Eryis, and her own mouth was on a wandering path that was setting fire to Eryis’s neck and tingling her ears. Her clever hands slipped under Eryis’s sides, cupping under her lush breasts and enjoying how the water played over her mounds and turned them into slippery glories to touch. Her own nipples pressed into the space between Eryis’s wings, giving the bat-winged woman further cause to moan in pleasure. 
 
                 A natural pause came to their shared enjoyment. For a small moment, their kisses drifted to a stop, and their glanced at each other, trading intimate smiles and silent promises for the future. 
 
                 Then, forgetting anything else existed, they fell into each other once more, and the world drifted away into a haze of passion and bliss. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
                 The mental mist that had shrouded them in the final throes of their passion released only reluctantly. Reality came back at a lethargic pace, like waking up from a particularly vivid dream. 
 
                 Conner immediately started to stretch, blinking hard to clear the haze from his eyes. He stretched out muscles that felt like they hadn’t moved in hours, though his mind insisted furiously that it had just been through a marathon of combat and sex. 
 
                 His blurry vision cleared reluctantly. He took in the broad table, chairs and RPG paraphernalia that made up the gaming den basement of Colin’s parents. He pried open his cotton-dry mouth, trying to swallow some moisture back into his throat. 
 
                 Around him, still in their own seats, the women of the group were doing the same. Their costumes were once more as he remembered them – beautiful, fetching, sexy…but no longer a living part of who they were. 
 
                 Elaine reached up and softly placed her hands on the table, as if steadying herself and grounding herself to reality once more. 
 
                 Tasha was darting her eyes this way and that, as if trying to confirm that if she moved her eyes fast enough, she could look behind the veil of the world again and see into that alternate place. 
 
                 Nadia burst out of her chair, retreating back against the wall. She was breathing hard, half-panicked. Her brain that had insisted for her whole life that magic wasn’t real, and that it wasn’t even worth thinking about. Now, that perspective was seemingly broken, and she was struggling to adjust. 
 
                 Conner didn’t feel totally whole himself. His imagination had always been his friend, but that hadn’t been natural. 
 
                 Eventually, they all looked to the head of the table. 
 
                 Tobias was still there, a bemused smile showing through his beard. “You know what makes a great game? It isn’t the game master. It’s the players.” 
 
                 Conner struggled to find coherent words. “Players? Was… was that not real? Was any of this real?” 
 
                 Tobias looked bemused once more. He reached over and laid a paternal hand on Conner’s shoulder. “As real as it needed to be. As real as you all want it to be. At each step, the story was conjured around you, but it was your bravery… your desires… your needs that took you through each moment. The choices were yours. This one is yours, too. Let it go… or embrace what you found. It has always been up to you.” 
 
                 Slowly, he fought his way out of his seat, and smiled wider at them all. “You are all wonderful players.” He dipped in a low bow. Then, he gathered his cane, and tapped twice with it upon the ground. His outline shimmered into a ghostly blue, ethereal state. As if caught on the room’s wind, he drifted sideways. His shape became less and less coherent, then filtered through the edges of the basement windows and vanished. 
 
                 Conner’s mouth clicked open. 
 
                 No less the others. 
 
                 They sat in shock for a long, long time. 
 
                 Then, their gazes fell on each other. 
 
                 Conner fought for something to say. Anything at all. He didn’t even know what time it was. Didn’t know how his life could ever be the same after that. In the end, he could only manage, “I’m…sorry. I had no idea.” 
 
                 Shock continued to reign. 
 
                 He needed to get out. To think. He grabbed at his belongings, cramming them back into his bag. He tried not to look anywhere, because no matter where his focus drifted, he could only see sexy costumes. And seeing them, he could then only imagine the skin beneath that he had touched and ravished and… 
 
                 Only, he hadn’t. Had he? No, that was… a fever dream. Or… something else. 
 
                 He rushed to pack, the blush from all those wicked thoughts and ‘memories’ tormenting him. He shuffled around the table, making for the door. 
 
                 “Conner.” 
 
                 He stopped with his hand on the doorknob. The voice had been Nadia’s. He had never heard her sound like that, and he couldn’t read the emotions behind it. He turned, and looked across the table at her. “Yes?” 
 
                 Her cat-girl outfit was no less provocative, showing off as much as a typical bikini would. Her panic was fading from her eyes, replaced by a strange thoughtfulness. Her mind was doing like the rest of them, recalculating the world around her and trying to make a lot of new things make sense. 
 
                 That included Conner’s place in it. Her thoughtful expression grew intently serious. “Tomorrow you need to go shopping.” 
 
                 Not sure where she was headed with that, Conner tilted his head quizzically. “Ummm, for what?” 
 
                 Her intent look grew a little predatory, her mouth curving into a naughty little grin. “A bigger bed.” 
 
                 The tiny little joke broke a lot of ice. 
 
                 Elaine rose smoothly from her chair, and drifted to Nadia’s side. Her mouth lowered and kissed Nadia’s bare right shoulder. Then, leaning her head on the taller woman’s shoulder, Elaine focused on him. “A much bigger bed.” 
 
                 Understanding the offer being made, Tasha peeled herself out of her chair and slinked over to Nadia’s other side. She placed a sweet kiss on her other shoulder, then joined in the gentle cuddle while they leaned against the wall. “I’d make it a sturdy one, too.” 
 
                 Conner’s mouth was so terribly dry again. 
 
                 Maybe they hadn’t left all of the magic behind, after all. 
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