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Dragonseekers



Part 1: Learning the Ropes
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Prologue


 


Donald White threw his book bag into the
corner.  School had been another bad experience.  Even at age seventeen, he
couldn't seem to fit in.  Class was okay, but any time he had to mix in with
the other kids, life was unpleasant.  Buddy Selsner had decided that Don was a
good target for his fun this day, and so he had nearly been late to class
trying to stop his bloody nose.  He didn't tell anyone about it: the last thing
he needed was for Selsner to think he was a snitch.  He slumped into his chair,
and woke his computer out of Sleep Mode.


"Donny, dinner's in an hour!"
his mother called up from the bottom of the stairs.  He cringed when she called
him that.  It made him sound like he was three.


He logged onto the Internet, hoping to
find something to divert his attention from his bad day.  His connection zipped
along, and soon he was sorting through his email, most of it junk.  Normally,
he would just delete all of it, but one caught his attention.  Its subject line
was "The Mother of all RPG games". 


Although the title was cliched at best,
Don opened the email.  He was an avid RPG fan, and had played every
computer-driven and online RPG in existence at one time or another.


The email merely directed him to a
website, saying, "You won't believe what this game can do!"  Yeah,
right.  He clicked the link anyway, being bored and curious.


The link took him to Zemlia Nov Games. 
He had never heard of this company, and he thought he knew all the RPG
developers.  He saw that the company was obviously small, as their website was
only a few pages, though well-constructed.  He noticed that they were only
selling one game at the time.  It was called "Dragonseeker".  He
clicked for a description.


 


Dragonseeker


You have
entered the land of Zemlia Nov.  Magic and mystery abound.  The terrain and the
animals are unfamiliar, and danger lurks around every corner.  You have been
armed, armored, and instructed in the ways of the land, but there is no
substitute for experience.


 


Zemlia Nov is a
dangerous place, and not everything is as it appears.  Not only the creatures
will seek to do you in.  Can you survive long enough to find a way out of
Zemlia Nov?


 


You and your
team, should you choose to bring help, will have to survive the terrain, the
creatures, and the inhabitants of Zemlia Nov to escape back to your world. 
Bringing help is strongly advised.


 


Can you locate
the yellow dragon?  Will it help you if you do?  Or will you and your party be
forever trapped in Zemlia Nov?


 


 


Dragonseeker is on the cutting edge of RPG simulation.  You
will feel immersed in the world of Zemlia Nov.  So real, you may forget about
the real world!  If you're looking for the best role-playing game ever
invented, Dragonseeker is the game for you!


 


Money-Back
Guarantee:  If Dragonseeker
is not the most realistic role-playing game you have ever encountered, return
it for a full refund of the purchase price, including shipping.  We will
even pay for you to ship it back to us!


 


PC/Mac on a
single CD - $74.95 plus $4.95 S/H


 


Don thought the description was overly
melodramatic, and kind of cheesy, but to tell the truth, it did have his
curiosity aroused.  Besides, the guarantee made sure that he wouldn't lose out
on the deal.  He reached for the box he kept his spare money in.  This was
money he'd earned, separate from his allowance.  He was often asked to work on
his friends' parents' computers, and so he had a fairly good income from that. 
He counted out what was in the box, and found it to be more than enough to
purchase the game.


He had already made a standing
arrangement with his father about ordering things online, and he also already
had his father's credit card number memorized.  Don hit the order button, and
quickly filled in the necessary information.  He decided to spend the extra $5
for second-day delivery, so that it would arrive before Saturday.  It would
give him and his friends something to do.


 



Chapter 1


 


The game arrived on Friday.  It arrived
in a padded envelope, and was nothing more than a single disc in a jewel case. 
Already, Don felt a little cheated.  He'd expected at least a fancy box for
$75.  The disc itself didn't even have any fancy graphics on the label, just a
black label with gold lettering.  He took it out, and flipped it over.  Well,
at least it wasn't a CD-R disc.  It had been pressed like a normal CD.


He popped it into his machine, to see
what it would do.  As the screen graphics came up, he did have to admit that
they were pretty damned good.  The opening animation was very lifelike.  He
watched as a warrior battled a large, winged animal that he did not recognize. 
It had four legs in addition to its wings, but he never got a good look at the
beast's head.  The last scene showed the warrior, lying dead on the ground. 
Words came onto the screen, leaving the image in the background.  "Will
this be you?" it said.


The game brought him to a menu.  He chose
"Instructions".


 


Welcome to
Dragonseeker.  You are about to enter a world of dragons and fairies, of
monsters and elves.  The land is full of magical and dangerous creatures.  Your
job is to survive long enough to make it out.


 


Your goal, as a
Dragonseeker, is to find the yellow dragon.  Only it can lead you safely back
to Earth.  Only it knows the secrets of Zemlia Nov.


 


Before you can
enter the game, it will ask for several pieces of personal information.  These
are used to help it create your character(s).  Please be honest with your
responses.  These are not the characteristics of your character, but your
personal statistics as a player.


 


After these
questions are answered, you will enter character generation mode.  The game
will ask you to define your character(s), and then it will ask you if you wish
to extend the size of your party.  The screens are self-explanatory.


 


Once you have
defined your party, hit the "Enter Zemlia Nov" button.  The game will
then begin.  It is self-explanatory from that point on.


 


Enjoy Zemlia
Nov, and good luck, Dragonseeker!


 


Don figured there must be an extensive
online help, for the instructions to be so short, but he was used to dealing
with computer games, so he figured that nothing could be too difficult for
him.  He went to the "Begin New Game" option, and the screen brought
up a list of questions.  He saw that the list did, indeed, get very
personal.  It was when he got down to "Time of last sexual encounter",
that he began to wonder what they might need this for.  He properly entered, "Never"
from the list.  He was glad no one was around to watch him do this just now.


He filled out all the other questions,
which got more and more personal.  It took him nearly ten minutes to fill it
all out.  When he was done, the game asked, "Save personal profile in
encrypted format?"  He clicked "Yes".


Next, he brought up the character
generation screen.  He was just about to scroll through his options when his
mother called him to dinner.  He closed down the game, and left.  He figured he'd
go ahead and wait for his friends to show up the next day to continue.
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Susan was running late, and she hated to
be late.  Worse, she couldn't even blame it on her little brother.  Well, "little
brother" was her joke.  Even though he was a year older than her, he was
also four inches shorter than her, and she never let him forget it.


Susan Ipswitch had never melded well with
her new family.  She'd been in the Stelwicht clan for only three years, and she
didn't get along all that positively with either Gill, her older step-brother,
or John, her younger step-brother.  She felt like they were both just complete
losers, one a nerd, the other a gang member at age fourteen.


She pulled her car in behind the one
already in the small driveway.  Apparently, Julie and her brother Paul were
already here.  It was a weekly gathering at the White house, the three brothers
and the three sisters would get together.  The boys would do something stupid
on the computer, and Susan and her friends would usually go to the mall or
watch TV.  The girls had come to know each other only because the boys always
hung out together, but they had grown to be friends.


She opened her car door and was assaulted
by the humid, stale air of the day.  It had rained all last night, and there
were puddles and mud everywhere.  She had not parked on the street because of
the huge mud puddle in front of the house.  She looked at the yard, which was a
murky mess.  The Whites never bothered to keep up their lawn other than a
weekly mowing.  She frowned.  She wasn't going to get her shoes dirty, as her
brother had just done by walking through the muck.  She walked down to the
sidewalk and made her way toward the walk leading up to the front door.


She never saw the car coming.  It almost
had to be a teenage airhead who wasn't even thinking.  Before she knew it,
there was a wall of filthy water descending on her body.  She screamed in
surprise and disgust as her clothes were drenched.  She stood there, looking
like a wet cat, her arms held away from her body as her sopping clothes hung on
her.


Gill had turned when he heard his sister's
scream.  He tried not to laugh at her.  She had been so prissy about her
clothing.  To see her covered in mud was a sight to behold.  He only wished she'd
been wearing white, to further humiliate her.  She had been a bitch to him ever
since entering the Stelwicht house, acting like the queen of the ball, even
though she wasn't even the oldest.  Gill was seventeen, like his friend Don and
their mutual friend Paul.  They hung out together at school, and they'd spent
every Saturday afternoon together for the last six years, barring a few here
and there.


Gill watched as his sister stormed up the
walk and past him into the house.  As she passed, she said, "Not one word." 
Gill nodded as he chuckled to himself, and then followed her into the house.


"What the hell happened to you?"
Kate asked.  Kate was Don's sister.  At fifteen, she was the youngest girl in
the clique.  She never forgot it, either.  She was a JV cheerleader, even in
her freshman year, but she still felt like she was a second-class member of a
three person group.  Her brown eyes conveyed a look of concern as her mouth
twisted into a frown.


"Some goddamned moron splashed that
fucking mud puddle all over me!"  Susan answered.  "Look at my
clothes!  Now what the hell am I going to do?"


"Well, you really need to take a
shower and dry off," Julie offered.  Julie was Paul's sister.  She was a
slut, plain and simple.  If it was cute and male, she would go after it.  There
was a running joke at school about whether having only two legs was a
requirement.  Julie indignantly ignored these barbs.  She was the best-looking
girl in her class, and she knew it.  She was 5'6" tall with short black
hair and a body to die for.  She was a junior varsity cheerleader, with Kate. 
But Julie knew, deep down, that she was varsity material while Kate... probably
wouldn't make the cut.  Julie was a cheerleader because football players went
out with cheerleaders.  Football players fucked cheerleaders, more to the
point, and Julie loved sex.


"And what the fuck am I supposed to
do about these?" she said, exasperatedly pointing to her clothes.  "Go
naked?"


Gill smartly kept his mouth shut at this
point.


"Maybe Don has an idea," Kate
said.  She went to the bottom of the stairs and called out, "Don!  Can you
come down here a minute?"


Don hustled down the stairs, wearing
loose jeans and a black T-shirt with an American bald eagle on it.  "What's
up, sis... Shit, Susan, what happened to you?"


Before Susan could go off again, Kate
said, "She got splashed from the puddle out front.  She needs to get dry,
but she doesn't have any clothes here, and mine won't fit her..."


Don looked at her for a moment.  For just
a second, Susan thought he was being sleazy.  But then he said, "She looks
like she's about Mom's size.  See if there's something of hers that she can
wear, at least until she can get home and change."


"Your mother wouldn't mind?"
Susan asked, unsure.


"Nah," Kate said.  "She
won't be home for a few hours, anyway."


"Okay.  Thank you, Don, for thinking
of it."  Susan had to grudgingly admit that it was a good idea.  Had by a
nerd, but wasn't that what nerds were for?  Ideas?  Certainly they weren't good
for much else.


"Sure thing.  C'mon guys, I got a
new game for us to check out."


The three boys moved back up the stairs. 
Julie turned to Kate and said, "Your brother sure is smart."  


Kate nodded.  "Sometimes I wonder
how come I didn't get any brains like him.  But then I remember that I'm the
athlete.  He probably couldn't run a hundred yard dash without a trip to the
hospital."  The girls had a laugh.  "C'mon Susan, we'll find
something for you to wear.  Then you can hop in the shower."


 


-----


 


Upstairs, the boys had already booted the
game, and were through the introduction screen.  Don pulled up the menu, but
was greeted with a new question:


Would
you like to load saved personal data? (Y/N)


Don said, "I entered my data last
night."  He entered "Y", and the hard drive whirred.  Then the
computer indicated it was ready for further entries.  He turned to the other
two and said, "I don't know why it wants all this info, but the
questionnaire gets very personal.  I think we'd all feel better if each
of you answered them alone."


They each agreed, and Paul entered his
questions first.  He had to pause when he ran across the question, "Given
no regard for feasibility, what would be your favorite occupation?"  He
thought hard, and then finally entered, "Feudal Lord".  That seemed
in context for the program.  He still thought this was more about defining a
character than his own personality.


A few minutes later, and Paul emerged, to
let Gill go back into the room and enter his own answers.  Gill went along
unconcerned, answering even the most personal questions.  Near the end, he came
down to, "Enter your favorite sexual fantasy."  This stopped Gill
cold.  Oh, sure, he had one.  But was he going to be stupid enough to tell the
machine?  Sure, Don said the data was encrypted, but he also knew his friend
was a hacker.  How secure was it?


Gill flip-flopped for a minute or two,
but decided what the hell, and went ahead and typed in, "To have my
step-sister as my devoted servant in all matters, sexual and regular." 
The computer chewed on this for perhaps a microsecond before popping up the
next question, and Gill moved on.


 


-----


 


Meanwhile, Susan had chosen some clothing
from the closet of Kate's mother.  They were hardly stylish, but at least they
appeared like they'd fit.  She'd have to go home as soon as they decided what
they were going to do, so she could change.  She didn't dare borrow another
woman's underwear, so she was without any of that kind of thing, and she didn't
go out like that.


Presently, she turned on the shower to a
very hot setting, and climbed in, letting the water cascade down over her ample
bust, and trickle between her legs.  She sighed as the water eased her tensions
from the last few minutes.  Dammit, why did they have to come over here every
fucking weekend?  Surely there was something better she could do with her
time.  She'd much prefer to be on the archery range, pretending to shoot arrows
through Gill's head time and time again.


 


-----


 


With all of the personal data collected
and stored, the three stood together as Don clicked on "Character
Generation".  First, it listed Don's name, so this was to be his
character.  He had a fairly short list of possibilities.


"Hmph," said Paul.  "Not
much there to choose from.  Hope you didn't pay a lot for this game."


Don said nothing as he scrolled through
the list.  It wasn't much, he admitted, but he'd make the best of it.  He chose
"wizard".  The game told him to wait, and then it suggested suitable
clothing, which he could alter within parameters.  He made a few minor changes,
including the color, but left it alone for the most part.  After that was done
the game printed out:


Setting
character parameters based on questionnaire answers.


"What the hell does that mean?"
Gill asked.  Don just shrugged.  It asked for Paul to come in next, and so he
sat down.  As he began to scroll his list of characters, it was immediately
obvious that his was much longer.  Paul looked at Don.


"I don't know.  Maybe it has
something to do with the way we answered the questions in the first part."


Paul shrugged and turned back to the
list.  He saw one that surprised him.  He highlighted it and clicked on "What
is this?"


Psionic: An individual capable of manipulating the
world around him or her through the use of mental power.  This differs from
magic in that the source of power is internal, rather than external.  Master
psionics are capable of such skills as limited-distance teleportation, and mind
control.


"Cool!" said Gill.  Paul agreed
with his assessment.  This was the kind of character he'd always wanted to
play, but none of his DM's would ever let him.  Said he wasn't suited to it.  Bullshit.


Gill came in, and, given his size and
skills, his choice of character was obvious.  Gill was a weight-lifter, but he
was also smart.  He had a hard time fitting in at school.  The jocks ignored
him because he studied, and the nerds were nervous of him because he was a
jock.  It was a no-win situation, and he was just glad that these two guys had
known him long enough to be his friends regardless.  Gill chose "fighter". 
He chose his own costume as well, looking reminiscent of Robin Hood, he
supposed, but without the bow.  His weapons of choice were sword and quarter
staff.


With all three of them having selected
characters, they assumed the game was to begin.  They clicked on the "Enter
Zemlia Nov" button.


Your party
contains only three people.  Six are available.  Would you like to expand your
party? (Y/N)


"Now what?" Gill asked in
exasperation.


"I'm not sure," Don said.  "It
says we can have six people in our group.  I remember the ad said that bringing
help was strongly recommended.  Maybe we should add the extra three?" 
The other two agreed, and so Don answered yes.  The computer came back with:


Your party is
complete.  Remaining three characters will be configured during transfer. 
Please click to enter Zemlia Nov.


Don clicked the button.


 


-----


 


There was no special sound or sight to
follow the clicking of the mouse.  Only a vague nauseous feeling greeted the
travelers.  The room dissolved around the boys, and they were suddenly standing
in a forest.  This was odd both because Don had been sitting at the computer,
and because computer programs generally don't do such things.


They glanced around quickly, noting the
trees, and the sudden hush of the forest.  They were standing at the edge of a
grassy meadow in the midst of a wood, the sunlight streaming down on them.  It
was a warm day, but not hot, and the humidity here was significantly less than
it had been outside Don's home.


It took none of the three very long to
realize that they had not been transported alone.  Standing about fifteen feet
from them were Kate and Julie, who had astonished, almost panicked, looks on
their faces.  And five feet away from them, standing in the open area of the
meadow, was Susan.


Susan was dripping wet.


Susan was naked.


The boys gaped as Susan, realizing her
predicament, looked around in alarm, trying to cover herself, and finally
running for the nearest bush.  Gill let loose with a wolf whistle, and it
earned him a nasty look from his sister.


"What the fuck are you looking at,
you perv?" she retorted.


"Nice bod, Susan," Gill shot
back.


It took a little longer for Don to
realize that there was another person who was somewhat chagrined.  And he
smacked himself mentally for not noticing her differences earlier.  His own
sister, Kate, had changed dramatically.


Kate had been slightly more than 5'2"
tall.  Now, she would barely make the 5' mark.  Her auburn tresses had been
replaced with fine silver hair, which had somehow grown from shoulder-length
down to the middle of her back.  And her eyes, normally a dark brown, now
glowed with an almost golden color.  She looked a little sick, as if she were
about to pass out.  Don hurriedly moved to her side.


Kate grasped onto him tightly.  "Don,
what's going on?  What's happened to me?"


"I'm not sure, sis," he
responded.  Paul brought Don's attention to a pile of objects in the middle of
the meadow.  On the very top of the pile was a scroll.  Don went over and
picked it up, starting to read it before he even thought about the fact that it
was in modern English.


 


Welcome to
Zemlia Nov.  The articles included in this pack should prove useful, perhaps
essential, to your survival.  Included are clothing to appropriately attire
your characters, weapons to properly arm them, and other sundry items that you
should find of value.


 


No other
objects will be provided for you.  Anything you may find along the journey, you
may keep, so long as the entity currently possessing it does not, or can no
longer, object.  Take heed of what you carry: Some articles will be more
trouble than they are worth.


 


The only way to
return to Earth from Zemlia Nov is to locate the Yellow Dragon, whose name is
Vernior.  No instruction can be provided to you as to where to find Vernior. 
However, we do recommend that you begin by travelling North.


 


Good luck on
your quest, Dragonseekers!  May the Fates and the Fairies watch over you.


 


"What the fuck is going on here?"
Susan screamed from her safe hiding behind the bush.  "What have you guys
gotten us into?"


"Settle down, Susan," Don said
without thinking.  He didn't often speak forcefully to people, even those
younger than him, but his mind was working on autopilot at the moment.  He
started to sort through the pile of items.  The bulk of the pile was clothing. 
He set these out so that they could look at them.  For the boys, it was easy to
tell which outfit was whose, as the boys were very different sizes.  Also, the
outfits provided them were those they had described at the beginning of the
game.


For the girls, each outfit carried a
tag.  Don set Kate's on top of his robe.  He handed Julie hers, and he gave
Susan's to Gill.  Gill walked over to her, bearing his gift.  She was still
fuming, but she accepted the clothing with as much grace as she could manage. 
She did not like the dirty look she was getting from Gill, though.


"Thanks a lot, you little... sir,"
she said, and then blinked twice in surprise.  Sir?  Sir is not what I'd
meant to say, was it?


Gill looked at her a little strangely,
but then just shrugged and walked away.  He picked up his own clothing, looking
it over.  He didn't figure he'd have much trouble getting into it, and he
walked over to a group of trees to change.  Julie had already departed with her
clothing to a thicket near Susan, and Paul had followed Gill.


Don picked up Kate's outfit and gave it
to her.  She still looked a little shaky.  "You gonna be okay, Kate?"


"Don, what's happening?  Why am I
different?"


"I don't know, kiddo, but we'll get
through it, all right?  Now, why don't you go change with the rest?"


Kate moved off in a slightly different
direction from the others.  She had always been very shy about her body.  Don
watched her go before picking up his robe and heading toward Gill and Paul.  He
had his clothes changed in less than two minutes, for it was simply a robe,
after all, although he'd never worn one with a hood on it.  It was a deep blue
color, and came all the way to his ankles.  He noted, as he put it on, that the
inside was littered with pockets to stash items in, while still keeping them in
easy reach.  The robe had a silver fastener at the waist, rather than a belt,
which was unusual, but it still fit him well, and allowed him to move freely.


He was about to see how Gill looked in
his new outfit when he heard his sister scream.  He was immediately running to
where she had gone to change.  He came around a bush and saw her standing in
the middle of a dense group of trees.  Although she had managed to put her
skirt on, she was standing bare-chested.


Without even finishing his examination of
her, he blurted, "Nice knockers, Kate."  She blushed furiously, but
then it dawned on Don why she had screamed.  Extending from behind her
shoulders were two large wings, her wingspan perhaps ten feet across.  The
wings were made of feathers, but the feathers were an iridescent material that
shimmered in the dappled sunlight coming through the trees.  Kate was on the
verge of tears, and Don went to her quickly, wrapping his arms around her.


Or, trying to.  The wings made a normal
hug difficult while they were extended, and so he ended up wrapping his arms
around her waist and pulling her to him.  She wept in his arms for a few
seconds, and then she cried out, "I'm a freak!"


"Shh, shh.  No, you're not, Kate."


She backed away from him and demanded, "Oh,
no?  Then what the hell do you call this?" she gestured to herself,
forgetting, again, that she was not covered up.


Don noticed, now that he was closer to
her, that Kate's ears had also become pointed in her transformation.  Finally, it
occurred to him what had happened to her.


"I call you a Winged Elf," he
answered.  "And a damned cute one at that," he added without much
thought.  His sister blushed again.


"Great," she cried.  "I'm
not even a person anymore!"


"Katie," he said, using a name
she normally loathed, but at times like this it made her feel better.  "You're
still a person, okay?  You're still my sister.  You've just got wings is all. 
I still think you're the prettiest girl I know."


She wiped at her eyes and smiled at him. 
She held up the thin fabric of her top.  "What the hell am I supposed to
do with this thing?" she asked.


"Go without it?" he quipped. 
She swung it at him playfully.  "Let me see it."  She handed him the
garment.  Though it would cover her fully in the front, it was unlike any shirt
he had ever encountered.  The back was nothing more than a few thin strips of
fabric, with metal clasps to fasten it.  "Want me to try to figure it out?"
he asked.  She nodded tearily.


First, he figured out which way was up. 
This wasn't overly difficult.  Then he moved to his sister, almost reluctantly
covering up her wonderful chest, which had not shrunk in proportion to the rest
of her body, and so looked even larger than before.  He wrapped the top strips
of the garment around her neck, fastening them in place.  The second set
wrapped around her lower back, going below her wings, and fastened in place. 
She squirmed a bit.


"What's the matter?"


"My boobs feel a little cramped."


"Well, adjust them!" he said
with some exasperation.  "Do I have to do everything?"  He
raised his eyebrows lecherously at her.  The conversation between them was
odd.  Kate and Don had always been close, but this sort of flirtation was not
part of their normal routine.  Not that Don didn't find his sister to be a
total babe, especially now, but he normally did not have the confidence to make
those kinds of comments, even to her.


After she made the necessary maneuvers,
Don walked around her, looking at her from all sides.  "Well, it's kind of
a strange top, but you look good in it."


"Yeah, well, it's no weirder than
the panties were," she said glumly.


"Oh, what about them?"


"They're kind of... rough."


"Let me see," he said, again
without thinking.  Before she could protest, he'd lifted up the back of her
skirt to see the panties, made of a course cotton-like material, but not nearly
as soft as what a woman would be used to.  He ran his hand over it, not really
thinking about the fact that he was caressing his sister's ass.


She wiggled at the feel of it, though she
definitely did not find it unpleasant.  "At least the crotch is soft."


"Really?"  Without another
word, he slipped his finger down between her legs.  He wasn't trying to feel
her up, but wondered what the material was.  She stiffened as his finger slid
along her nether regions, feeling the material of her new panties.  She
wondered why he was acting this way.  She wondered why she didn't resist.  She
wondered if he was going to stop soon.  Then she wondered if she really wanted
him to.


Finally, his curiosity sated, he put her
skirt back down and walked back around to face her.  "Well, we're all just
going to have to make the best of it.  We'll find a way out of here."


"Oh, Donny.  I'm scared." 
Unlike his mother, Kate had a way of saying his name that made him feel warm
and cozy.  She hugged him, and he again put his hands around her waist.


"I'll look after you, sis," he
promised.


She looked deep into his eyes, and saw
his promise there.  She leaned in and gave him a soft, quick kiss on the lips. 
She had never done that before, but neither of them commented on that fact.


"Thank you," she said, and then
laid her head against his chest.


Eventually, Kate settled and wiped her
eyes.  When she was finished, the two headed back into the meadow with the
rest.  Everyone stared openly at Kate's newest surprise.  Paul and Gill gaped
at seeing someone they had known for years transformed from a normal, if
pretty, teen to a beautiful winged Elf.  Julie was also in awe.


Susan was still her smart-assed self,
though.  "Damn, girl, what costume party are you going to?"


Kate's reaction would not have been
favorable, but Don's response was immediate.  "Shut the fuck up, Susan." 
His voice was a deep, dark warning that no one had ever heard from him before. 
Susan thought to give a comeback, thought better of it, and kept her mouth
shut.  Kate squeezed her brother's arm in thanks.


Don moved back to the pile of stuff,
which was still considerable.  The first thing he noted was a sword.  He
automatically assumed this was for Gill, as he was the only person who might
know how to use it.  Gill removed the blade from its sheath.  The finely
crafted blade glinted in the sunlight.  He hefted its weight, checking the
balance before sheathing the sword and attaching it to his right hip, for Gill
was left-handed.


There was a large bow also, and this he
gave to Susan.  She accepted the weapon, feeling its weight and balance before
slinging it over her shoulder.  She picked up the quiver that was lying at the
edge of the pile, and examined one of the arrows.


"There must be some pretty nasty
animals around here," she said, withdrawing one arrow completely. 
Everyone could see that the arrowhead was serrated and large.


"Well, at least we won't starve. 
You should be able to bring down a buffalo with that thing!" Julie
gushed.  Susan looked at her as if to say, "You moron", but kept her
peace about it.  She returned the arrow to the quiver, and fastened the quiver
onto her back.


Paul was given a staff, which looked
sturdy enough, but which he would need mainly for walking.  Although he was a
full six feet tall, Paul had trouble with his left knee: it was a gift from a
car accident several years before.  He leaned against the staff, his arm still
mostly hidden beneath the black cloak he wore.  The cloak hid dark gray
clothing and a pair of black leather boots of the type worn in the middle
ages.  He actually looked very comfortable in his garb.


The items were dwindling quickly.  It
appeared that there were no weapons for the rest of the bunch.  Julie was not
upset: she had no idea how to use one anyway.  Kate, however, was annoyed.


"What the hell am I supposed to use?"
she asked.


"Your wits, I imagine.  You can fly
your way out of danger."


"Only after someone teaches me how
to use these things."


"Practice, sis.  Only practice can
teach you how to fly.  Should I take you up in a tree and push you out?  That's
how mama birds do it."  He grinned at her, and she swatted him with a
hand.


There were other items of use, including
food, in small pouches, and water in plugged gourds.  Don distributed
everything evenly, and no one questioned why he was the one doing the
deciding.  After all of that was done, the only thing left was a small book. 
He opened this to reveal a series of spells and lessons on magic.  He figured
this was for him, as the wizard of the group.  He stashed it away in one of his
many interior pockets.  


With the items distributed, the group
sort of mulled about, uncertain of what to do next.  Kate, having an open area
to work with, attempted to learn how to use her wings.  She made several false
starts before lifting clumsily into the air, tipping this way and that.


Don watched her closely as Paul came over
to him.  "What do we do now, boss?"  Apparently, Paul had easily
accepted that Don was the leader of this particular group.


"I'm not sure.  The scroll says to
head north.  I can't really see any reason not to."


"I suppose.  Who gets the compass,
by the way?"


"For now, I'll take it.  Later on,
after she gets better at that," he nodded at Kate, who was trying with
some minor success to get the hang of flight, "I'll let her be our scout."


"Works for me.  When do you want to
head out?"


Don consulted the compass, and then
looked at the sun.  It was very low in the west, and there would be only a
little daylight left.  "Why don't we camp here for tonight, so we can get
our bearings.  We can set off in the morning, and see if we can't make it out
of here."


"You think we can find this dragon
in a day?"


"I don't know.  I can hope." 
He settled down to look through his book of magic, while keeping one eye on his
sister.  Paul went over to tell the rest what they were doing.  Susan wanted to
protest, but something inside her prevented her from speaking out.  She
wondered what it was about this place that had her so off-balance.  She just
wasn't herself.  Calling her step-brother "sir"?  Letting that geek
tell her to shut up?  What was going on?


 


-----


 


As the sun began to set, Don cleared a
spot in the center of the meadow, and gathered up some kindling.  It was a
moment before he realized that they had no way to light the fire.


"Um... guys?  Anyone want to take a
crack at rubbing sticks together?"


"The Indians used to use their bow
against wood to start a fire," Kate offered.


"Their bows weren't this big,"
Susan replied not unkindly.  "And I don't know how to do it anyway,"
she admitted.  Susan hated that.  She never admitted her ignorance to others.


"Damn.  We're going to be cold
tonight if we can't start a fire."  The temperature was already beginning
to drop, as the sun had sunk beneath the tree tops.


"Isn't there something in that
damned book?" Gill asked him.


"Hmm.  Let me look real quick." 
Don flipped through some pages, and stopped on one.  "Here's a spell for a
fireball... I'm not sure if... oh, wait, yeah, here's one that makes just a
little fireball.  I don't know if I can do this, though."


"Give it a try, Don," his
sister encouraged.


He tucked the book away after memorizing
the words and movements of the spell.  He concentrated and began the chant,
moving his hands around a small invisible ball.  When he concluded the spell,
nothing happened except for a brief flicker of light.  Susan snickered, but
Gill gave her a dirty look, and she quieted.  It was strange for her, but she
wrote it off to the unusualness of the day.


Grumbling, Don dug the book back out.  He
flipped open to the page, and read it again, very slowly.  He re-memorized the
spell, and checked to make sure his hand motions were right.  He set the book
down, and tried again.  This time, he cupped his hands so that they faced
outward at the end of the spell.


A small ball of blue flame jumped from in
front of his palms, and landed in the pile of kindling.  Very quickly, the
kindling caught, and, as the blue fire died, the orange glow of a normal fire
replaced it.  Don smiled in triumph.


"I hope you get better with that,"
said Gill.  "I don't want you to have to check the manual when there's
some big honkin' monster coming at us."


"Hey, it's my first day.  What d'you
want?"


 


-----





The group ate their meal around the fire,
quiet and immersed in their own thoughts.  The siblings each sat together. 
Kate actually leaned against Don, while the other sisters merely sat close to
their brothers.  Soon, it was time for bed.


"Should we keep watch?" Paul
asked.


"For what?" Susan replied
immediately.


"Exactly my point," he
retorted.


"Probably a good idea," Gill
said.


"Okay.  The guys will keep watch. 
Paul, it was your idea, so you get stuck with first watch.  Gill can take
second watch, and I'll take the last watch.


"How come you get to sleep the
longest?" Julie asked.


"Actually, Gill's the only one with
a shitty job tonight," Don answered.  "And we'll rotate, so that no
one gets stuck with it all the time."


That settled, the group settled onto the
ground to sleep.  Don rolled up his old clothes into a pillow, and lay down. 
His sister lay beside him, her back to him, her face to the fire.  She snuggled
back into him to help keep warm in the chilled night air.  He put his one arm
over her protectively, and then he leaned over and gave her a kiss on the
cheek.  He saw her smile slightly in response.


"G'night, sis.  See you in the
morning."


"Night, Donny," she murmured,
already falling off into slumber.


Don settled back, his head resting on his
makeshift pillow.  He closed his eyes and it wasn't long before he was asleep. 
He was sure he was going to need it.
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Chapter 2


 


Don was awakened by a hand shaking him
softly.  He rolled over and blinked his eyes clear.  He couldn't make out the
person standing over him, and he mumbled incoherently.


"Your turn at watch, buddy,"
Gill said quietly, so as not to wake Kate, who was softly snoring next to Don.


It took Don a moment or two to remember
what the hell Gill was talking about.  After that, he came rapidly awake,
realizing he wasn't lying in his bedroom, which would, of course, explain why
his bed was so hard.  He shook his head at Gill to acknowledge him, but Gill
waited until Don was sitting up and stretching before he moved off to sleep
next to his own sister.


Don did a few stretches to work out the
stiffness he'd gotten from lying on a cold, hard surface.  He looked over at
his sister, who was sleeping soundly.  Her body was outlined in the dwindling
firelight.  He couldn't help himself, and he stroked her soft wing with his
hand.  She murmured in her sleep, but did not wake.  He left her to walk to the
edge of their campsite, as far away from the fire as he dared go.  Although it
was colder this way, his night vision would be a little better, so long as he
kept his eyes away from the fire.


He hadn't been camping in a long time,
but the sounds of the forest brought it all back to him.  He heard an owl
hooting, and the flapping of what he hoped were just bats.  Then he heard a
distant howl, long and low, that sounded very much like a wolf.  He hoped the
sound would stay distant.  He had no illusions about their ability to take on
wild animals just yet.  Although Susan could probably take down one animal with
her bow, or even two, a whole pack of wolves would certainly be trouble.


He wandered quietly in a wide circle
around the camp, trying to peer into the darkness, to see if anything was
there.  The firelight reflecting off the trees was killing any ability he had
to see anything beyond the meadow, and so he concentrated on his hearing,
hoping that sound would carry any necessary warnings.


His hope of this was dashed when he felt
a soft hand touching his arm.  He nearly jumped out of his skin as he felt it. 
When he finally got his heart restarted, Kate whispered, "Sorry, didn't
mean to scare you."


He nodded at her, still not quite ready
to speak.  How had he not heard her get up?  Finally, he asked, "Why
aren't you sleeping?"


"I can't sleep alone in this place. 
It gives me the creeps.  Mind if I keep watch with you?"  Her voice was
small and pleading.  He couldn't possibly resist.  He gave her a hug - easier
to do when her wings were folded - and nodded his head.  They walked the circle
together, not speaking so that they wouldn't wake the others.
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The morning revealed a blood-red sky that
indicated nasty weather for the day.  As soon as it was light enough, Kate
resumed her flying practice by flying just above the trees, so she could see
the coming storm.  She came back with her weather report.


"It looks pretty nasty off to the
east and the south.  I can't tell how quick it's moving, but I did hear a faint
rumble of thunder."


"And me without my galoshes,"
Don quipped.  Kate didn't like thunderstorms very much, so he knew this was
going to be a rough day for her.  "We'll be okay, but we should probably
get moving soon.  We can't stay here forever."  On further thought, he
said, "Your flying seems to be getting a lot better."


"Well, I'm not crashing into things
any more," she answered.


He chuckled at her.  "Could you do a
little recon for me?"  Seeing her confused look, he explained, "Fly
up to about two or three hundred feet, and see what's north of us.  That's the
direction the scroll told us to go, but I don't want to run into anything
really nasty our first day out."


"What if I fall?" she said,
suddenly frightened.


"You won't.  Look, if you start to
get tired, come down immediately, no matter what you've seen.  But if you can
make it, it would be a big help."


"Okay," she said, not really
sure of herself, but her brother's confidence buoyed her.  She took off,
heading straight up out of the clearing.


"Wish I could do that," Paul
said, coming up beside Don.  They both watched her, Don in concern, and Paul in
amazement.  "My knee would sure as hell feel better about it."


"I suppose.  Bad weather coming
today," Don told him.  "A big storm in the southeast."


"Shouldn't it miss us, then?  I
mean, don't storms move east?"


"They do on Earth, but do you want
to assume that here?  Besides, the wind is blowing from the east at the
moment.  We're going to have to get moving right after breakfast.  Are the
others up yet?"  The camp was behind him, and he didn't feel like taking
his eyes off his sister.


"Julie's up, but Gill and Susan are
still sleeping."


"Makes sense.  He got the worst
shift.  I'll take middle shift tonight."


"Okay."


Kate descended from her lookout position
then, and landed lightly on the ground.  Don smiled at her in praise.  She
blushed.


"I can't see much other than more
forest.  It looks like there might be a clearing that way, but it's pretty far
off, so I can't make it out very well.


"Okay.  Good enough.  Thanks.  Let's
get some breakfast."


 


-----


 


The first loud roll of thunder arrived
just as they began their walk into the forest.  Kate jumped at hearing it, and
Don put his hand on her shoulder, to show support.  Behind them, Susan and Gill
walked together, not speaking at the moment, and Julie and Paul brought up the
rear.  Julie was actually hanging on Paul's left arm, while he kept his staff
in his right.  He was enjoying having her there, but was a little puzzled at
her sudden rush of affection.


Kate grew more and more skittish as the
storm approached.  They walked on as fast as they could without getting tired
too quickly.  The storm was moving more quickly than they, however, and it was
less than an hour before it arrived on top of them.  The first sprinkles made
it appear to be nothing more than a summer shower, but everyone knew that was
not to be.  Don pulled the hood up on his robe, and Paul raised the hood on his
cloak, but the others were left unprotected from the weather.


Kate was the worst off, for her outfit
was rather skimpy, and the rain was cold.  Finally, she could stand it no
longer, and did what she hadn't wanted to do.  She unfolded her wings, and
brought them together over her head, forming an umbrella of feathers.  Her
wings didn't seem to be bothered by the cold or the wet, and it kept her mostly
dry, except for her legs, which were already soaked, anyway.


Don smiled encouragingly at her, and
gently wrapped his arm around her waist for a moment, to let her know he was
concerned for her.  She smiled at him as she hugged herself, trying to warm up
a bit.  Behind them, Susan looked at Kate with a half-sneer.


"Freak," she uttered.


"Stuff it, sis," Gill hissed at
her.  Susan thought to give a nasty reply, but again, something kept her from
it.  Why could she not put these people in their place?


Their walk continued on in misery.  All
of them were drenched.  Julie and Kate were both shivering from the cold.  Paul
had wrapped his cloak around his sister, so that his body warmth and the cloak
would help to warm her.  Don wished he had something to do to help his sister,
but he wasn't wearing much beneath his robe, and so couldn't mimic Paul's
actions.


They walked on.


 


-----


 


The rain slowed in the late morning, but
it showed no signs of stopping.  By the time they paused for lunch, everyone
was thoroughly miserable.  They sat in silence, eating their food without
conversation, each person alone in their wetness and chill.  Don rubbed his
sister's arms in an attempt to warm her, but it was simply too cold in the
rain.  She appreciated the gesture, and her brief smile warmed his heart, but
it looked as if they were just going to have to tolerate this disgusting
weather for now.


After he finished his lunch, Don decided
to look through his magic book briefly to see if there was anything in it that
could help them deal with this weather.  His hand reached inside his robe, but
he reached too far.  His hand brushed against a small fastener he'd not noticed
before.  Curious, he pulled his robe away from his body far enough for him to
look in.  He realized that there were a series of such fasteners along the
length of his robe, on either side.  Really big pockets? he thought to
himself at first, but on checking, it didn't seal at the bottom.  It was merely
an extension to the garment.  Maybe that's in case I get really fat, he
thought with a chuckle.  He dismissed it, and reached for the book.


While Don was looking through the book,
Gill came over and sat down beside him.  He stared off into the rain for a
little bit, and then looked over at Susan, who was sitting quietly beneath a
tree.  This was unlike her, because she was usually the one telling others what
needed to be done.  Now, she just waited for the group to get moving again.


"Don?  Have you noticed anything
weird about the girls?"


Don looked up from the book.  "Hmm? 
Other than the fact that I have an Elf for a sister, you mean?  Not really,
why?"


"Doesn't Susan's behavior strike you
as odd?"


"How?


"She's normally a lot bitchier than
this."


Don chuckled.  "True, I guess. 
Maybe she's just not gotten her bearings back yet, after being naked in front
of all of us."


"Damned nice bod, though, huh?"


"Damn straight!"


"I don't know, Don.  I think something's
up.  I mean, Paul has mentioned that Julie is being a lot more affectionate,
too."


"Really?"


"Has Kate?"


"Not... well, now that you mention it,
I guess she has been a little more dependent on me than she usually would be. 
But I just figured that was because she was scared."


"Maybe.  But I think it's weird that
all three of them are acting that way."  Gill sat silently for a minute. 
"Why do you think the game asked all those sex questions?"


Don didn't answer, only because he had
been about to voice the very same question.  They looked at each other, and Don
nodded almost imperceptibly.  He said, "But what are we supposed to do
about it, anyway?"


"I don't know.  I'll try to talk
with Paul about it when we get going again."


"We need to find out if it's true
before any of us does anything... rash."


"Agreed.  I'll see if Paul has any
ideas."


 


-----


 


The group got moving shortly after Gill
got up.  Don looked back at the group a couple of times, and noticed that Susan
and Julie were now walking together, so that the boys could talk quietly
between themselves.  Don thought to drop back and join the discussion, but
figured he'd just let them come to some kind of decision.  Besides, Kate was so
distraught that she really needed him with her right now.  She was chilled to
the bone, and she was scared out of her mind, and she was clinging to him as
her last thread of sanity.


The forest changed not a bit as they
continued their walk.  The rain came and went, but never stopped completely.  A
cold, chilly mist joined the rain to add to their misery.  It was an utterly
disgusting day, and they walked on through it like men to the gallows: heads
down, conversations in whispers if at all, eyes looking only at the path before
them.


For hours they walked without any change
in their condition.  It was apparently reaching nightfall, something that was
only obvious because the light was dimming.  Neither the path nor the sky above
them showed any signs of changing.


Without warning, a large beast broke from
the forest around them, lunging for Kate.  Don quickly swept her back, turning
himself so he was between her and what turned out to be a very large forest
cat.  A light green coat of fur was cut through with brown stripes, and no one
had seen the animal, lying silently in the trees.  


The cat's first lunge missed, but it
swiped a giant paw at Don, slashing his side with its claws.  He and Kate
stumbled to the ground, and the cat began to advance.


Susan reacted as soon as she saw the
animal, but she didn't think she'd have enough time.  The cat was too close. 
She had an arrow out, and was stringing it in the bow, but the large animal was
only feet away from her two friends.


Then, suddenly, Don stretched out his
hand and shouted something.  A burst of light surged forth, and dazzled the
creature.  It would have dazzled Susan, too, if she hadn't been so focused on
the cat.  The forest cat faded back a little, waiting for its eyes to clear,
but Susan wasn't giving it that chance.  With a heavy twang, her arrow
flew, and embedded itself deeply into the creature's side.  Another arrow
strung, she approached the cat, who was snarling fiercely, but lying on its
side in pain.  The second arrow, aimed at the head, ended the creature's
suffering.


It took several minutes for the group to
settle down.  Kate was shaking so badly now that she couldn't have stood if
she'd tried.  Don was wounded and bleeding, but Julie, who had taken first aid,
was able to bandage that.  He thanked her for it, and she smiled at him, which
was unusual for her, since he wasn't her type, and she only smiled to flirt. 
Gill gave his sister a pat on the back, which lingered into a soft stroking of
her lower back.


"Good work Susan," he offered,
wondering how she would react.


Her initial reaction to his touch was
unfavorable, but the longer he kept his hand on her, the better it felt. 
Finally, she said, "Thank you, sir."  Sir again?  What the hell is
the matter with me!


Gill noticed the change in her, but he
said nothing.  He let his hand linger another few seconds, and then he left her
to herself, to go see how his friends were doing.


Paul was standing with Don, who was
looking through the book.  Finally, he found what it was he wanted.  He moved
his hands and uttered some words that were unintelligible to the others.  A
shimmering effect occurred around Don, and that was it.


"Healing spell?" Paul asked.


"No, I haven't found one of those. 
This one just fixed my robe."  Sure enough, the slash marks from the
animal were gone.  Don turned to Gill.  "You think you can skin this
thing?" he gestured to the cat.


"I can try.  I've never done
anything this big, but I used to skin rabbits when I was a kid.


"Give it a shot.  I want to try to
make something to keep Kate warm.  She's freezing to death in this
weather."


"Gotcha.  Let me go to work."


Paul said, "Don, I think we should
stop here for tonight."


"I don't think we've got much
choice.  Kate won't be able to go anywhere until she settles down.  Not that I
blame her much."


Paul shook his head.  "What about a
fire?"


"No room.  We start a fire here,
we're liable to burn down the forest around us.  That assumes we could get any
of this sopping wet wood to burn, anyway."


"I suppose.  Nothing in that book
that can help us?"


"Not that I've found so far."


"Hmph.  Not a very damned useful
book."


"You're telling me.  Well, we'll
wait until Gill is finished, then we'll eat dinner, and go to sleep."


Gill, who was listening in while he was
skinning the cat, asked, "What's the guard rotation?"


"You get first watch," Don
answered.  "Wake me up for middle watch, and Paul will get the last
watch."


"Without any stars or moon, how will
we tell when our watch is up?"  Gill asked.


"Good question," Paul agreed.


"Wait, I think I remember a spell
that would help with that..."  He rummaged through the book for a while, and
came up with it.  It was hard to read in the fading light, but he finally
managed to get the spell in his head.  He put the book away, and chanted the
spell.  In front of him, a small ball of yellow light formed, hovering there. 
It gave off enough light to read by, but no warmth at all.  Don explained,
"The spell will wear off after a given amount of time.  This ball will
fade in an hour.  Right before we bed down, I'll make one that will last three
hours, so that when it fades, we change watch."


"Cool.  Plus, it'll give us a little
light to work by, if we need to do something," Paul said.


"True.  Now, I'm going to see if I
can help Kate.  I'm really worried about her."


After Don left, Paul bent down to help
Gill finish up with the cat.  Looking over to make sure Don couldn't hear him,
Paul said, "When the time comes, wake me up instead of Don.  He's got
enough to deal with, taking care of his sister, and trying to keep us on
track."


Gill gave him a look, and nodded in
agreement.  "If we're going to make it out of here in one piece, he's our
best bet.  Hell, if we really are stuck in a game, he's always been the best of
us at playing them."


Paul nodded, and then they continued to
work in silence.


 


-----


 


After they had their dinner, Don cast one
more spell, this one over the cat skin that had been removed from the carcass. 
The spell was a tanning spell, but it would take a few hours to finish its
work.  He cast another glow-ball, and then he settled next to his sister.  The
rain had abated, finally, into a light drizzle mixed with a mist.  It was cold
and damp and dreary.  Kate tried to snuggle as close to him as possible, but
still she was shivering badly.  He had tried to cast a drying spell on her, but
the weather made that an impossibility: there simply was nowhere for the water
in her clothing to go.


He hugged her tightly, feeling her shiver
as they sat back against a tree.  No one wanted to actually lie down on this
ground.  Susan was hunkered down against a tree about twenty feet away, and
Paul and Julie were huddled together across from her.  Gill was walking back
and forth quietly along the path.


"I'm sorry, sis," Don
whispered.  "I don't know what else to do."


"So c-c-cold," she stuttered
back.  The night had brought with it a chill as bad as the rain's.


Just then, Don thought about his robe. 
He wasn't wearing anything under it, so he couldn't give it to her.  All of
their old clothes were soaked clear through, and so would be no help.  But his
robe had that extra fabric.  Would she go for it?  I guess all I can do is
suggest it.


"Kate?"  She looked up at him
expectantly.  "There is one option, but I don't know if you'll go for
it."


"Right n-now I'd d-do just ab-bout
anything."


Don reached in and unfastened the extra
length of his robe.  Then he explained.  "This robe is expandable.  It has
extra fabric.  Maybe I can wrap it around both of us.  Between the covering,
and our body heat, it should warm you up at least a little.  Of course, I'm not
wearing a whole lot under this robe, sis..."


"It's ok-kay.  I n-need to g-get
warm."


He unfastened the outer clasp, and tried
to wrap the fabric around them both.  There was no easy way to do it with them
sitting side-by-side.  It just wasn't working.


"Um, Katie, I think the only way
we're going to make this work is if you sit in my lap.  Sorry, but that looks
like the only way."


She didn't hesitate, but immediately
climbed into his lap, facing him.  She wrapped her arms around his back inside the
robe as he fastened it around the two of them.  Maneuvering around her wings
was a challenge, but he managed to work it out.  Finally, it was done, and he
could feel his sister's shivering subside.  He wrapped his arms around her,
holding her tightly to him, to better help her warm up.  Or so he told
himself.  He hoped she was too preoccupied to notice his hard-on.  His sister
was beautiful, and well-endowed, and she was sitting in his lap.  It was hard
not to think impure thoughts.  He kissed her lightly on the cheek as she closed
her eyes and laid her head against his shoulder.


"Good night, sis."


"Good night, Donny.  Thanks." 
It wasn't long before they both faded off to sleep.


 


-----


 


Gill had stayed at the other end of camp
when he noticed what Don was doing.  He didn't want Kate to become embarrassed
or nervous.  It was a smart solution to her problem.  It didn't settle in
Gill's mind, though, whether or not she'd changed.  As cold as she was, she'd
have gone for almost any idea that got her warm.  He still wondered about
Susan's behavior, though.  He figured he'd have to start pushing her just a
little bit at a time, to see if she really was changing in her behavior toward
him.  It would be at least an interesting diversion to this interminable walking.


 


-----


 


Gill woke Paul some time after the glow
ball faded.  The rain had finally stopped, and the mist was fading away.  Gill
made sure that Paul was fully awake, and then he went over to sleep by his
sister, who murmured something as he sat down, but didn't awaken. 
Unconsciously, she slumped over and rested against him.  He put his arm around
her in a brotherly fashion, and she mumbled something before returning to her
restful state.


Paul stretched and yawned.  His sleep for
the night was finished, but that was okay, for he'd never needed a lot of
sleep.  He looked down at Julie, sleeping peacefully with a coy smile on her
face.  He wondered what boy she was dreaming of.


He wandered back and forth quietly,
trying to concentrate on keeping guard, but it was difficult to concentrate on
nothing at all.  His mind drifted to the situation at hand.  Were they really
in a game?  Was his real body still back in Don's room?  Or was it more complex
than that?  He knew that, as dismal as the previous day had been, it had still
been nice to have a change from his dull existence back home.  And, truth be
told, having Julie hanging off his arm was starting to grow on him.  One of the
things that tied all three of the boys together was that they'd had a crush on
their sisters at one time or another.  Each of them secretly still did, but
that secret wasn't going to last much longer, if the girls were changing as
Gill had suggested.  Paul wondered if that was part of the game, or if there
was something else going on.  He paced back and forth, letting his mind stray
over these thoughts as his eyes and ears kept guard.
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The first thing Don noticed upon waking
was that it was already morning.  He wondered if something had happened, and
quickly looked around, but he saw Paul leaning against a tree at the other end
of camp, so things were obviously all right.


The next thing he noticed was that there
was still a very soft and warm body lying against him.  Kate was breathing
softly into his ear.  It was a peaceful sound, and he sat for a few moments
listening to it.  Sometime during the night, he had slipped his arms inside his
robe, and his hands were resting against the silky skin of his sister's back. 
His fingers unconsciously drew little circles against that skin, and she mewled
in her sleep.  His hands slipped across her back, and he accidentally brushed
them down against her ass as she shifted positions.  He didn't have time to
move them before her eyes opened.  She wasn't alarmed at his touch, and she
didn't move away from him.  She leaned her head back and looked at him
dreamily.


"Morning, Donny," she mumbled
quietly.


"Good morning."  He was scared,
now, to move his hands.  To move them would draw attention to something that
she might be currently unaware of.  And, truth be told, her ass felt very nice.


"You know," she said, breaking
his concentration, "you didn't have to wait until I was asleep to feel me
up."  She giggled at the shocked look on his face.  She turned serious and
said, "Thanks for last night.  I'm not sure I would have made it without
you."  She didn't let him answer as she kissed him on the lips.


Don was hardly ready for her actions, but
he recovered quickly, and kissed back.  He felt her tongue insistently pressing
against his lips, and opened them to admit it.  Their tongues slid against each
other, and his hands involuntarily squeezed her ass in response.  She moaned
very softly into his mouth, as her own hands ran along his back.


They continued for a few moments, but
then broke the kiss, afraid they would wake the others and draw attention to
themselves.  "Thank you very much, Donny," she whispered into his
ear.


"You're welcome.  And thank you for
the wakeup."


She smiled softly at him.  "You
deserve it.  You probably saved my ass last night.  Twice."


"Well, it's such a nice ass,"
he quipped.  She wriggled in his grasp.


"You ought to know by now," she
said slyly.  He gave her one final squeeze, and then moved his hands back up to
her back.


"You're going to have to get
up," he said.


"But I like it here," she
pouted cutely.


He chuckled.  "Maybe, but I doubt
you'll like it if I pee all over you."


"Ew!  Okay.  Um... you have to
unbutton us."  They both giggled, and he put his arms back through the
robe's sleeves, and then undid the fasteners.  She got up, and then helped him
up.  He staggered a bit.


"My legs are just a little
numb," he said in explanation.  She smiled at him, and he blew her a kiss
before he wandered off behind a tree.


 


-----


 


Paul had watched the two of them,
discreetly, throughout the encounter.  So.  It looks like Kate has been
affected by this place.  I know those two are close, but I don't think they
normally make out every morning.  Of course, they don't generally wake up in
each other's arms, quite literally, every morning, either.  But I really think
something is going on.  I'll have to talk to Don and Gill about it later.


 


-----


 


After everyone was awake, and eating, Don
wandered over to where Susan and Gill were sitting.  Susan looked up at him.


"Someone's awfully perky this
morning," she said sourly.


"Yeah, well, I'm well rested." 
He looked at Gill accusingly.  "Someone forgot to wake me for my
turn at watch."


"Kate needed you," he said
simply.  Don nodded his thanks at his friend's understanding.  Then he bent
down on one knee, to look Susan in the eyes.


"And I didn't get a chance to thank
you for saving me and my sister."


"That's what I'm here for,
sir," she answered, and the warm flush running through her body at his
praise made her forget to question why she'd called him sir.


Don nodded to her, and gave Gill a
meaningful look as he rose to rejoin his sister.  Gill ran his hand along his
sister's back, and she shivered at the feel of it, making no objection. 
"You did good work, Susan."  Again, her body flushed, and a soft
smile came across her face.  Gill took note of all of it.


 


-----


 


It didn't take long before the group got
underway.  The forest cat's skin had been crudely lashed together into a warm
garment for Kate, but today she didn't need it: the temperature was already
warm, and steadily climbing.  The meat of the cat had been wasted, as no one
had a way to cure it, and without the ability to make a fire, they couldn't
even cook it.  It was already beginning to stink by the time they departed.  On
further reflection, everyone thought it strange that no predators or scavengers
had come to collect the body during the night.


This day's walk was rather more pleasant
than the day before.  The forest was full of sounds, and the sun shimmered
through the trees.  They trekked on, moving swiftly along the path, hoping to
find something that would lead them to the yellow dragon, and home.


After a while, Don dropped back, leaving
Kate in the lead.  He wanted to talk to the other boys privately.  The girls
all moved ahead, so they wouldn't disturb the conversation.


"Okay, so what have we decided about
the girls?" Don asked quietly.


"Did you see the way Susan reacted
to you?"


"Yeah.  Normally, there would have
been a nasty comment in her reply."


"Also," Paul said, "Julie
and Kate are both far more affectionate than I've ever seen them."


"True, I guess," said Don.


"How do we test it?" Gill
wanted to know.


"Hell if I know," answered Don.


"Well, there is the obvious way, but
which one of us wants to risk it?"


"Shit, Don's damn near sleeping with
Kate already!"  The other two hushed him, but the girls didn't look back.


"I'm not sure I can push her like
that, guys.  I mean, she's my sister, and she's counting on me."


"But you wouldn't object if she came
on to you, is that it?" Paul asked, knowingly.


"Well..." Don answered.  He
grinned, and the other two nodded.


"I don't think Julie's ready
yet," Paul said.


"Why don't we all just take small
steps, but keep sort of testing them, to see how far we can go before they
protest?"


"That sounds like a good idea,"
Paul agreed.


"All right," Don concurred. 
"But don't expect much from me and Kate.  I just...  I mean, dammit, I've
been looking after her all my life, it's kind of hard to take advantage of
that."


"You'll get used to it," Gill
chuckled.


"I've got another question,
though," Don stated, trying to get off this rather embarrassing subject.


"What?"  Gill inquired.


"Well, we've seen my magic work, and
Gill, you're skills are obvious.  But we haven't seen anything from you, Paul. 
Weren't you supposed to be a psionic?"


"True.  I hadn't really thought much
about it.  I mean, I don't feel any different, you know?"


"Maybe you should try some things...
you know, just easy stuff.  Like moving a pebble or something.  You could carry
one with you, and try to levitate it in your hand."


"Good idea.  If nothing else, it'll
keep me occupied.  I've never been much for forests."  He looked around
for a while as they walked, and found a small, round stone that fit well in his
hand.  He focused his attention on it, but it didn't move.


"Well, shit.  I guess you didn't get
anything, Paul.  That sucks."


"Yeah.  I mean, we got what we asked
for.  You should've got something, too."


Paul kept his peace.  He had felt
something.  The stone had grown slightly warm in his hand.  He hadn't been able
to lift it, though.  Perhaps he merely needed practice.


Soon, Don moved forward to retake the
lead position with his sister.  He wrapped an arm around her as they walked,
and her hand snaked around his waist, as well.  They walked like that until
they stopped for lunch.


 


-----


 


Lunch passed by quickly, with no hassles
or surprises.  Everyone considered this a blessing, for they didn't feel the
need for any more excitement just yet.


As they continued to walk north, the
forest seemed to thin ever so slightly.  The group knew better than to increase
their pace, even though they could now see farther.  They stuck to their steady
gait, making decent time without tiring themselves.


Gill, who had been watching Don and Kate
walk together all morning, wondered just how far he could push Susan.  First,
he put his hand against her upper back, and rubbed.  She looked over at him, at
first looking annoyed, but this very quickly changed to a smile.  He kept his
hand there for several minutes, rubbing between her shoulder blades.  Finally,
he moved his hand down to the small of her back.  Surprisingly, she actually
moved closer to him when he did this.


After a solid ten minutes of tracing
small circles on her lower back, he got up enough courage to slide his hand
down further.  His hand stopped when it was firmly planted on her ass.  She
said nothing, though she did take another small step inward, so that she was
now almost touching him as she walked.  He squeezed her ass cheek, and she
inhaled sharply, but kept her peace.  Not wanting to push his luck, he removed
his hand.  His experiment had produced results, and he was happy for the
moment.  Still, he wondered just how far he could go with her.


 


-----


 


It was late in the afternoon when they
reached a bend in the trail.  Though it had meandered back and forth through
the hours, this was the first time that the path had taken a sharp corner. 
Worse, there were sounds of a large animal coming from around the bend.  The
group came to a stop, and considered.


Finally, having come to a decision, Don,
Gill, and Susan led the other three around the turn.  Immediately, they came
into a clearing.  Sitting in the clearing was what could only be described as a
dragon.  Its red scales shimmered in the late sunlight, its large, leathery
wings lay limp against its body.  The head of the beast, which sat at the end
of a short neck, at least for a dragon, sat on the ground, its eyes nearly
closed.  As the group entered the clearing, it lifted its head to look at them.


Susan immediately strung an arrow to her
bow.  Don raised his hand to stop her, just as the creature spoke.


"Go ahead, miss.  End my misery. 
You would be doing me a favor."


Susan was so stunned that the creature
could talk, she nearly dropped her bow.  She stared at the creature for a full
minute, unable to move or speak.


Meanwhile, Don moved further into the
clearing.  He kept his distance from the creature, but it was obvious that the
animal was gravely wounded.  "We mean you no harm," he said. 
"We are merely traveling through these parts."


The dragon looked at him balefully. 
"I'd much rather you did mean me harm.  My time is short, but much
too long for my tastes."


"What happened to you?" Kate
asked, seeing the beast for the first time.


The dragon took a long look at her,
inhaling his breath raggedly.  Finally, he said, "Pray tell, lovely one,
how did you come to be captured by this pitiful human?"  His voice showed
a faint hint of anger.


"That's my brother!" Kate
snarled in resentment.


The dragon looked at her in shock for a
moment, and then understanding dawned upon him.  "You are not from Zemlia
Nov.  I understand now."  The creature tried to rise, but couldn't
manage.  He did lift his head off the ground to look at them.  "My name is
Dan-Eger.  This was once my territory.  I hunted here to my heart's content. 
Now, it belongs to another of my kind, and I... I am not long for this world. 
And yet, all too long."


"I'm sorry," Kate said softly,
understanding his pain.  "Is there anything we can do to help?"


Dan-Eger looked at her for a moment,
judging her sincerity.  "Never has a human given a rot what needs a dragon
has.  I believe I am the first to be blessed by such an event.  The only help I
need, dear Elfling, is for your lady friend to run me through.  I wish to die
now."


"But... can't we... save you?" Kate
asked, with tears in her eyes.


"Save me to what end?" Dan-Eger
asked softly.  "I can no longer hold my ground.  I am an old dragon, you
see, and my time is over.  Dan-Gelmer has defeated me, and it is my fate to
die.  You cannot heal my wounds, you can only speed my fate.  That is what I
wish for."


Don had approached the creature, who had
not made objection to the human's presence.  Looking at the wounds, it was
surprising that the dragon was still alive at all.


"We will do as you ask, if you will
give us some information," Don offered.


"What do you wish to know?"


"Where can we find the yellow
dragon?"


"Vernior?  You seek Vernior?  Why,
for demon's sake, would you want to find Vernior?"


"The yellow dragon is the only way
for us to get home."


"No one still living in Zemlia Nov
has ever seen the yellow dragon.  None who have attempted to find Vernior have
ever been seen in the civilized areas again."


Kate paled at the thought, and Susan
stepped back toward Gill, but Don held his ground.


"Still, I need to find Vernior.  Can
you help us?"


The old dragon's head slumped back to the
ground.  "Alas, I do not know where to find Vernior.  I have never seen
the yellow dragon."  His eyes closed for a moment, and the group thought
he had died on the spot, but then his eyes reopened.  "There is, however,
someone who might know."


"Who?" Paul asked.


"Iamor, the aged wizard of Castle
Ballor.  He is older even than I, kept alive by his magic.  He may know how to
find Vernior."


"How do we find him?" Gill
asked.


Dan-Eger turned his head to look at a
path, one of four leading from the clearing.  "That way.  It will take you
three days to walk there from here.  I would suggest you take part of my
carcass as food, after you kill me.  You are going to kill me?"


Don swallowed hard.  "If that's what
you wish."


"It is."


"Susan?" Don asked softly.  She
raised her bow, and pulled back on the string.  For a long moment, no one
moved.  Then, the musical twang of the bowstring sounded, and an
unmusical thud announced that the arrow had found its mark.  Dan-Eger
was no more.
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Chapter 3


 


The group was somber as they walked
through the forest.  The light-hearted mood of the day had died with the noble
creature of the realm.  They had taken only enough time to carve off and cook a
sufficient amount of the dragon's carcass to provide them food for their
journey.  None of them was looking forward to having to eat something they had
spoken with.  Survival, however, was more important to them than their
sensibilities.


Kate had cried for a solid hour after
Dan-Eger's death.  Don had sat beside her, holding her hand and cradling her
head on his shoulder.  He hadn't said anything, for there was nothing to be
said.  Julie had cooked up the meat, trying not to remember what, or rather
who, it was, and had then packaged it in the empty bags they had been
carrying.  Hopefully it would keep long enough for them to get to Castle
Ballor.


There was no talk of remaining in the
clearing.  Not only did it harbor a bad memory for them all now, but soon the
predators and scavengers would be out in force, and there was no way they could
fend off any sort of attack.  They moved along the path Dan-Eger had pointed
out to them, hoping that their gloom would fade with distance.  No one spoke as
they went, and there was no playfulness or light-heartedness in their
collective gait.


When they stopped for the night, everyone
was trying to find excuses not to eat dinner.  It was only when their hunger
could no longer be tolerated that they broke out what everyone agreed to call
"rations".  The only bright spark of the night was that dragon meat
tasted surprisingly good.  Even after being carried for a couple of hours in
food sacks, the meat was still tender, and slightly warm.  It helped them to
distance themselves from the event that this meat did, in fact, taste like food,
rather than like some kind of abomination.


After the evening meal was finished, the
boys gathered for a meeting to discuss what to do.  Gone, for the moment, was
their joking and plotting about their sisters.  It had been brought home to them
that death was prevalent in this land.  One incident could be seen as a fluke,
but two in two days was more than anyone could pass off.


"So, Don," Paul started out,
holding his pebble in his hand,  "Do we listen to the dragon?"


"We're still heading more or less
north, which is also what the scroll told us to do," Don pointed out. 
"I don't see that we have any reason not to.  Gill?"


"Dan-Eger didn't have any reason to
lie.  All he wanted was a quicker death.  I say we keep going.  He said three
days, but I think it'll probably take us four, with our group's lack of hiking
experience."


"Shit.  That means we still have to
find more food to eat."


"We'll need to do that anyway.  We
can't live on just meat.  We've got to find people to trade with, or find some
vegetables growing wild."


"Agreed.  Keep your eyes open,
okay?"


"Yeah," Paul confirmed. 
"We'll do that.  It would also be useful if we could manage to obtain
other supplies.  Rope, for instance, and a better first-aid kit, things like
ointments and liniments and that sort of shit."  The pebble in Paul's hand
was rocking slightly back and forth now, though Paul's hand was steady.


"Right.  I don't know where we'd get
any of that stuff before we get to the castle, but we'll keep our options
open.  Okay, since you guys screwed up last night's guard rotation, what do we
do now?"


"Katie is still upset, Don.  You
need to keep close to her.  She's the frailest of us, emotionally as well as
physically.  We can handle the watch duty for you."


"That's hardly fair, Paul," Don
pointed out.


"Depends on how you look at
it," Gill replied.  "You're the one doing all the thinking.  They say
that higher brain functions are the first thing to go when you start to get
fatigued.  We can't afford for you to not be thinking straight.  That could get
us all killed."  Paul nodded in agreement.


Don acceded to the inevitable.  "All
right, but if you guys get to the point where you're getting dog-tired, I'm
taking over a shift, dammit."  There was general agreement with that point.


"Guys?  I hate to bring this up just
now," Paul said quietly.  The stone in his hand was now a good inch away
from his skin, but he hadn't yet noticed it.  "But we should talk about
the girls."


"What, precisely, is bugging you, oh
levitator of rocks?"  Don had noticed the pebble, and wanted to point it
out to the other two.


"Huh?  Well, shit!  I didn't even
know I was doing that!  Cool!"


"Looks like you got your powers
after all," Gill said.  "Congrats.  Now learn how to use the damned
things so we've got more than Mr. Wizard over here!"  Don pushed him
playfully.


"Well, son of a bitch," Paul
said quietly, closing his hand around the pebble.  "Anyway, to answer your
question, I mean, we agree that the girls are acting funny.  They're all far
more cooperative, and even downright infatuated with us.  What do we do about
that?"


"We take advantage of it!" Gill
insisted.


"I don't have a problem with that,
but how do we go about it?" Don wanted to know.


"Carefully," Paul said. 
"The last thing we need is to make the wrong move and to piss them off. 
It would split this group right down the middle, us against them."


"Small steps, like Gill said last
night.  We take small steps."


"There is something we could do, but
it means less security for us."


"What's that?" Don wanted to
know.


"We could move farther apart at
night.  Try to put bushes or trees between us.  It'll give us a little bit of
privacy, so that if we do get anywhere, well... I think the girls will be more
open if they don't think everyone's watching," Paul explained.


"I agree," Gill said. 
"The security thing isn't all that big a deal.  I don't even know why
we're bothering with it."


Just then, a wolf howled.  It was a
high-pitched, soulful howl that was soon joined by a countless number of
others.  Don shivered and turned to Gill.  "That's why."


 


-----


 


After the meeting broke up, Don walked
over to Kate, and helped her to her feet.  She stayed very close to him while
they walked a short distance off the path and sat down together by a large tree
that shielded them from the others.


"Donny, why are we away from the
others?" she wanted to know.  Her voice was brittle and a little shaky.


"Just to give everyone some privacy,
sis.  We don't want to start getting on each other's nerves too soon, or this
will be a really nasty trip."  She shook her head, and then leaned against
him, her head resting on his shoulder.  He slipped his arm around her and she
moved in close.  He could feel her breasts pressing against him, and he had to
calm himself.  Not now.  She is way too stressed to touch her now. 
Instead, he looked up at the sky, studying the stars there.


Katie noticed his interest.  "What
is it?" she asked.


"I was just wondering if I could
make out any constellations.  You know, like the Big Dipper, or Sagittarius or
something."


"Why?" she asked curiously.


"Well, I really think we're in a
game world, but I'm wondering how closely it's modeled on Earth.  I mean, are
we in Zemlia Nov's equivalent of North America?  Or are we in Australia?"


"Does it matter?  We're going home,
right?"


"No, it doesn't really matter, but
it was keeping my mind occupied."  Instead of thinking of dead dragons,
he didn't add.


They sat for some time in silence before
Kate yawned.  She smiled at herself.  "It sure feels like it's been a long
day."


"Yeah.  You can lie down and go to
sleep if you want."


"I think I will," she said. 
She leaned up and looked her brother in the eyes.  "I love you,
Donny," she said, and kissed him on the lips.  He kissed her back, and caressed
her arm.  They broke the kiss, and then she lay down, her back turned to him. 
He sat and looked at the stars, hoping for... what?  He didn't know.


 


-----


 


Several yards away, Julie and Paul were
sitting together between some bushes.  Paul was playing with the pebble he had
been carrying, levitating it in his palm.  He showed his sister, expecting her
usual polite but disinterested reaction.


"That's so neat!" she exclaimed
quietly.  "What else can you do with it?"


"I don't know.  This is the most I've
tried...  It's the first thing I've been able to do since I got here."


"Try to make it float over to
me," she said from a few feet away.  "C'mon, you can do it!"


Paul concentrated on the pebble.  It
wobbled a bit, but it hovered through the air over to where his sister was
sitting.  She caught it, and uttered a little squeal of glee.  She hopped up,
and stepped over to her brother.  She unceremoniously plopped herself into his
lap, and put her arms around his neck.  She laid her head on his shoulder and murmured,
"My brother, the magician."  He didn't bother to correct her.


 


-----


 


Gill had taken first watch, and he paced
silently along the path.  Occasionally, he would step off the path in the
direction of one or the other of the sibling pairs, or he would walk to where
his sister lay, sleeping.  There was no trouble, and he didn't even hear the
wolves again.  After four hours, he rousted Paul, who woke up quickly and
seemingly well-refreshed.  Gill bid him a good night, and returned to his
sister.


Gill studied Susan as she lay on the
ground, her back to him, her head lying on her pack.  He noticed how beautiful
she was, and how her clothing clung to her.  She was wearing a heavy,
light-green tunic and forest-green, tight pants.  Her boots were hanging from a
nearby branch to keep bugs and animals out of them.  He couldn't help but think
about what he'd love to do with her.


Lying down next to her, Gill rolled onto
his side, very near her back.  He could smell her and, even having gone so long
without a bath, she still smelled great to him.  He placed his hand gently on
her hip, and then slid it carefully down onto her abdomen.  He left it there as
he laid his head down on his own pack.


It was only a few seconds later that he
felt a soft hand rubbing his crotch.  He almost moaned out loud, but he knew
that would bring Paul running, and he didn't want company just now.  Susan
showed no signs of being awake.  In fact, it sounded as if she was dreaming. 
He dared not move, except that soon her other hand grabbed his hand, and moved
it from her abdomen up to her tit.  She pushed his hand against her body hard,
and then let go of it.  He did not move his hand.  Instead, he gave her tit a
gentle squeeze.  To which, Susan responded in her sleep by rubbing his crotch
again.  He squeezed again, and then he rubbed his thumb over the bump in her
shirt that was her nipple.  She moaned very softly in her sleep as he did this
a few times.  Her hand slipped off his crotch, moving around to the front of
her own body, but he didn't dare look to see if it had gone where he thought it
might.


Deciding not to press his luck too far,
Gill stopped caressing his sister's breast.  But he decided not to remove his
hand.  She had, after all, put it there herself.  He pressed himself closer
against her, and then he fell asleep.
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When morning came, Susan awoke first. 
She immediately felt Gill's hand resting on her breast.  The flash of anger
that came was so brief, she barely noticed it.  Instead, she focused on the
pleasant feeling his hand gave her.  She knew that she had been dreaming about
him last night.  She couldn't help but believe that his actions had initiated
her dream.  She couldn't know it was the other way around.


Gill woke up shortly after she did, and,
seeing she was awake, he froze.  He knew he was dead.  If she was upset, she
would kill him for touching her like he was.  Still, she wasn't moving at all. 
Finally, getting up his courage, Gill leaned up on his free arm, leaving his
hand where it was.  He leaned over and kissed his sister on the cheek, to see
how she would react.  


"Morning, Susan," he said, and
she mewled at him.  Susan was not a talkative individual in the morning, and
that was as close as she had ever come to a pleasant "good morning"
to anyone.  Seeing he was in luck, he gave her tit a final squeeze, and then
released it, rising to go take care of morning business.


As she rolled over to watch him go, she
wasn't sure whether she was glad his hand was off her, or if she really wanted
it to be back where it had been.  She closed her eyes and thought about it for
a while, but could come to no definite conclusion.  Why can't I think
clearly anymore?  Everything seems to be foggy.  The only time things make
sense is when I'm fighting something, and then it's as if my senses have been
sand-blasted.  What's going on with me?  Her thoughts would normally have
caused her a great deal of grief, but right now she just couldn't seem to
muster the energy to be upset about it all.  Well, I suppose Gill or Don
will work things out.


 


-----


 


It wasn't long before the group was once
more on its way.  Kate and Don took the lead as usual, with Paul and Julie in
the middle.  Gill and Susan had dropped back to rear guard, at Don's
suggestion.  This way, there would be someone to protect the two non-fighters
in the middle.


Gill took every advantage of being the
last person in line.  He walked side by side with his sister, making almost
constant contact with her now.  Susan said nothing at all, but the slight grin
on her face led Gill to believe that she was enjoying his touching.  As they
walked on throughout the morning, he moved his hand from her shoulder to her
back, all the way down to her ass.  She shivered at his contact with her butt,
and stepped a little closer to him as they walked.  He left his hand there for
the remainder of the morning, pulling his sister in a little closer, so that
they were touching sides.  Her arm automatically came around his back and
rested against his side.  They walked silently on, enjoying the feel of each
other's bodies.


When they finally stopped for lunch, it
was in a small meadow.  The path continued on the far side, and was still the
only passage through the forest.  A rabbit tried to scamper away from their group,
but Susan's quick aim took the small animal down.  It would be additional food
for their journey, and at least something different from the... meat... they were
carrying.


Also growing in the meadow were several
wild vegetables.  Most notably, there were wild tomatoes growing.  While Don
and Julie picked some of these, Kate flew up over the tree tops again to see if
there was a nearby water source.  Seeing a river not too far away, she returned
to the group.  Gill and Paul went together to fill the group's water gourds. 
Having found several vegetable types, and with a new supply of water, the group
felt they were fairly well stocked for the remainder of their journey.


The group was just getting under way
after lunch, about to head out of the meadow, when they heard something running
toward them down the path.  Several somethings, as a matter of fact, as they
heard the yelps and whines of an uncountable number of animals.


Wolves, Don thought.  The group
backed into the meadow's center, with Don at the lead.  Susan and Gill were
right behind him, with Paul standing between the fighters and the two remaining
girls.  Kate peered out from behind Paul, wanting to see what was coming, but
afraid to find out.


The noise grew closer, and it was quite
obvious now that they were, indeed wolves.  Don tensed, forming the spell for a
fireball, but holding the "starter ball" in his hand, the spell not
yet finished.  It glowed bright blue, ready to be released or extinguished at
his command.


Finally, the pack broke into the meadow. 
There were at least a dozen of them.  It took everyone a moment to realize that
they were not alone, however.  On the backs of the wolves, holding the reins of
some kind of harness, were Elves.  Shorter even than Kate, they were
frail-looking individuals, thin and spindly.


"Hiyahoa!" called the leader,
and the group came to an abrupt stop.  Several of the riders had to readjust
their seating, the wolves had halted so quickly.  The pack of riders spread
out, so that they could more clearly see the group before them.


Don and his friends did not move, merely
waiting to see what trouble this was.  Susan had an arrow strung, but it was
pointed at the ground.  Gill's sword was out of its sheath, but was also not
raised.


"Haialani," the lead Elf said,
obviously to Don.  Don, not understanding, crooked his head at him in a way
that said, quite clearly, Huh?


The leader, having had the experience
before, understood.  "You are new to Zemlia Nov?"  


"Yes.  We've been here only three
days,"


"Magician, could you put your spell
away?  It's making Secotr here uneasy," the Elf said, indicating the wolf
he was riding.  Don nodded, and closed his hand around the fireball,
extinguishing it.  Don's group relaxed slightly, spreading out a bit, but
neither Gill nor Susan put away their weapons.


When Kate came into sight, there was a
small stir among the riders.  The lead Elf pointed to her and said, "Elf
or Elfling?"  Seeing her confusion, he said, "Are you from
here?"


"No," she said meekly,
shivering behind Don.


"This is my sister," Don
advised.


"Ah.  Welcome, Elfling.  And welcome
to the rest of you.  We mean you no harm.  We are the WolfRiders of Sheridan. 
My name is Koatri.  You were sent here, by magic?"


"Yes," Don answered. 
"What in our world is called a game.  My name is Don, and this is my
sister Kate."  The others introduced themselves, though the WolfRiders did
not reciprocate.


"We are searching for a thief.  Have
you seen a tall man, wearing a green cloak?"


"We haven't seen any people since we
got here," Kate responded.  "Only a dragon, and this ugly
green..."


"You've seen a dragon?" one in
the back interrupted.  Koatri looked at the rider, who hushed.


"Yes," Don answered.  "His
name was Dan-Eger.  We had to... kill him."  This caused a general stir among
the riders, who settled only after several nasty looks from Koatri.


"Tell me," he asked, "how
were you able to kill a creature with the size and power of Dan-Eger?"


"He was already dying.  He asked us
to end his suffering, which we did, in return for some information."


"I see.  Human, it often takes
dragons years to die, even after being severely wounded.  You have done the
dragon a great service.  He would not have been able to fend off the predators
and scavengers who would have slowly picked him apart while he still lived. 
Tell me, did he say how he had come to be so gravely wounded?"


"He said he'd had a fight with
another dragon.  Dan-Gel...something, I forget."


"Dan-Gelmer," Paul chimed in. 
He had a better memory than Don.


"Dan-Gelmer?" Koatri said in
worry.  "Dan-Gelmer rules this forest now?"


"That's what he said," Don
confirmed.


"That explains much that we have
seen over the last two days.  Human, I suggest you make your way out of this
forest as quickly as possible.  Dan-Gelmer will not like that you have eased
Dan-Eger's pain.  You have interfered with his revenge, you see."


"Oh."


"Where are you headed?"


"We are trying to find Vernior, the
Yellow Dragon.  Dan-Eger told us that Iamor, the wizard at Castle Ballor, might
be able to tell us where to find him."  Don was volunteering so much
information in the hope that, if Dan-Eger had misled them, the Elves might say
something.


"Yes, that makes sense.  Iamor is
perhaps the wisest man in Zemlia Nov.  I should warn you, however, that he is a
little... eccentric.  You may find him slightly mad.  But he will be able to tell
you more than any other human."


Kate spoke up, "Do you know where we
could find Vernior?"


"No, Elfling, I do not.  No Elf has
ever seen Vernior.  The Yellow Dragon does not make itself known to anything it
isn't about to eat.  Or so the story goes.  The path you are on will take you
to Castle Ballor.  It is, however, well more than a day's walk from here. 
Perhaps more than two, depending on your group's speed."


"We know.  We have provisions."


"Very well.  Now, we must continue
our search."


"Hey!  This guy... what did he
steal?"


"A magic Elf-crystal.  It is blue,
and about this big," Koatri said, indicating with his hands that the
crystal was about six inches across.  "If you encounter this man, do not
trust him.  He will take from you whatever he can."


"Thanks for the warning," Don
said.  Koatri nodded, and then nudged Secotr with his knees.  The wolves leapt
as one, past Don and his friends, and down the path they had spent the morning
coming up.


"At least we know we're on the right
track," Gill said, sheathing his sword.


"Always good to have
confirmation," Paul agreed.


"Right.  So, let's get moving,
okay?  And watch out for mysterious guys wearing green cloaks."


 


-----


 


The afternoon passed uneventfully, and
the group made good time through the steadily thinning forest.  The sun shone
through larger and larger breaks in the trees, allowing the group to feel its
warmth.  The mood of the group had lightened from the previous day's
unpleasantness.  Knowing now that they had saved Dan-Eger from months, or even
years, of torture, made the whole situation sit easier in everyone's mind.


They finally stopped for dinner after the
sun had set.  They were in a large enough clearing to make a fire, which they
did, but only to warm their dinner.  As soon as they had finished the meal,
they extinguished the fire, remembering Koatri's warning about Dan-Gelmer. 
There was no point in making it easy to find them.  Besides, as the group split
up, the fire would be pointless anyway.


Gill and Susan sat together in a small
copse of younger trees.  They were several yards from the clearing, and also
several yards from either of the other two pairs.  They sat quietly, side by
side, Gill's arm around his sister's waist.


"Gill, how much longer are we going
to be here?" she asked.  He noted that her tone, rather than being
demanding, had taken on a much softer manner, and she wasn't insisting that he
do something, she just wondered if he had information.


"I don't know, Suse.  We haven't
even made it to the castle, yet.  And then we have to find Vernior.  I'm afraid
we could be here for a while."


"What are we going to do?" she
asked, seemingly scared at the prospect.


This isn't like her.  She's usually so
take-charge.  "We'll just have to work it out.  Don't you worry, we'll
make it."  On impulse, he leaned in and kissed her on the lips.  She
returned the kiss passionately, her tongue quickly making its way into his
mouth.  His hand immediately found her tit and squeezed.  She moaned against
him, and pressed her body inward.


Finally, they broke off the kiss.  As
much as he hated to do so, Gill had to stop her.  "Shit.  I have guard
duty now.  Maybe we could continue this later."  Susan smiled seductively
at him, and he kissed her again, quickly, before getting up to go off for his
turn at watch.


 


-----


 


It was a restless four hours for Gill. 
He figured he was right on the edge of making it with his sister.  She'd seemed
ready to do just about anything with him, and then he had to go stand this
stupid guard duty.  Damn it all to hell anyway!


By the look of the moon, it was time to
get some sleep.  Gill headed off to wake up Paul.  He found him cuddling Julie
in his arms, both of them fast asleep.  It was a shame that waking Paul up
would inevitably wake Julie: she looked so cute when she was unconscious.


Reaching down, Gill lightly shook Paul's
shoulder.  Instantly, Paul's eyes opened and snapped upward, locking on Gill's
face.  The swift reaction startled Gill so badly that he backed away.


"Shit, buddy, it's just me!" 
Paul had not moved, but it was obvious that he was ready to.  Julie, meanwhile,
slept on.  Paul relaxed once he realized who was in front of him.  He didn't
understand his own reaction, for he was usually a bit slow to awaken.  He had
been sound asleep the moment before Gill had touched him, and wide awake as
soon as Gill's hand touched his cloak.  Well, I'll figure it out later.


Paul nodded to Gill, who moved off in the
direction of his own bedding area.  Where I almost got laid by Susan,
dammit!


Gill reached the copse where he and Susan
were sleeping, only to find her not there.  Maybe she went off to the
bathroom, he thought.  As he turned to sit down, something leapt from behind
a tree, tackling him.  Before he had any chance to think or react, he was lying
on his back on the ground, and his attacker was on top of him.


Gill started to bring his hands up,
hoping to throw off the attacker, but she leaned down into him.  Her lips
locked tightly to his, her tongue thrusting insistently into his mouth.  Gill
lost the ability to think as her hands pressed against his chest, finding and
undoing the fasteners on his tunic.  She had them undone in record time, and
her fingernails scraped against his chest in a most pleasant manner.  He
grunted as she sat back, her butt in contact with his crotch.  She rocked in
small motions, grinding herself against him, hardening his cock to a full
erection.


Gill looked up at this woman.  Until now,
he had not been able to process enough thought to consider who she might be. 
He was not entirely surprised to find that it was Susan.  He was extremely
surprised when he realized that she was naked again.  The moonlight glinted off
her fair skin, revealing in stark lines her curvaceous form.


Gill's hands reached up and groped his
sister's tits.  She moaned softly as she felt his palms slip over her nipples. 
She arched her back, pressing herself into him, enjoying the feel of his
touch.  For his part, Gill was in shock, going on some kind of instinct.  He
didn't understand his sister's behavior, but he was certainly not going to
fight over it.


Soon, Susan reluctantly removed herself
from Gill's reach.  She slipped further down his body, and started to undo his
pants.  It took her no time at all before she had them off his hips, and she
was staring at the object of her desire.  Gill's cock was hard, and ready for
action.  She bent over and licked the tip of it, tasting the precum there.  It
was the most delicious thing she had ever tasted, but she knew there was
something better.


Her mouth descended, Gill's prick
slipping between her lips inch by inch until she had taken him fully inside
her.  Gill was in paradise.  His sister's lips slid along the skin of his dick
lightly, sending tingles throughout his body.  Her tongue played along the
underside of his shaft, and she began to suck at him strongly, as if to pull
the cum from his balls.


Susan's talented mouth did not take very
long to bring Gill to, and past, the point of no return.  He grunted to let her
know he was about to come, but she didn't even slow down.  Her mouth continued
its delicate dance on his shaft, and Gill finally let loose, his cum spurting
into her mouth, where she swallowed every bit of it.


Gill was certain they were finished, but
as Susan removed her mouth from his cock, her hand took its place, stroking him
to get him back to full hardness.  She looked up at him, a wolfish grin on her
face.  It was clear they would not be finished until she had been
satisfied.


Once Gill's cock had returned to full
staff, Susan stopped her hand's motion.  She held his dick in place as she
moved over him.  Straddling his waist, she positioned his dick at her entrance,
and slowly sank down onto it.  She moaned out as she reached bottom, not caring
if anyone heard her.


Susan wasted not a second before she
began to move on her brother's cock.  Her body slipped up and down lithely, her
pussy gripping Gill's prick in velvet tightness.  Gill ran his hands up her
sides, and then pulled her down to him, their lips locking in a passionate
kiss, their tongues dancing together as they moved.


Gill rolled over, putting himself on
top.  Susan's legs came up to lock behind his ass.  They continued to kiss as
Gill rammed his dick into his sister's cunt.  Faster and faster they pounded. 
Gill broke their kiss so that he could take one of his sister's nipples into
his mouth, lapping at it, and then biting it, sending shivers of
pain-turned-pleasure throughout his sister's nervous system.  Her pants and
moans filled the night as the two slammed together, rising closer and closer to
their climax.


Gill changed the angle of his thrust ever
so slightly, now rubbing himself against his sister's clit more directly.  He
got an immediate reaction as Susan heated up another notch, starting to use her
legs to pull him into her more rapidly.  He continued to molest her tits,
switching from one to the other as his cock pounded away at her pussy.


It wasn't long before Susan finally hit
the edge, and cried out in orgasm.  Her body shuddered and pitched beneath
Gill, who held on, continuing to thrust into her.  The rippling of her cunt
muscles on his dick sent him soaring as well, and he came inside her, which
pushed her even higher.  The two grunted and moaned for long moments before
they settled to the ground, spent.


After he had regained his senses, he
looked over at his beautiful sister, and he couldn't resist reaching over and
kissing her softly on the lips.  She reciprocated, sliding her hand along his
jaw.  They broke the kiss, and then lay together, spoon fashion, his softening
dick resting against her ass.  They fell quickly to sleep that way.
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In the morning, it was hard for the other
boys not to razz Gill about his noisy performance during the night.  It had
awakened everyone, and so there was no chance of keeping it a secret. 
Susan couldn't look at anyone, especially Gill, without blushing.  They all
decided, though, that it was best to keep quiet until the situation had a
little more distance.  Gill still walked beside his sister, though, and his
hand rested comfortably on her waist.  She no longer made any protests about
his touch, and she leaned against him from time to time as well.


They were making good time, and as they
reached mid-morning, it was clear that the forest was coming to an end.  The
tree line ended abruptly just ahead of them.  They were in high spirits, for
they figured the castle couldn't be too far off.


Without any warning, the ground beneath
the group started to slip sideways, very quickly.  They were all thrown off
their feet.  Suddenly, green tendrils whipped out from somewhere to the side of
the path, wrapping themselves around Gill's legs.  Gill screamed, and reached
for his sword.  Paul was beating at the tendrils, but had no luck.  Kate had
scrambled away, and was waiting ahead of them on the path.  Susan was trying to
hold on to her brother to keep him from getting pulled into the brush, where
there was obviously some nasty plant life.  Julie screamed as Don grabbed her
arm, pulling her away from the danger, and toward his sister, Kate.


Finally, Gill got his sword loose, and
took two quick swipes at the vines.  They fell to the ground, limp.  They
didn't even retract, but just lay there.  Quickly, he pulled the vines off his
legs, and jumped up.  He gave his sister a hug for helping him, discreetly
squeezing her ass at the same time.  She blushed, but smiled at him.


"Let's get the hell out of
here," Paul opined, trying to steady his nerves.  No one argued, and they
quickly cleared the edge of the forest.


As they stepped out into the bright
sunshine of the grassy plain, the path before them was still obvious.  This
seemed strange, since they had met only one other group in their four days of
traveling.  However, as it was the only path available, unless they wanted to
blaze a new one, they chose to follow it north.  As Don started walking again,
Paul caught up with him.


"Hey, that back there was a little
close, ya know?" Paul said.


"Yeah.  Damn good thing he's got
that sword.  And it just shows that I really need to learn the spells in this
book.  I didn't even think of using one... and I can't think of one that would
have worked.  I need time to study."


"True.  Maybe we can take a timeout
when we get to the castle.  Where's the save game button, anyway?"  Don
laughed along with him.  "Look, that last attack was too close for me,
man.  What say we walk a little further apart?  That way, one trap won't get
all of us involved, and there'll be someone to help get us out of it,
y'know?"


After a little thought, Don nodded. 
"Not a bad idea.  Okay... what, ten yards far enough?"


"And how the hell am I supposed to
measure ten yards?  Let me check... no... nope, no tape measure..."  Paul kept
dramatically patting his pockets.  


Don rolled his eyes.  "Take ten
steps, Goliath.  That'll be roughly ten yards.  So, ten paces between each
group.  You're right, we've been lucky so far.  And tell Gill to keep an eye
out behind us, just in case.  Now that we're out in the open, anyone who's
interested can see where we are."


"Gotcha."  Paul stopped, and
watched as Don walked ten steps.  Then he started walking again.  By this time,
Gill and Susan had stopped with Paul.


"What's up?" Gill asked just as
they started moving.


"We're putting some distance between
ourselves.  So that we don't get caught all in one trap like almost happened
with that plant.  You okay?"


"Yeah, fine.  All right, how far
back should I be?"


"Ten paces.  And Don says to watch
out behind us, in case we're being stalked."


"Right-o," Gill answered with
humor, stopping to let the others get ahead of him, and then taking up the rear
guard.


 


-----


 


The remainder of the morning passed
uneventfully.  The path they were on now stretched, unbroken, ahead of them,
and behind them, in a straight line across the plain.  It was eerie, for they
had seen no movement, not even animals.  They stopped to eat lunch at a spot
where there were at least some large rocks to sit on.  Nothing else differentiated
this spot from any other they had seen.


Paul was amusing his sister by
"juggling" some rocks using his telekinetic ability.  She sat in awe
of him, even though it was a simple, and useless, trick.  It did make him feel
that his powers were stronger than he had tampered with, however.


After they had rested and eaten, the
group once more began its interminable journey across the plain.  They noticed
that even the grass was starting to become sparse, and they wondered just what
they were heading into.


It was a peaceful afternoon, the sun was
warm, but not hot, and a cool breeze blew across them from the west.  The
silence of the land was disconcerting, but each of the pairs of siblings
countered this through idle chatter, talking about nothing in particular.


It was getting close to sundown when Don
and Kate stepped into a widened area of the path.  The area was a large,
circular space.  As he stepped into it, Don felt a shiver, and it seemed to him
that the sun darkened for just a brief instant.  He shook it off, as the world
immediately returned to normal.  As he pondered what it had meant, his feet
crossed the center of the circle, heading for the path on the other side.


Suddenly, both Don and Kate sunk a solid
foot into the ground.  Don yelled, and nearly fell.  Kate, without thinking,
unfolded her wings and pulled herself free.  She hovered over her brother, who
was slowly slipping further into the suddenly deadly ground.  She grabbed his
arms, and tried to pull him free, but he was too heavy for her small frame to
lift.


As he started slipping deeper into the
earth, Don started to panic.  His mind was clouded, and he could only think of
his imminent death.  The others had stopped at the edge of the circle, which
was clearly delineated now that the trap had been sprung.  None of them could
reach him: he was well beyond the reach of even Paul's staff.


Kate continued to hold his hand, hovering
over him.  He was trying mightily to pull himself free.  She noticed that the
more he struggled, the faster he slipped down.  "Donny, stop moving!  The
more you move, the more it sucks you in!"


Don was nearly past the point of hearing
her.  His mind remained clouded: he couldn't rationalize.  He was buried nearly
to his waist by now, and was flailing around, trying to get out of the muck.


Kate didn't know what to do.  Then,
suddenly, from somewhere deep inside her, an idea emerged.  She didn't know
where it came from, but instantly knew she had to try it.  Leaning down from
her position above him, she whispered in his ear.  "Donny, baby, if you'll
settle down for me, I promise I'll give you a blow job when we get you out of
this."


Don was so startled by his sister's words
that he froze.  It was as if her words could cut through the fog in his mind. 
The image of her blowing him was shining in his thoughts.  "You
promise?" he asked wearily.


"Mm-Hmm," she answered sexily. 
She had already noted that he wasn't moving.  She stayed right next to him, to
keep him calm.  It seemed that only her promise had managed to settle him, and
she wasn't going to chance leaving him.  Looking over at the others, she
hollered, "Well, do something, would ya?"


The group at the edge of the path was
looking on in dismay.  None of them had any clue what to do.  Gill stood, his
fists clenched.  "If we had a rope, we'd have a solution!" he huffed.


"Well, we don't," Paul said. 
Just then, something in his mind clicked.  He couldn't tell what it was, but
suddenly his hands were acting of their own accord.  He had enough sense of
what was coming that he hollered, "Kate!  Let him go!"


Just as she released Don's hand in
surprise, a ball of energy flew out from Paul's hands.  The ball engulfed Don,
and threw him well clear of the dangerous pit.  Don landed ten feet on the
other side of it.  Kate flew to check that he was all right.


Meanwhile, Paul had also been thrown
about ten feet, and was lying on the ground, holding his head in pain.  Julie
ran to his side.


"Paul?  Paulie!  What's the
matter!"


"Oh, fuck my head hurts," he
muttered.  Suddenly, he rolled over and puked.  It appeared that his entire
lunch ended up on the ground.  He heaved well beyond dry, and could barely
stand when he was finished.  Don, who had found a safe path around the trap,
helped his friend stand up.


"What the hell happened?  I mean,
thanks for saving my ass, but what did you do?"  Don asked.  As soon as
he'd left the circle, the cloudiness of his thoughts seemed to have immediately
dissipated.  He could only conclude that the strange feeling he'd had was a warning
about the magical nature of the area.


"Dunno.  I didn't really have much
control over it.  It was like my subconscious took over... used my psionic powers
to save you... but... oh shit," Paul dropped to his knees and tried to vomit
again.  There was nothing left to come out, but his body was wracked with
spasms.  


Everyone waited while Paul tried to get
past it, but it wasn't happening.  "My head feels like someone used it for
a soccer ball."


"Can you walk at all?" Don
asked.  "I'd like to at least get away from this immediate area.  Whoever
or whatever placed this pit here, will probably come looking for whatever got
caught in it."


Julie held Paul up on one side, and he
used his staff on the other.  Their going was slow, but they only walked for
another hour.  The sun was down, and it was time for them to rest.  Everyone
needed a break from the stress and tension of the day.


When the boys gathered for their nightly
meeting, Gill said, "Has anyone noticed that the closer we get to this
castle, the more dangerous stuff we run into?"


Don shook his head.  "It could be
coincidence, or it could be that Iamor doesn't like visitors.  Dan-Eger didn't
say anything about that."


"He didn't tell us that Dan-Gelmer
would want to hurt us, either," Gill pointed out.


"True.  Well, we don't have much
choice.  Besides, Koatri didn't warn us about Iamor."


Gill had to agree with that.  "I
guess.  Well, now what do we do?"


"Paul, I'm taking your shift
tonight.  You need to take it easy.  How's your head?"


"Still fuckin' cloudy.  I can't seem
to shake the cobwebs loose.  And it feels like someone's playing a drum set in
my left ear."


"Well, you rest.  And, Gill?  Try
not to keep us all awake this time, okay?"  There was mild chuckling as
Gill turned beet-red.


"Shit, guys!  You know we talked
about little steps... we didn't discuss what to do if she tries to rape us!"


"You lay back and enjoy it, what
else?" Paul asked with a grimace.  The chuckling hurt his head.


"Well, she's kind of embarrassed
about it.  I hope there'll be a repeat performance sometime, though."


"Don't worry about it.  And I'll
take first watch.  You can... uh... entertain her early this evening."  They
chuckled again as they separated to go to their respective sisters.


 


-----


 


In fact, Susan was extremely uncomfortable
with herself.  How could I have attacked him like that?  Just thrown him to
the ground and raped him?  He's my brother, and I'm supposed to love and care
for him!  My needs are less important than his.  These were highly modified
thoughts, of course, for her mind had been fully enraptured by the game.


Gill came and sat down beside her.  He
ran his hand along her side, letting it rest at her waist.  She leaned against
him, settling her head on his shoulder.  "I'm sorry, Gill," she said
quietly.


"For what?"


"For last night.  I shouldn't have
assaulted you like that.  I should have asked, spent more time... it's just you
had me so... horny... that I couldn't resist."  Horny was not a word in
Susan's vocabulary up to this point.  Gill noticed.


"It's okay, Suse.  If you'd asked,
I'd have said yes, so we're cool.  I got a little bruised from the first fall,
but it was worth it," he added with a smile.  She snuggled herself closer
to him in the growing chill.  Once more they could not start a fire for fear of
what it would do to the surroundings, and once more it chose to be a cold
night.  Doesn't this place have anything like seasonal weather?  The two
cuddled together, holding each other.


"Don't you have to go do guard
duty?" she asked.  Paul had always asked for the second shift.


"Not yet.  Don is taking first
shift."


"Don?  I thought we were letting him
get his rest."  Gill took note of how she had fully adopted the decision
as "ours" instead of "yours".


"Paul needs to recover from that
little incident.  Don figures he can use the sleep.  We should be okay. 
Hopefully, we'll reach the castle soon."


"I hope so.  I don't like it out
here."  Her voice was small and childlike.


"Don't worry, Suse.  I'll protect
you."  It was a macho thing to say: he could no more guarantee her safety
than his own.  Still, it made her feel better, and she hugged him tighter,
which was always a good thing.


 


-----


 


Don took the first watch, and Kate, who
refused to sleep alone here, stood it with him.  They walked far enough away
from the others that soft conversation would not be heard.


"Thanks for helping me calm down
back there, Katie."


"No trouble, big brother.  Are we
going to get to Castle Ballor soon?"


"I hope so.  Maybe tomorrow.  I'm
pretty sure it'll be either tomorrow or the next day... if we're going in the
right direction," he added, voicing his own fears.


"You think we're not?" she
asked, suddenly frightened.


Shithead.  She doesn't need more to
worry about!  He smiled his most reassuring smile.  "I'm fairly sure
we are.  This was the only path, and neither Dan-Eger nor Koatri told us to
veer from the path, so, I figure we're going where we're supposed to."  I
hope.


They stood guard quietly until the moon
passed its zenith.


"Come on, it's time to wake up Gill." 
Together, they walked over to where Gill was lying with Susan, their bodies
slightly tangled together.  Don knelt down and shook him lightly.  Gill's eyes
came slowly open, and then he nodded to see Don standing over him.


After waiting for Gill to fully wake up,
Don and Kate headed back over to their selected spot.  It was absolutely no
different from any other spot, except that it was where they had set down their
stuff.  Don slumped down to the ground, and immediately lay down, looking up at
the stars.


When he felt his sister undo his robe, he
looked down at her.  "Katie, what are you doing?" he asked quietly.


"Fulfilling my promise," she
said matter-of-factly, as her hand reached into his briefs.


"Promise... oh..." he sighed, as
her hand withdrew his dick.  She placed light, feathery kisses along his shaft
as her hand lightly stroked it to hardness.  Once he had come fully erect, she
planted a sloppy wet kiss on the head of his dick.  Then, her lips parted and
slid down onto his shaft.


Don was in heaven.  He had never had a
blowjob before, and now that he was experiencing one, it was hard for him to
imagine anything being better.  He felt it as Kate's lips slipped up and down
on his shaft, lightly teasing the skin on his cock.  Her tongue danced along
the underside of his shaft, arousing him even more.  Her soft hand continued to
stroke him, while her mouth moved on his prick.  Her other hand began to fondle
his balls, gently rolling them in their sac.


He reached down and ran his fingers
through his sister's silvery hair.  Its silky texture was wonderful, and he
enjoyed every moment of touching it.  He ran his fingers along her pointed
ears, and she murmured on his cock.  Her Elven features were extremely
attractive, and he thought his sister was the most beautiful creature he had
ever seen.  And right now, she was driving him crazy with a wonderful blowjob.


Kate's mouth started to move faster on
Don's cock, her tongue sliding more insistently against his shaft.  Her fingers
encircled the base of his cock, stemming the tide of cum she knew would be
arriving soon.  She could feel the pressure building inside him, and knew that
he couldn't hold out forever.


Don was right on that very edge, and he
couldn't hold back much longer.  "Katie," he whispered, "Katie,
I'm gonna... gonna... ungh!" he never got the final word out as he came, his
seed bursting forth into her mouth.  For her part, Kate never missed a beat,
continuing to suck, and swallowing every last drop of her brother's cum.  She
continued to suck until his orgasm passed, and then she let him slip from her
mouth.  She licked and kissed his dick until it was fully clean, and then she
carefully reinserted it into his briefs.


"Don't want our friend to catch
cold," she said with a giggle.  Then, without giving him an option, Kate
slid herself up his body.  "It's cold out here, Donny.  Can you button us
together again?"


After the experience he'd just had, Don
was in no position to deny his little sister anything she desired.  He undid
the extra fabric from his robe, and wrapped it around her, fastening it with
both of them inside.  This time, he had the good fortune to be able to roll
them onto their sides.


Kate's arms slipped around him, and she
snuggled up close.  She kissed him warmly on the lips, her tongue just gently
slipping across his lip before returning to her mouth.  Breaking the kiss, she
said, "I love you very much, Donny,"  She laid her head down on his
chest, and closed her eyes.


"I love you, too," he whispered
back, but he never knew if she had heard him.
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The morning came far too early for Don,
who had grown used to being able to sleep through the whole night.  Waking up
with his sister in his arms was fair compensation, in his mind.  He kissed her
good-morning, and they necked for a little while, before Don undid his robe to
let her up.


Taking care of morning ablutions was an
interesting problem, as there were no trees to hide behind.  Eventually, the
boys and girls merely separated a short distance, and took turns hiding behind
the others.  Even as close as they'd grown, there are some things that people
just don't want to know about.


After breakfast, but before they were
ready to leave, Don took out his magic book.  He started thumbing through the
pages.  Paul saw what he was doing, and came over to sit beside him.


"How's your head?" Don asked.


"Better, but it's still fuzzy in
there.  What're you looking for?"


"Nothing in specific.  Just a spell
that would be easy to learn, to kind of play with, get the feel of the magic. 
Something other than the ones I've already used.  I've gotta know this book
inside and out.  If it weren't for Kate... and you, of course, I'd be at the
bottom of that bottomless pit now."


"Ah.  Well, just don't expect me to
pull that particular rabbit out of my ass again, okay?  The penalty for it is
hellacious."


"Yeah.  That's why I need to learn
the magic more.  But this damned book is so disorganized, it's like trying to
read an encyclopedia where all the letters are scrambled."


"Why don't you just start at the
beginning, and do them one by one?"


"Hmph.  I don't suppose that's a bad
idea.  Maybe they're organized so the easy ones go first."


"Could be."


"Thanks.  We need to get moving,
though."


The group moved out at their usual pace. 
It didn't take long to realize they needed to slow down a little bit, as Paul
was having a little trouble keeping up.  No one grumbled about it, but Don was
a little concerned.  They made a mid-morning stop so that Paul could rest, and
he immediately sat down.


"You gonna make it?" Gill asked
sincerely.


"I'll be okay... I feel better now
than when I got up, but I feel kinda weak.  It's getting better, but it may
take all day to clear out at this rate."


"Just relax.  We'll park it here
for... well, for a little while.  Must've left my watch with your measuring
tape," Don quipped.  Paul smiled at him.  


Don headed back over to Kate, who was
sitting on a boulder.  He sat next to her, and pulled out his magic book. 
Flipping to the first page, the spell was supposed to move small objects from
one place to another, for a maximum of twenty feet.  He shrugged, and picked a
rock on the ground to focus on.  He memorized the spell, and set the book
down.  Adjusting his hands just so, he chanted the spell carefully.


But apparently not carefully enough. 
There was a brief flash of light from his hands, but when his vision cleared
from that, the rock was still where it had been.  He grumbled to himself, and
was about to say something to his sister...


Where was Kate, anyway?


Frantically, Don started looking around
for his sister.  He was just about to call her name when something tugged at
his ear.  His natural reaction was to shoo away the bug, but his thought
process kicked in, and he stopped his hand mid-flight.  Slowly, ever so slowly,
he turned his head to the left.


Flying, not a foot from his head, was the
cutest little fairy he'd ever seen.  She looked a little miffed, however, at
being changed from a five foot tall Elf into a fairy.


"Donald White, you change me back
right now!"  Her tone would have been funny, if she wasn't so obviously
upset.  She didn't need this in her life just now.


"Hang on, Katie," Don said in
something of a panic.  "That's not what the spell was supposed to do. 
I've gotta find what spell I did cast, so that I can find the
counter-spell to fix you.  Just calm down, and let me look through the
book."


"Easy for you to say," she
harrumphed, settling onto his shoulder.  "You're not six inches
tall!"


"Now, Katie, don't exaggerate,"
he said lightly.  "You're at least eight inches tall."  He could tell
she giggled a little, and it was good to hear.  At least she wasn't taking it
too badly.  He, on the other hand, was truly upset.  He thought he'd cast the
spell correctly, but it didn't work.  This was the second time he'd screwed up
a spell.  Would he never be a decent magician?


Gill came over to see what had
transpired.  "Hey, Don, where's... Katie?" he said upon seeing the
fairy.  She just nodded her head.  Gill looked at Don and said, "What, she
wasn't short enough for you?"


"Go away and let me read!" Don
fumed.  Gill walked away chuckling.


They spent the rest of the morning
sitting there.  Don read through the entire book, but found no spell that would
change anything into a fairy.  He didn't find a spell that would change a fairy
into anything else, either.


"Shit, Kate.  I'm sorry," he
said, broken-hearted.  "All I can say is that hopefully Iamor will have
some way to fix you.  I'm just a bungling magician at this point."


Kate could see the hurt in his eyes.  She
rubbed her small hand against his cheek.  "It's okay, Don.  I know you're
trying.  We'll make the best of it."  Maneuvering closer, she whispered in
his ear, "But you're not getting another blow job until my mouth is big
enough to handle it!"  She giggled in a tinkle of bells, and Don grinned.


Paul was rested, and they had eaten
lunch, so the group set off again on their trip.  Kate rode on Don's shoulder,
and Don led the way.  He kept his eyes open for further traps, but none were spotted. 
The dry, grassy plains gave way to rockier territory, with some scrub brush and
stunted trees.  It was hard to believe that anything would grow here, but some
plants were striving to make a go of it.


The day passed without further incident,
and they had made reasonable progress by the time the sun fell.  The land was
clearly rising into mountainous terrain, but their path was still clear before
them.  When they stopped, everyone settled together for dinner.


"How are you doing, Paul?" Gill
asked.


"Fine, now.  My head finally
cleared, and I actually feel pretty good.  You won't need to take my shift
tonight, Don."


"Okay, if you say so.  Hopefully
we'll reach the castle tomorrow.  That little delay I caused cost us a few
hours.  How are we doing on supplies?"


"If we get there tomorrow, we're
fine.  If not, we need to find more food.  And that doesn't look like an easy
task, here in these rocks," Gill said.


"Well, you keep your eyes open.  If
it's edible and running, kill it.  If it's edible and growing, pull it."


"You got it, chief."


The group all settled in for the night. 
Gill climbed onto a large boulder to keep watch over them.  Don settled in, and
Kate slipped down onto his cheek.  "Good night, big brother," she
said softly.  "I love you."


 


∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼


 


The next morning, the group was up with
the sun.  Everyone was anxious to get this journey over with.  They wolfed down
their breakfast, and took off early, in hopes of making it to their destination
by day's end.


The going was far rougher now, and the
path wound up and down broken hills of rock.  Paul struggled the worst, with
his bad knee, but even he was determined that they get where they were going as
quickly as possible.


As they reached mid-day, they debated
whether to stop for lunch.  They were standing just below a ridgeline, and
discussing it.


"We can't go without a noon
meal," Gill insisted.  "It would slow us down in the long run."


"He's right, Don," Paul
agreed.  "As much as I want to get there, too, we need the energy
supply."


Don sighed.  "Well, okay... first,
let's find out something, okay?  Gill, why don't you go up to the ridge, and
see what it looks like on the other side?  Maybe that'll help us make up our
minds."


Gill climbed up to the top of the ridge,
and took a brief look.  His hand motion indicated that the rest of the group
should join him.  As they neared the top, he said, "I don't think we need
to stop for lunch."


As they all crested the ridge, they were
looking down into a lush valley.  In the middle of the valley sat an old, but
well kept, stone keep.  Its moat contained clear, fresh water, and its
drawbridge was down, indicating that visitors were welcome.


"Welcome to Castle Ballor," Don
said quietly.  "I hope."


 


∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼


∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼


 





















Chapter 4


 


The group was ecstatic as they made their
way clumsily down out of the hills and onto the plain.  They had to be somewhat
careful, for their fatigue, mixed with their elation, was causing them to be
ungainly in their movements.  Finally, down in the valley, surrounded by green
plants, flowers, and a few tall trees, they could appreciate the true size of
the castle before them.


They were about halfway to the castle
when seemingly out of nowhere came the largest ogre they could imagine.  Its
body was hairy, and ugly.  Its face was covered with warts and pimples, and in
its hand rested a large club.  The group stepped back, falling into their
defensive circle so that the weaponless members were protected.


Susan was stringing an arrow to her bow
when Paul called out, "Wait a second, Susan!"


She paused, looking at him to find out
what he wanted.


"What's up, Paul?" Don asked. 
Kate fluttered around Don's head nervously, and he had to work very hard at not
shooing her away.


"Look at the ground."  When
everyone looked at their feet, he sighed heavily.  "Not here!  Over
there!  Look just beneath him!"


"So what?" Susan asked.


"No shadow!  He's not casting
a shadow!  I bet he's not real.  And how come he's not advancing on us?"


Gill picked up a hefty rock, and hurled
it at the creature.  The stone passed completely through it, and landed on the
other side.


Everyone looked at Paul.  "Good
work, man," Gill said.  Paul nodded.


"I wonder if this means that Iamor
doesn't like visitors, after all."


"Who knows.  But if he didn't want
company, you'd think he'd put the drawbridge up."


"Maybe that's an illusion,
too?" Julie pondered nervously.


"I don't think so," Don said. 
"But I can't really tell you why.  Just a feeling I've got.  Anyway, let's
get going."


The ogre-image tried to move to stop
them, but once they walked through him, he vanished.  They all breathed a big
sigh of relief at having passed that little test.


 


-----


 


The rest of the walk up to the keep was
quiet and uneventful, but longer than they had expected.  Now in front of the
castle, it was a truly impressive structure.  Susan and Gill were about to step
onto the drawbridge, but Don stopped them.


"Paul, take that pebble you've been
carrying, and throw it across the bridge."


"You worried about a
booby-trap?"  Don nodded.


Paul took the stone out of a pocket, and
bounced it deliberately across the bridge.  The first bounce told them the
bridge was solid.  As it reached the other side, nothing happened.


"Satisfied?" Paul asked.


Don nodded, and then led the group
across.  Nothing accosted them from the moat, and they reached the other side
safely.  Paul stooped to pick up his pebble, which he now thought of as a
good-luck charm.


"Howdy!"


The entire group jumped back as a
creature they could not identify popped down from the ceiling.  Its fur was
pink, and it very much resembled a monkey, only its tail ended in a third
hand.  Its head was very human, and its eyes were bright, clear, and
intelligent, as well as startlingly yellow.


"Howdy!" the creature repeated.


"Um... hello," Don said
tentatively.  "This... uh... this is Castle Ballor, correct?"


"Yuuuuuubetcha!" the animal
said.


The group sighed.  At least they were
"here."


"We wish to see Iamor, the wizard. 
Is he about?"


"About what?" the animal asked,
and then cackled with laughter at his own joke.


"Is he here?" Don queried more
carefully.


"Do you see him here?" the
monkey-thing asked with mirth.  "I don't see him here, must be somewhere
else."


"Is he within the castle
someplace?" Paul asked, hoping to cut off further playfulness from the
creature.


"OH!" the animal cried. 
"You wanna know if he be home!"


"Yes," Don explained patiently.


"Surebe home!"


"Could you take us to him,
please?"


"No can do!  Have to call Malmot! 
Be-in right back!"  Before anyone could say anything at all, the animal
popped back up into the ceiling, and disappeared.  From deep within the castle,
they heard a bell tolling.  The group mingled as they waited for the
monkey-thing to return.


They were all startled again when he
popped back down from the ceiling.  "Malmot come!  Malmot take!  Barry no
leave door!  Gotsa say Howdy!"


They all translated this to mean that the
creature, apparently named Barry, was the doorkeeper.


After a few moments of awkward silence, a
large, lumbering creature, resembling a man only rather larger, walked through
the far door, toward the group.  Julie stepped behind her brother with some
trepidation.  Kate hid behind Don's head.


Barry saw their actions.  "Malmot
here!  Malmot take!"  To Malmot, Barry said, "Wansa see Iamor!  You
take!"


Malmot nodded to the creature, who popped
back up into the ceiling without another word.  To the visitors, Malmot said,
"You come this way."  Malmot turned and walked, with the assumption
that the group would follow, which they did.


Malmot said nothing further as he led
them through the castle out into the courtyard.  There, they saw a man... or
was he a gnome?  He was barely four and a half feet tall, and his long white
beard flowed all the way to his belt line.  He wore a light blue robe, with a
dark blue sash at the waist.  He had no hat, nor hair, on his head, barring the
beard.


Malmot walked them to the man, and said,
"Visitors come.  Visitors here."


The man turned in some surprise. 
"Well!  Very good, Malmot.  You can go back to your play, now."


"Thank you," Malmot said with a
smile.  He turned and waved at the group.  "Bye now," he said, and
lumbered off.


"Malmot is a Gork.  Not terribly
bright, but very friendly, and good at what he does."


"Are you Iamor, the wizard?"
Don asked


"I am, or, I am not."  Iamor
laughed heartily at his joke.


Gill leaned over to Don and whispered,
"I think we've just entered Comedy Central."  Don nodded at him
grimly.


"Yes, I am... at least today,"
Iamor answered finally, wiping tears from his eyes.  "And who might you
be?"


"My name is Donald White.  The six
of us were dropped here by... well, by some kind of magic.  Back in our world,
it was called a video game.  Suddenly, we were transported here, into Zemlia
Nov."


"I see..." said Iamor,
considering.  Then, squinting, he said, "No, I do not see.  There are but
five of you."


"Oh, sorry."  Don held up his
hand, palm up, and Kate stepped onto it.  Moving his arm slowly forward, Don
said, "This is my sister, Kate.  Or, what's left of her, anyway.  I, um...
apparently turned her into this, although that's not what the spell was
supposed to do."


"Oh, dear oh dear oh dear oh dear oh
dear," Iamor said in a long string of unbroken woe.  He clucked his tongue
repeatedly, and then shook his head.  "As a magician, you make a good
baker."


Paul laughed, until Don turned and
whacked him on the arm.


"Sir, is there any way you can
change her back?"


"Well, of course there is, young
man!  What do you think I am, a baker?  No, I am a magician!"  Iamor
pulled a small book out of his robe, and opened it.  "Oh, Farkle.  Where
are..." he fumbled further to find his reading glasses, and slipped them
onto his nose, where they rested somewhat askew.


Opening the book to a particular page,
Iamor recited a spell, moving his free hand this way and that.  Suddenly, a
light surrounded Kate, and she began to grow.  Soon, she was back to her normal
size.


As a winged Elf.


"Oh, fibberty-giblet!" Iamor
cursed.  "I must have done something wrong!  But I never cast my spells
wrong!  Oh, bother!"


Don hurried to calm the man down. 
"No, sir, you've cast the spell correctly.  This is what my sister looks
like, at least here in Zemlia Nov.  She was transformed when we arrived."


Iamor looked at him for a moment, and
then a smug little smile crossed his face.  "Ah, well, that settles that
then.  See?  I told you I never cast my spells wrong!"  The book and the
glasses soon made their way back into the man's robe.  "So, what can I do
for you, now that there are six of you again, instead of five and a
tenth?"


"Sir, we are seeking the yellow
dragon, Vernior.  Also, we were wondering if we might rest here for a few
days."


"Ahf!  Admit it, boy!  You want me
to straighten out your magic!"


"That, also, might be helpful,"
Don allowed.


"You bet it might!  Anyone who can
accidentally turn a pretty Elf into a little-bitty fairy by accident, you most
definitely need your magic straightened!  It's bent as a hat-nail!"


This was not helping Don's confidence at
all.  Kate came to his defense.  "Hey, how long have you been doing
magic?  My brother's doing just fine for only practicing for a week!"


"Oooh, a feisty one!  Perhaps you
liked it as a fairy?"


At that point, both Don and Gill stepped
forward.  Gill drew his sword menacingly, saying, "And perhaps you'd like
being wizard-kabob?"


Iamor raised his hands in mock-terror. 
"A joke, it was a joke!  My my my my my.  You folks need to learn some
humor!"


"Excuse us for not being in much of
a good mood, wizard, but we have been stuck in this place for a week now, and
we would really like to get home.  To do that, we need to find Vernior,"
Paul said, trying to get things back on track.


"No, not yet," Iamor said. 
"First to do is to train.  You, you have the powers of the psionic, yes? 
But you don't know how to use them all.  And of course our magician friend
needs many lessons.  And I'm sure your chef there could skewer a few more
things in practice combat."  Iamor grinned at Gill, who sheathed his sword
in contempt.


"First, let us get you settled. 
Yes.  Then you can wash, and then we will eat.  Come come."  All of
Iamor's words seem to run together, especially if he was repeating himself.  It
was hard for any of them to understand him, but they followed him back into the
castle.


 


-----


 


After about an hour, the six all felt a
whole lot better, having bathed and had their clothing washed.  They were
milling about in a large upstairs area that had a view over the valley, when
Malmot appeared behind them, very quietly.


He startled them all when he said,
"You come this way, now.  Time for eat."


The group tried to restart their hearts
as they followed him down some stairs and through a long hallway, to a small
dining room.  They chose seats in pairs, as brother and sister.  Don sat on one
side of Iamor.  Gill sat on the other.  Paul was sitting by a woman whose name
he had not had a chance to learn, and there were several other guests at the
meal as well.


"Well wellwellwellwellwell," 
Iamor rambled.  "As you can all see, well, except for Bob, but the rest of
you can see, we have new guests at the castle today who have come to train with
us and to rest from their journey so that they can go on to find the yellow
dragon, of all things!"  The guests oohed appreciatively, while the
siblings looked at each other in some discomfort.


To the six, Iamor said, "This is
Bob.  He is the castle librarian and historian.  Yes, our librarian is blind. 
Don't make fun of him because of it."  Moving on, he said, "That is
Carysta, master psionic.  She will teach you, young man, the things you do not
know."  The young woman next to Paul rested her hand on his arm, and
nodded.  She was quite beautiful, but she hadn't spoken yet.


"Darnell will educate you, young
chef, on how to properly use that sword, rather than threatening helpless old
wizards!"  Gill kept his mouth shut.  "And that over there, who
refuses to eat with anyone, is my sister, Gaphnia.  A stubborn little wench,
she is!  Don't bother with her, you won't get anything useful from her, unless
you need a scolding, of course, she is ever so good at giving those!


"Now, we don't know who you are, so
it is awful rude of you to just sit there knowing all our names without telling
us yours, and your jobs, and what you do and such!"  Iamor finally sat
down with a heavy thump in his chair.


Don stood to speak for the group. 
"My name is Don.  I am merely a student back where I come from, now I lead
our team to try to find a way home.  This is my sister, Kate.  She became an
Elfling when she was brought here.  That's my friend, Gill.  He's also a
student, but he's our fighter on this journey.  His sister, Susan, is our
archer, and she's already saved our butt once."  Susan blushed at his
praise.  "That's Paul, and he's our levitator of rocks."  The group
of six laughed, though the assembled lunch crowd didn't get it.  "And his
sister Julie is our cook and medic.  We were all brought here by what in our
world is called a game.  Its magic dropped us in the middle of a meadow, and
we've had to fend for ourselves for the last week."  Don sat down, and his
sister rested her hand on his.


"Wellwellwell," Iamor said. 
"An impressive little group, very impressive.  Now let's eat, shall we? 
Yes we shall.  It's lunch time, so we shall eat."


Don rolled his eyes.  And I have to
try to learn magic from this guy?


As lunch continued, the cook came out to
see how things were.  She was an elderly lady, but pleasant enough.  "You
are enjoying your meal, my new friends?" she asked politely.


"Oh, yes, ma'am.  A very good meal
for hungry travelers," Don replied.


"Much better than dragon meat,"
Susan opined.  


The room grew quiet at that statement. 
Susan looked at Don, fearful that she had said something wrong.  He just
shrugged at her.


"You have eaten dragon meat?"
Darnell asked very quietly.


"We, ah... killed a dragon along the
way here, yes," Paul answered.


Several of the pages and underlings
gasped, and two or three of them slipped from the room unnoticed.


"Do tell more!" Iamor
commanded.


Don explained, "He was already
severely wounded.  He asked us to end his suffering.  We did so, in exchange
for telling us how to get here."


"The dragon's name?" Darnell
asked.


"Dan-Eger.  He said he'd lost a
fight with Dan-Gelmer."


"Dan-Gelmer rules the forest now?"
Bob asked with fear.


"That seems to be the case.  I know
the WolfRiders didn't seem to like the idea, either, but who is
Dan-Gelmer?"


"Mymymymymy, you have met a great
many inhabitants on your journey.  The WolfRiders were right to fear
Dan-Gelmer.  You see, Dan-Eger and Dan-Gelmer had a long-standing feud. 
Dan-Gelmer is a much more aggressive dragon than Dan-Eger, and he may not
confine himself to the forest.  And if he finds out you eased Dan-Eger's
suffering... well, he won't like you, won't like you at all, nonononono."


"Well, it can't be helped now,"
Don said with resignation.  "We'll deal with whatever trouble it brings...
when that trouble arises."


"Yes, very good, very good boy, you
understand when to deal with trouble.  Many people try to fix the problem
before it comes, and thus create new problems rather than fixing the problem
they don't have yet."


That was just convoluted enough that Don
grasped it, but just barely.  He nodded in appreciation at the sort-of
compliment.


The rest of the meal went quietly, with
the conversation centering around information about Zemlia Nov, and how to
navigate safely in the land.


 


-----


 


Iamor had told them they would begin
their training the next day, as today was supposed to be a day of rest, anyway.
 The three pairs had each gone to their rooms.  Though there were two beds in
each, everyone knew it was unlikely that the extra bed would ever get used. 
They had not been given separate rooms, Iamor said, because space in the castle
was limited.  No one believed this for a minute.  A private discussion among
the boys decided that this was the game's doing, and that so long as the girls
didn't object, they would simply go along with it


Paul certainly didn't mind, as he watched
his sister change from her peasant dress into something a little lighter and
more pleasingly feminine.  She had not even considered asking him to turn
around as she had changed, and he had openly admired her beauty.


"Like what you see, Paul?" she
teased.


"Very much so.  You're a beautiful
girl."


Julie blushed.  "Thank you,"
she said meekly.  Finished putting her dress on, she came and sat by him on the
bed, laying her head on his shoulder.  He immediately wrapped his arm around
her.


"I'm glad you're here with me,
Paulie.  I couldn't take all this alone."  She leaned her head back, and
he kissed her without much in the way of thought.  She kissed back, hard, and
they embraced strongly.  Paul was afraid to push, afraid that she wasn't
offering all of her, so they continued to kiss for some minutes, until they
broke the kiss, and just held each other.  It was so pleasant, he didn't even
miss what might have been, and was just happy to have what he had.


 


-----


 


Susan and Gill, however, were already
fully engaged, and their moans could be heard even out in the hallway.  Don
heard this as he passed by, returning to his room from a linen closet, where
he'd gotten a blanket for the bed.  He had some concerns about how warm it
would be here, in the mountains, at night.


When he walked in the room, he didn't
immediately see Kate, and he began to worry.  It was amazing to him just how
attached he had become to her.  Sister or not, he'd never felt this attracted
to her, never been so wanting of her company.


Don tossed the blanket onto the bed, and
looked out to see Kate standing on the balcony.  He stepped out quietly to
stand behind her.  She knew he was there, and he knew she knew, but neither of
them said anything for the next several minutes.


"I'm scared, Donny," she said
finally.


He had known that she wasn't comfortable,
but he was surprised that she would be so frightened as this.  "We're okay
here, Katie.  I don't think Iamor will cause us any trouble that isn't meant in
fun."  He kept his voice light, but quiet.


"I'm not worried about him.  I'm
worried about this place, this world we're in.  How will we ever get out of
here?"


Don placed his hands on his sister's
hips, providing comfort to her.  "We'll find a way.  Together, we can find
a way out of here.  I know it."


Kate turned to him, and they kissed
warmly.  After a few moments, she broke the kiss, and he held her as tears
rolled silently down her cheeks.


I promise you, Kate.  We'll find a way
out of here.  If I have to rip this world apart one root at a time.


 


-----


 


That night, just before bed, the boys
gathered for their usual nightly meeting.  Well, it was normal for here, in
Zemlia Nov, anyway.  They all needed to discuss what had happened to them in
the past several hours.


"Hey, Gill, you think you two could
keep it down to a dull roar tonight, so some of us can get some sleep?"
Paul asked with a grin.


Gill dropped his head as he blushed
crimson.  "I don't get it, guys.  It's like someone flipped a switch in
her brain.  She's completely insatiable.  But, when I told her this afternoon
that I'd had enough, she just... stopped.  I mean, it was like someone had
pressed a button that said 'off'."


"So, she acts when you want her. 
Sounds like a cool relationship to me, man," Don said.


"True enough."


"And, hey," Paul threw in,
"did you ever think you'd have to tell a girl you'd had enough?"


They all laughed at that.


"Paul, you noticing anything in
Julie?"


"Yeah.  I think I probably could
have gotten somewhere with her this afternoon, but I didn't want to press my
luck.  She hasn't been quite as forward as your sisters have been."


"True.  Well, we're going to be here
a while, so take whatever opportunities you can.  Right now, I'm gonna go back
to my winged sister.  You two sleep well.  Hey, at least no one has to stand
guard duty."


"True enough.  See you guys in the
morning," Gill agreed.


Don returned to his room, where he found
all but one candle extinguished.  He didn't see his sister, but there was a
flickering light coming from the bathroom, so he figured she was in there.


Don marveled at the game's
inconsistencies.  Although this was a "medieval castle", it had
indoor plumbing.  But that indoor plumbing did not extend to allowing
them to shower: there were only bathtubs.  He found it extremely odd, but
didn't figure there was any need for the game to make complete sense.


His thoughts were sidetracked as Kate
came out of the bathroom.  He loved looking at his sister, and her hair shone
in the candlelight in such a way that it looked as if his sister had a halo. 
Seeing her that way made him inhale sharply.


"What is it, Donny?" she asked.


"You're just... so damn
beautiful," he said in awe.  She blushed as she set the candle down.


"Are you coming to bed soon?"


"Uh, yeah.  Just let me go to the
bathroom."  


By the time he had returned from the
bathroom, Kate had removed her skirt, and was reaching to untie her top.  She
struggled to reach it.  "Donny, can you get this for me?"


"Sure," he responded, dropping
off his robe on the back of a chair as he walked over to her.  He pressed up
against her before even reaching for her top.  It was then that he realized she
also had removed her panties.


"Mm.  You feel good," she
murmured.


Gulping slightly, Don moved back and
undid the fasteners on her top, and it fell to the bed.  She picked it up, and
set it with her skirt.  Turning to him, she said, as she wrapped her arms
around his neck, "I wish I had a different top to wear.  That one's not
real comfortable.  But this feels very nice."


Don had to admit that it felt absolutely
great to have his sister's big tits pressed against his bare chest.  His hands
were caressing her back, and soon his lips were touching hers, very sweetly.


After a moment, they climbed into bed
together.  Neither of them made any sexual advances, for they were worn out
from the stress and excitement of the day, and indeed the past week.  They
snuggled against each other in the warm softness of the bed, and they were both
asleep in minutes.


 


∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼


 


The next morning at breakfast, the boys
were each told where they would go for their training.  Susan was informed of
the location of the archery range, and the other two girls were told to 'make
themselves at home' in the castle.  It would be nice, they all thought, to
actually spend a day where they did not have to worry about something trying to
kill them.


Once breakfast and some morning chores
had been taken care of, Don and Kate met Iamor in the courtyard.  Kate went and
sat by a fountain while Don and Iamor moved to a clear area to begin their
practice.


"Before we get started," Don
asked, "I was wondering why you guard the castle with that
ogre-illusion."


"What illusion?" Iamor asked
calmly.


"When we were coming up to the
castle, we were... well, not attacked, but at least confronted by a big old
ogre.  He turned out to be an illusion."


"Oh, dear.  Oh, deardeardear.  I
have no need of trickery.  No one has ever harmed Castle Ballor, you see. 
People leave us alone here.  Deardeardear.  I can only say they must be after
you."


"Oh."


"Now, on young one!  On we go!  Much
to learn, not enough time to learn it in!  So why bother?  Perhaps we should
just play jacks?  Nonono, must learn, must train!"


"Yes, sir."


"What magic do you have, young one? 
What magic?"


Don pulled the small book from the inside
pocket of his robe.  "I was given this when I got to Zemlia Nov.  That is
all the magic I know, and obviously, some of it doesn't work right."


"Your magic is bent, young man! 
Bent as a hat-nail!  Don't blame it on the spell!"


"Yes, sir," Don said
dejectedly.


"Nownownow.  You'll be just fine by
the time you leave here.  Just fine indeed!  Now, which spell were you trying
when the young lady got miniaturized?"


Don opened the book to the first spell. 
"This one."


"This one?  No, that can't
be.  Can't be at all.  Nonono.  You must be mistaken, you were trying to cast
an alchemy spell really, right?  It does you no good to fool with me, young
one!  You were trying to turn a rock into gold!"


"I don't even think that
spell is in this book!"  Don retorted.  "I had decided to try
to learn all of the spells, one at a time.  This is the first spell in the
book.  It is the spell I was trying to cast."


Iamor scratched his bald head in
puzzlement.  "This cannot be.  This spell cannot transform.  It isn't even
like a transform spell.  You can't accidentally cast a transform spell from a
teleport spell.  Even a baker's magic isn't that bent!"


Don rolled his eyes again.  He was
getting tired of being insulted.


"Where were you, young one? 
Where?"


"When I cast the spell?"  Iamor
nodded.  "Out on the plains somewhere.  We'd passed a... magic quick-sand
trap the day before..."


"A what?  There are traps on the
grassland?  Oh my ohmy ohmy ohmy ohmy.  This is not good, no not good not good
at all!  This is bad bad bad!"  Iamor was pacing.  He suddenly turned to
Don.  "Come!  You will come!"  Don followed.  As Kate started to join
them, Iamor stopped her.  "This is wizard's work, Elfling!  You will wait
for us here!"  Don just gave her a smile, and she nodded assent.  Don
hurried to catch up with Iamor, who had not stopped walking.


It wasn't long before Iamor and Don
entered a dark area of the castle.  They walked down long corridors until they
came to a heavy door.  Iamor uttered a short spell that opened the door
magically.  Don at first thought it had a magical lock on it, until Iamor
muttered, "Dagnabbed thing is much too heavy for me to move!"


They entered what could only be a chamber
for astral gazing.  The huge pool in the middle of the room was pitch black. 
Don could almost have imagined it was oil, but it was probably water.  Not that
he was putting his hand in it to find out.


"Traps on the grasslands, not good
not good not good!"  Iamor walked over to a shelf and took down a lamp. 
Lighting it magically, he brought it over to the pool.  Don was standing
opposite him, and he waited silently.


"Web of magic, web of sight, through
the day and through the night, as I ask it, hear my plea!  Show me what I wish
to see!"  Iamor's spell roiled the water briefly, and as it settled, the
surface of the water showed an image.  The image first showed the circle-trap
from a few days before.  It showed an animal ensnared in the trap.  Then, the
image shifted, and it was as if the land was overlaid with some kind of force
field, as it all glowed a deep orange.


Finally, the image showed a face.  It was
a woman's face, but her features were twisted into a deep, imposing scowl.  Her
eyes burned with anger, and her hands clenched in rage.  The image pulled back,
and it was clear that she was standing outside the mountains that surrounded
Castle Ballor.  She stared at the rocks as if her gaze could level them.  Don
wondered for a moment if that's just what she was trying to do.


As suddenly as the image had come, it
faded into ripples on the pool.  Iamor stood back from the image, shaking his
head.  "Dearydearydear.  This is very very very bad.  Not good at all, not
good.  No not good!"


"Who was she?"


"Hmph?  Who was she?  You want to
know who was she?  I tell you who was she!  That, young one, was Denonia!  My
half-sister, she hates me more than Gaphnia does!  Hates me terrible!  Hates me
well!  Hates me and wishes me to Hell!  Oh dearydear... we know I'm upset if
I'm talking in rhyme.  Couldn't she have come some other time?"


"So, this explains the trap,
right?"


"Oh, yes yes!  Yes it most certainly
does yes!  It explains the trap, it explains the fairy spell, yes!  It explains
all of the trouble you had yes it does!"


"How?" Don asked simply.


"How?" Iamor asked
incredulously.  "Haven't you been paying attention?  It's Denonia!  She
hates me!"


"But what does that have to do with
me, or my sister, or the six of us?"


"You were coming here!  She knew
this, yes!  My sister knows everything that happens in the land she inhabits! 
She hasn't inhabited the grasslands for over a hundred years!  This cannot be
good, no no nonono.  If she thinks you're my ally, you are automatically her
enemy, young one!  You have caused yourself grief coming here!"


Don shrugged.  "No surprise there. 
Didn't really have much choice, though."


Iamor began to settle down.  "No,
nono.  I suppose you didn't at that.  Well, young one, since you have made
powerful enemies, you should gain powerful magic!  We will straighten out that
hat-nail if it takes all month!"


Oh, God, I hope I don't have to put up
with this for an entire month!


 


-----


 


In another part of the castle, Carysta
had led Paul to a large room with several chairs and a few couches in it, a
large table in the center, and draperies on the wall.  She still had not spoken
to him, and it was starting to unnerve him just a little bit.


Finally, she turned to him, and he
thought for sure that she would speak to him.  This she did, but not in the way
he expected.


<I assume you can hear me,>
she said in his mind.  Paul was a bit startled.


"Uh, yeah, I can hear you, but,
um..."  He didn't want to be rude about it, but she understood.


<I would speak to you with my
mouth, but I never developed the ability.  I've been a telepath since I was
born, and it was simply easier for me to use my mind to say what I wanted to
say, and so I never became able to speak vocally.  I'm sorry if this bothers
you.>  


Paul could hear the hurt in her voice. 
It was plain that others who had met her had teased or scorned her about it. 
"No, it's not a problem, it was just a surprise.  I wasn't expecting it,
that's all.  By the way," he said, in a hope to cheer her up, "you
have a very pretty voice, mentally."


She smiled at him warmly.  <Thank
you.  Now, we should begin your training.  I don't know how long you'll be
here, so I want to teach you as much as I can each day.  On the other hand, I
don't want to wear you out, so if you get tired, please tell me.  We can take a
break then, and maybe you'd like to see the rest of the castle.>


Paul nodded.  He felt a strange tingle
when she spoke in his mind, and he felt the obvious case of lust for such a
beautiful woman.  Carysta's flowing blonde hair framed her heart-shaped face,
and her penetrating green eyes gazed through to Paul's soul.  Her lips were
always in a slight smile, as if she was happy with her world.


He tried not to gape too openly at the
rest of her body, because she was built for magazines.  She had an ample, firm
chest and long legs, with a nice, round ass.  Her light blue dress did nothing
to hide this information from him, and he had to resist the urge to reach out
and touch her.


Finally, he pulled himself together
enough to respond to her.  He said, "Okay, well, let's get going, then. 
What do I learn first?"


<What have you done with your power
so far?>


"Lifted a few small stones.  Also, I
apparently was able to get Don out of that quicksand trap he was in... but that
nearly took my head off, or that's what it felt like, anyway."


<That was your power coming awake. 
With most psionics, there is a point where their true power emerges.  Until
that day, they can only do minor things... like lifting pebbles.  And yes, it
is often a painful and jarring experience when your power emerges.  I was sick
for three days when it happened to me.>


Paul immediately felt sorry for her, but
he didn't understand why.  "Oh.  That sounds nasty.  My head cleared after
about a day."


Carysta nodded.  <It's different
for everyone.  Now that your power has emerged, I'll be able to teach you
everything you can do, to the limit of your powers.  The first thing I want to
teach you is telepathy.  It's the easiest skill to learn, and it doesn't
require much power or concentration, so it's a good place to start.  You should
find this easier than lifting that little pebble you carry with you.>


Paul wasn't sure how she knew about that,
but let it ride.  "Okay, what do I do?"


<Just pull your thoughts together,
and focus on the person you want to talk to.  Then, form the words as if you were
speaking, but send them to the image of the person you want to speak with.  So,
for now, form an image of me in your mind, and then speak to it, with your
thoughts.>


Paul struggled for a few moments, trying
to settle an image of Carysta in his mind that wasn't naked.  He decided to
give up on that, and just spoke to the naked Carysta.  <Can you hear
this?> he asked.


<Very good!  Yes, I can hear you
just fine.  See?  I told you that it wasn't hard.  At least, not sending
telepathy.  Reading someone's thoughts that they aren't sending, that's much
harder, and you'll have to learn several more things before I can teach you
that.>


<Okay, what do we learn next?>
he asked, sticking with telepathic communication.


<If it's a struggle for you to
communicate mentally, I don't mind if you speak to me out loud.>


<I'm fine, for now.  Besides, it's
like talking to someone in a foreign language.  It's kind of rude.>


She smiled at him again, and his insides
melted.


<Okay, I think the next thing is to
strengthen your telekinetic skills...>


The two worked together for some time
before taking any breaks.  They had covered several skills, but just the basics
of them.  He had strengthened his telekinetic power, but he didn't have any
fine control over it yet.  He'd increased his telepathic range, so that he
could speak to her from all the way across the room, at least.  They'd tried a
few other things, but he just wasn't ready for them yet.  Finally, they decided
it was time to take a rest.


<I think we need to take a little
time here,> Carysta said, <and rest your mind.  Would you care for
a tour of the castle?>


<Sure,> he said to her.  As
long as you're the one giving it, he continued the thought to himself
alone.


<Okay, let's start in the
courtyard, then.  C'mon.>  She brushed against him as she walked to the
door, and his body shivered.  He tried to collect himself, then turned to
follow her.


 


-----


 


"Damn, I'm wasted," Gill was
saying to the others.  "That Darnell guy can really move!"


The three were sitting in the upstairs
lounge area, having their nightly meeting.


"Yeah, well, I found out we have
another enemy," Don said.


"Shit.  Who is it now?"


"Some bitch named Denonia.  She's
supposed to be Iamor's half-sister, and she doesn't like him much.  Since we
are now aligned with him, she doesn't like us, either."


"Oh, that's just fucking
great," Gill said.  Paul was strangely subdued.


Don looked over at Paul.  "Cat got
your tongue?" he asked.


"Huh?  Oh, sorry.  No, just thinking
about my training today.  That Carysta..."


"Fine looking babe," Gill
offered, to receive a harsh glare from Paul.


"She can't speak, guys.  The only
way she communicates is telepathically.  It takes a little getting used to
having someone else's voice echo around in your head."


"I bet," Don chuckled. 
"So, does anyone see any problems?"  Receiving negative replies, he
said, "Good.  It looks like we're going to be here a while, so take
advantage of the time to get as good as you can.  I'm going to go see my
sister.  You two take it easy, okay?"


The meeting broke up, and the three
headed to their respective rooms.


 


-----


 


"God, Gill, you're tense,"
Susan was saying to him as he sat on the bed, undressing.  "Lay down and
let me give you a back rub, okay?"


"Sure," he said as he yawned.  He
finished undressing, and lay down on his stomach.  Susan moved over him, and
placed her hands on his shoulders.  She began to massage him, using strong but
tender motions on her brother's body.  She could feel the tension leaving him
as he relaxed from his hard day.


Susan leaned over and whispered to her
brother, "I love you, Gill."


Gill mumbled, but was nearly unconscious
already.  She knew he'd heard her, though, and that was all that mattered.


Susan's motions didn't stop until long
after Gill was asleep.


 


-----


 


Paul was looking over his sister's naked
form again.  She had just finished getting undressed, and he was waiting for
her in the bed.  As she climbed into bed, she yawned.


"Tired?" he asked her.  She
just nodded.


"It's nice to be safe again, but
it's a little dull here.  And you didn't have any time for me today."


"I'm sorry, Julie.  I'll try to make
time for us to be together from now on, all right?"  It was certainly all
right with him.


"Okay," she said, with another
big yawn.  She snuggled tightly against her brother, who held her lovingly in
his arms, and watched as she fell asleep.  It was good to have her here, but
his mind still wandered to Carysta.  Her lovely body, her radiant smile, and
those eyes...


I wonder if I can reach her from here.


Paul focused his energy and thought of
her.  As usual, his image of her was naked.  He spoke to it in his mind.  <Carysta?>


<Yes, Paul?> she answered
after a brief second.


<Good-night.  Sleep well.>


He heard the smile in her voice.  <Good-night,
Paul.  Thank you for thinking of me.  I'll see you in the morning.>


Paul smiled as he drifted off to sleep. 
Staying here for a while wasn't such a bad thing, now was it?


 


-----


 


Don walked back to his own room, and
entered quietly.  He didn't know what Kate might be doing, and didn't want to
wake her if she was asleep.  It was amazing how quickly one fell into a pattern
of sleeping while it was dark, and waking at first light, but they had, here. 
Of course, with no televisions, computers, radios, or electricity, there wasn't
anything to do at night.


Well, almost nothing.


Kate was standing on the balcony, staring
up at the stars.  Don stepped to her side, and she turned to him, putting her
arms around him.  He wrapped his one arm around her shoulders, and looked down
to his adorable sister.  She smiled at him in a way that he'd never seen her
smile before coming to Zemlia Nov.  He leaned over and they kissed, warmly and
sweetly.  The kiss soon turned more passionate, and soon his mouth opened, and his
tongue slipped out, pressing against her lips.  She allowed it to enter, and he
swept his tongue wetly along hers, causing her to shiver in pleasure.


Kate turned fully to him, the stars
forgotten.  Her arms wrapped tightly around his chest, and she pushed her body
into him.  She felt his fingers sliding along her back, and she wasn't sure
what he was doing until the clasp on her top fell open.  It wasn't long before
the other one was undone, as well.


Kate stepped away from him, and the
garment fell to the floor.  Don inhaled sharply at seeing her wonderful body,
outlined by the pale light of the crescent moon of this place.  He studied her
as she slipped her skirt down off her body, and then pushed off her panties as
well.  She looked so beautiful, her hair reflecting the moonlight made her look
like an angel.  Or, he thought with a smile, a fairy.


"Katie, open your wings for
me."  His request was purely selfish, but Kate didn't mind.  She stepped
back from him a little, and unfolded her wings.  Don was always amazed how such
large wings could tuck so neatly against her body when closed, but right now he
didn't think about that.  What he saw was how the moonlight glistened off the
iridescent surfaces of her feathers, and how the reflected light played along
her skin.  It added some pale hues of color to her body, which was very pale in
the moonlight.  He gaped at her lovingly, wanting to burn the image into his
mind.


Finally, he approached her, thinking to
take her into his arms.  She held her arms out to stop him.  When he looked at
her questioningly, she said simply, "Not until you're only wearing as many
clothes as I am."  Her eyes twinkled in mirth.


She was shocked at just how quickly his
robe became a pile of cloth on the floor, and his underwear went just as
quickly.  Now, fully naked, he stood before his sister, who once again had a
view of his erect dick.  She wanted that tonight.


Reaching down, Kate gently took his prick
into her hands.  Don closed his eyes as he felt his sister's fingers caressing
the skin of his shaft, reaching down to fondle his balls.  She slipped her
hands up to his chest, and then she stepped away from him.


"Come inside.  It's warmer in
there."  She had refolded her wings so that she could fit through the
doorway, and he followed her back into their bedroom, which was awash in
candlelight.  Had she been planning this night?  Normally there were only two
or three candles lit; tonight there were at least a dozen.


Kate led him over to the bed, and then
turned back to him.  She leaned up, and he kissed her again, his hands
caressing her back, and then sliding down to cup her ass.  She moaned, and then
giggled.


"What's so funny?" he asked.


"You groping my butt is how this all
started!" she teased.  He smiled.


"Would you rather I hadn't?" he
asked playfully.


"Hell, no," she replied, her
voice heavy and full of lust.  "I love you, Donny."


"I love you, too."


"Sit down," she said, gently
pushing him down onto the bed.  He complied, letting his hands slide outward to
hold onto her hips.  He now looked up at his sister, noticing the wonderful
swell of her tits, and her erect nipples.  His one hand slid up onto a breast,
tweaking the nipple there.  Kate moaned in pleasure as he did that.  He leaned
forward to take the unoccupied nipple into his mouth, gently flicking his
tongue over it.  Kate's moan grew louder, more insistent.  Don continued until
he felt her shudder slightly.  He knew she'd just had a small orgasm, and was
proud to have given it to her.


When she'd recovered, she pushed him ever
so reluctantly away from her chest.  "As good as that feels, that's not
why I wanted you sitting."


Kate slowly knelt in front of her
brother.  Now, she was looking up at him again.  That was quite all right with
her; that's the way things were supposed to be, wasn't it?  Her eyes traced
down his body, from his eyes past his nose, mouth, chin, working her way down
his chest and across his abdomen.  Her target was standing erect, waiting for
her attention.  She had disregarded its needs for much too long, and it was
time to take care of that.


She reached out and very softly encircled
Don's cock with her fingers.  His legs slipped apart to give her free access. 
Her other hand slipped up his leg and onto his balls, gently fondling them. 
She watched as precum oozed from her brother's dick, and then she leaned over
and flicked her tongue across the tip of his cock, licking up that sticky
liquid.  Don shuddered at the feel of her tongue on him.  She began to lick his
entire shaft, returning to the tip often to taste the new supply of precum that
was there.


Finally, sensing he was ready for her,
Kate slipped her lips over the head of his prick.  Don groaned as her lips slid
down onto his shaft, her tongue playing along the sensitive skin while she
sucked at him, trying to draw his spunk out of him.  She worked her mouth over
his length, until she had him fully inside her mouth, the head of his cock well
inside her throat.  She relaxed for just a few seconds before she slid back off
him until just the head of his dick was inside her.  Then, she slipped back
down, faster this time, giving him as much pleasure as she could with her
mouth.


That pleasure was considerable, and Don
was gripping the bed covers in an effort not to grab her head and ram it down
onto him.  He was also fighting the urge to blow too quickly, but the
sensations his sister was causing on his dick were just more than he ever
imagined experiencing.


It didn't take more than a minute or two
of Kate's ministrations before Don was groaning out, "Gonna cum, gonna
cum... ungh!"


Kate did not stop at Don's warning.  She
also did not stop when he started coming in her mouth.  She sucked down every
drop of his jism, and kept sucking to keep him hard.  She had more planned for
them tonight, and she wanted him badly enough to take liberties.


Not that Don minded.  By the time she let
him out from between her lips, his cock was fully hard again, and he was ready
for more.  He lifted her up off her knees, and leaned in.  He was at just the
right height, and he inhaled the sweet scent of her arousal.  He could see her
pussy lips peaking out from behind silver pubic hair.  He could feel her heat,
and see the glint of her moisture.  He leaned further forward, and let his
tongue slip out.  It slid up and across her pussy, sliding softly across her
hooded clit.  Kate cried out, and went weak in the knees.  He caught her, and
moved her onto the bed.  Her legs parted in invitation, begging him to
continue.


Don crawled into position, and took a few
moments to study his sister's lovely cunt.  It unfolded before him like a
flower, and indeed it was the flower of this beautiful girl, no, beautiful woman
before him.  His tongue snaked out again, and stroked across her pussy lips,
plying them wetly, as Kate writhed in pleasure above him.  He held her outer
lips apart with his fingers and probed her depths, his tongue pressing into her
opening.  Kate cried out again, lost in joy.


Don kept up his movements, sensing Kate's
arousal.  When he thought she might be ready, he slipped his tongue upward. 
Her clit had come out from beneath its hood, and he slid his tongue against it
directly.  Only a few quick movements, and Kate was grunting, trying to control
her passions.  Don redoubled his efforts, and it was just more than Kate could
take.  She screamed out in pleasure, and her juices coated Don's face as she
ground her pussy into him.  Don kept lapping at her juices, loving the taste of
his sister.


Finally, Kate settled down, and Don moved
beside her.  She turned her head to him, and they kissed.  Kate tasted her own
juices for the first time, and didn't mind the taste at all.  The fact that she
was also kissing her brother had her very highly aroused, and she was almost
ready for more.   Don seemed to sense what she needed; he was her perfect
partner.  Softly, his hand came up to caress her tit, avoiding the
over-sensitive nipple for the moment, and just cupping and fondling the outer
edges of her breast.


After several minutes of this pleasant
and comfortable touching, Kate turned to her brother, and pushed him onto his
back.  He smiled up at her as she straddled his waist.  She could see the
permission implicit in his gaze, which was good, because she didn't want him to
stop her.  She gently took hold of his shaft, and positioned it at her
opening.  She wasn't sure about her brother, but she knew this was a first for
her, and she hesitated, only briefly, before continuing.


Slowly, Kate allowed herself to sink down
onto her brother's cock.  Inch by inch, her cunt engulfed him, her pussy
muscles gripping his length as they slipped further down his shaft.  Finally,
there was a barrier, a minor hesitation of her body to go further.  Kate felt
it stretch, and she allowed gravity to help her.  She felt it part, but she didn't
feel the expected wave of pain.  Her body was still infused with bliss and
ecstasy, and she didn't want it ever to end.


She felt her pussy lips resting in her
brother's pubic hair, and she looked down to see their union.  She looked back
up, and was enraptured by the look of love on her brother's face.  That look
was there for her.  She had made him feel that way, look like that.  It
was more than she could have dreamed it would be.


Out of some kind of instinct, Kate began
to move her hips up and down, using her legs to drive her.  She watched Don's
face to see how he felt, and she was happy to see a look of concentrated joy on
his face.  Knowing he liked seeing her that way, she opened her wings again,
the candlelight catching them and casting a diffuse glow over his body, and her
own.


Don was in total awe of his sister.  She
was beautiful, and she was giving him the most wonderful sensations.  When she
opened her wings, he could barely breathe.  If she had been a perfect ten
before, she was at least a fifty now.  Her lovely silver hair bounced in waves
with her movements, her glorious tits rolling on her chest.  His sister might
have been an Elfling, but she was his right now, and she was the most
gorgeous creature in creation.


The two moved together, their motions
picking up speed as they went.  Don reached up to his sister, and pulled her
down to him.  They kissed as they continued to move against each other, sending
ripples of pleasure along the other's body.  Don ran his hands along the outer
edges of Kate's tits again, and this time he moved inward, finding her nipples
and tweaking them.


Kate felt the jolt of electric pleasure
coming from her nipples, and she began to ride her brother faster.  Don's hips
thrust up to meet her every movement, and the two began to rut together in
heated passion.  Their moans were muffled by their continued kissing, but they
filled the room nonetheless.  Finally, Don couldn't stand it anymore, and he
grabbed Kate, rolling her over onto her back.  She'd had to quickly fold her
wings for this, but she'd gotten good at that, and Don didn't even notice.


Faster and faster he pounded into her,
and her hips met every thrust.  Her head was thrashing as she grunted.  Don was
panting above her, his eyes nearly slits in concentration.  Kate rippled her
pussy muscles along his prick, and that pushed Don well over the edge.


Closing his eyes and arching his back,
Don thrust his full length into Kate and froze, his cock pumping out his cum
deep into her.  The feel of his climax sent Kate over the edge again, and she
began to cry out in pleasure, her body wracked with spasms and her head
twisting left and right, her eyes shut tightly.


The pair moved together on the bed for
many minutes before they finally came down from their peak.  The climax was so
intense that neither of them had the energy to move, and Don only had enough
strength to make sure he fell on the bed, rather than on his sister, before he
passed out.  Kate was not far behind him, and the two slept very soundly.
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Chapter 5


 


Julie awoke early, when the sun was just
beginning to peek into the bedroom.  She turned over to see her brother,
sleeping soundly.  She studied him for a minute, watching how his chest moved
with each breath, watching his face as it made small reactions to whatever
dream he was having.


Julie considered sucking him off to wake
him up.  She was horny as all hell, and she really wanted to get laid.  Paul
was here, and he was pretty good looking, but she wasn't sure he was available
to her.  It had certainly seemed that way on their travels here, though she'd
not taken advantage of it because she didn't want to get caught the way Susan
had.


They'd been at the castle for four days,
and each night, she'd hoped he would come in, throw her down on the bed, and
fuck her silly.  And each night, he came in, kissed her good-night, and went to
sleep.  She was frustrated, and hurt, and she didn't know what to do.


Sighing, Julie slipped out of bed and
padded across the floor.  She took care of her morning activities, and then
slipped on her dress.  She liked the dress; it was much nicer than the one
she'd been stuck with on the way here.  It was lighter, and flowed more easily,
but more to the point, it showed off her body excellently.  She especially
liked that part.


Not that it mattered at the moment; no
one was interested in her.  She stood in the balcony doorway, and turned back
to look at her sleeping brother.  He didn't seem to care whether she was here
or not.  What had changed?  She considered, briefly, the idea of confronting
him about it, but the idea vanished as quickly as it had come.  It was not her
place to question her brother.  But she had needs, too, and who would take care
of her?


 


-----


 


Julie spent over an hour out on the
balcony, watching the sun rise and the animals awaken.  There was a robin in a
tree down in the valley, and there was a doe with her fawn just on the edge of
the forest to the south.  It was peaceful, and for a few moments, her mind was
quiet, and she didn't worry about anything.  She'd been full of worry since the
day they had entered Zemlia Nov.  She'd at first blamed Paul and the boys, but
those recriminations died out after the first day.  It was no one's fault, and
they just had to work together to get out of here.


She turned and went back into the room. 
Paul was not in the bed.  She'd heard him get up earlier, and wondered if he
were already at breakfast.  She checked the bathroom first, to make sure he
wasn't there, and then she went into the hallway.  She nearly bumped into Kate,
who was nearly beaming, hanging off her brother's arm.  Julie couldn't begrudge
the girl her good mood; she only wished she were in a similar one.


Julie found Paul on the ground floor,
waiting for her.  He had a sheepish grin on his face as he looked at her, but
she frowned.  It wasn't a look of anticipation, or even of regret, just more of
an "oops" look.


Paul, of course, felt a little stupid to
have forgotten his sister.  The truth is, he'd been so intent on starting his
day, on seeing her, that all else had slipped his mind, until he'd come
down the stairs to see Susan and Gill together, looking at some artwork on the
wall before breakfast.  Then he'd realized what he'd done, but to go all the
way back to the room... no, he'd wait for her here.


Julie was not happy, and this was clear
to Paul, for she barely said hello to him as she walked by him into the dining
room.  He shrugged and followed her, sitting down beside her as usual, but they
didn't communicate.  Yarice, the cook, brought out their breakfast, and began
to serve it as the others filed in.  When Carysta walked in, Julie noted how
Paul's head turned fully toward her.


So, that really is it, isn't it?  He
doesn't want me, because he can have her.  What the fuck is wrong with me?  I'm
not exactly chopped liver!  Back home, I could have any boy I wanted!  Why
can't I have my own brother?


As Carysta approached, Paul used his
telekinetic power to pull out her chair for her.  She smiled at him politely as
she sat down.  Julie glared at her, but Carysta either did not notice, or chose
not to notice.  Finally, Julie slumped in her chair, returning to her
breakfast.  Yarice noticed Julie's unhappy face.


"Is breakfast not to your taste,
Mistress?" the woman asked.  She called all of them that; Master,
Mistress, Sir, Madam... so formal.  It bugged Julie, but she couldn't complain
that the lady was too polite.


"No, it's not the food.  Sorry.  I
just have something on my mind."


"Ah.  Well, good food often helps
settle the soul."  It was an aphorism that Yarice obviously believed
wholeheartedly, the way she fed them all.  Julie turned her attention to her
meal; at least she would be nutritionally cared for here.


The remainder of the group wondered if
there had been a fight between Paul and Julie, but this was not the time or the
place to discuss it, and it was clear that bringing it up would only piss Julie
off, so they let it drop for the time being.  Don, however, made a note that he
should talk to Paul about it.  He couldn't know that Paul would have no clue
what was wrong.
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Darnell lunged, and Gill sidestepped,
snapping his wrist to smack his sword against Darnell's.  The blow wasn't
strong enough to break Darnell's grip, but it pushed him off-aim, and that was
the opening Gill needed.


Gill stepped in, caught Darnell's foot,
and pushed him backward with his free hand.  Darnell crumpled backward to the
ground, and before he could get up, the point of Gill's sword was touching the
ground, right next to Darnell's neck.


Darnell looked up at his student. 
"Very good.  You caught me off guard, and made good use of the
opportunity."


Gill withdrew his sword so that Darnell
could get up.  They'd already been practicing for over an hour, and the two
were thoroughly bruised.  The workouts were growing more intense, and Gill was
sore on most days.  Still, he knew that hard training made combat easier, and
that was what he needed.  Gill dropped back into ready stance as Darnell got to
his feet.


Darnell waved him off.  "No, no, I
think we've tried to kill each other enough for one day.  You are progressing
well.  The last fighter that came through here didn't have a clue, and I
feared..."


Darnell's words tailed off as he looked
behind Gill.  Gill turned, and wasn't truly sure what he saw.  There was
something on the horizon, that was sure, but he couldn't tell what it was.


Darnell looked around for a moment, and
then found what it was he was looking for.  Kate was picking some apricots from
a nearby tree.  He called out to her, and she came over to him.


"Miss Kate, I was wondering if you
would be so kind as to find out who is approaching?"  Darnell pointed in
the direction of the approaching lump, and Kate nodded.  She flew up and
forward, until she could clearly see who was coming.  Her return to the ground
was a speedy one.


"It's the Elves.  The
WolfRiders."


"All the way from Sheridan?  What
are they doing here?"  Darnell pondered this for a moment, but then came
to a decision.  "Kate, go get Iamor... and you might want to bring your
brother as well."


Kate nodded, and flew off, above the
castle wall and into the courtyard.  Gill watched her go, then turned to
Darnell.


"Could this be trouble?"


"Not from the WolfRiders.  But they
may be bringing news of trouble.  Sheridan is a day's journey from here, even
for those swift-footed creatures.  They will have to have traveled through the
night to get here so early."


"Oh."  The two stood, watching
as the lump grew into a mass, and then finally started to separate into individual
animals; large gray wolves with Elves on their backs.  Darnell relaxed a bit as
he saw the animals were not running all-out, but were in an easy lope.  That
made him curious, though: it would take forever to get here at that speed. 
What were they doing?


Iamor and Don joined the other two before
the WolfRiders arrived.  Kate was still flying, to see if there was anything
new.  When she came down, she landed by her brother, and whispered into his
ear.


"It looks like they have a person
with them."  When Don looked at her quizzically, she said, "Like
us...er, I mean, like you, anyway, you know a person!"


"You mean a human?" he
asked with a smile.  She blushed, but nodded.


"Iamor, Katie says she saw a human
with them."


"What?  The WolfRiders travel alone! 
No humans, no!  Nevernevernever!"


"Whatever."  Don wasn't about
to set him off on yet another of his diatribes.  The group waited in silence as
the Elves approached.  As the group got within visual range, Gill and then
Darnell made a point of sheathing their weapons.


The WolfRiders pulled up to a stop five
yards from where Don was standing.  Iamor said nothing to them, which Don and
his friends found really odd.  Don shrugged, and then stepped forward.  He had
to think hard to remember the greeting, but finally he said,
"Haialani!"  The Elf before him was not Koatri, the Elf who had led
the WolfRiders before.  Don wondered if there were several bands of WolfRiders.


But the other Elf had been part of the
group, and so he knew Don and greeted him in return.  "Haialani,
human."  It was then that Don saw there was, indeed, a human girl with
them, but that she looked to be unconscious.  She was riding in the middle of
the pack, held up by a female Elf who was almost as pretty as Kate.


"Where is Koatri?" Gill asked
the leader.


"Koatri was killed by Dan-Gelmer. 
Things outside this valley are not pleasant, human.  My name is Myrtacor.  I
lead the WolfRiders now.  While I live."


The party was stunned by the revelation
of Koatri's death, all the more so since they didn't actually know him.  What
was bugging Don was that Iamor was not speaking to the Elves, and the Elves
were making no attempt to speak to Iamor.  Don was certainly going to get to
the bottom of that, but not right now.


"How can we help you?" Don
asked.


Myrtacor snorted, but didn't say what was
obviously on his mind.  Humans? Help an Elf?  Get real.  Instead, he
said, "We found this girl in the grasslands.  She's been attacked, and
she's exhausted.  We brought her here because it was closer than Sheridan.  She
hasn't spoken since we picked her up."


Don walked forward into the group.  He
noticed that the wolves did not seem to react to his presence.  When he stepped
up to the animal on which the girl was riding, he gently put his hand on the back
of its neck.


"The wolves will not bother
you," the female Elf said.  "Especially not Melamuk.  He's very
quiet."


Don looked into the animal's face, and
there was intelligence and curiosity there, but no malice.  Don thought that
was a good thing for him.  It turned out that the girl was conscious, but just
barely.  She seemed delirious, and as Don tried to help her off the wolf, she
collapsed, wrapping her arms around his neck for support.  Don hugged her
tightly, holding her up.


"Thank you for saving her," Don
said to the female.  She nodded, but didn't say anything.


Myrtacor turned to face Don.  "I
hope you will not think us rude, but it is a very long ride back to Sheridan
from here, and we do not want to be out at night for any longer than necessary. 
Dan-Gelmer is wreaking havoc among the people of the countryside, and I'm sure
it won't be long before he comes here looking for you.  Take care, human."


The female Elf spoke one last time before
they left.  "What is your name?"  She was looking intently at Don.


"Don White," he answered
automatically.


"Take care of her, Don White.  She
needs your help."


Without another word, the WolfRiders
wheeled their mounts around, and they set off.  This time, they were moving at
a full run, rather than the easy pace they had set before.


Don realized he was still hugging the
girl tightly, but she didn't seem to have the ability to stand up on her own,
so he couldn't let her go.


"Katie, you want to help me take
care of her?"


"You seem to be taking care of her just
fine by yourself, Big Brother."  Katie's voice was light and teasing.


"Katie," he said with
mock-aggravation.  She stuck her tongue out at him, but together, they helped
the nearly-unconscious girl back into the castle, and up to their bedroom,
since they didn't know where else to take her.  They laid her down on the
unused bed.


"Um... why don't you undress her,
while I go see if I can find something to clean up some of her wounds with? 
And tuck her in, okay?  She might get cold in here."


That wasn't the real reason he wanted her
covered, and Katie knew it, but didn't say anything.  She looked at the poor
girl with sympathy, and as Don left the room, she began to undo her tattered
clothing.


 


-----


 


Outside the castle, Gill turned back to
Darnell.  "Should we do some exercises or something now?"


Darnell still seemed distracted.  Gill's
words startled him.  "No, I think we've done enough for today.  I need to
take care of some things, anyway.  Why don't you take some time off, take it
easy, relax?"


"Okay.  Thank you, Sir
Darnell,"  Gill added the title that Darnell didn't understand, but it
amused both of them.


"And to you, Sir Gill," he
said, returning the joke, still without really understanding it, though Gill
had attempted to explain nobility to him once.  He walked off, leaving Gill to
ponder what to do with his day.


 


-----


 


Julie was frustrated, but she had a
plan.  She had been waiting in her room since lunch, and she would continue to
wait until the time was right.  She thought she heard voices in the hallway. 
As they grew closer, she recognized Don and Kate.  That was no good; Kate would
spoil things.  She'd have to wait.  She had all day; Paul had never made time
for her since the first day they'd arrived, and he didn't appear to be about to
start.


 


-----


 


Some time later, Gill climbed the stairs
into the bedroom wing of the castle.  He figured to wash up, maybe change,
before going to find his sister.  He wandered down the hallway, casually noting
things, like the fact that Paul's bedroom door was open.


There was a shadow in the crack to that
door.


In the second it took him to register
that thought, a face appeared.  It was Julie.


She looked relieved about something. 
"Gill, am I glad to see you!  Can you help me with something, please?"


He heard the plea in her voice, and
though he'd never gotten more than the cold shoulder from her, he was more than
happy to do her a favor, if only for Paul.  He walked toward the door, and
Julie opened it, staying behind the door, so he had ample room to enter.


Gill looked around as he walked into the
room, noting the differences between this room and his own, which were mainly
in the colors chosen.  He heard Julie close the door behind him.  He didn't
hear her lock it.


When Gill turned to face her, he was
about to ask her what she needed help with.  That question died aborning on his
lips.  He was faced with Julie, in all her glory, without a stitch of clothing
on.  His eyes passed over her oval face with its short black hair and brown
eyes, and they focused on her large, firm tits.  Her areolas were pale and the
size of silver dollars.  Her nipples were erect and inviting.


Gill's eyes couldn't make it past her
tits, and Julie knew then that she would get what she needed.  She moved closer
to him, well within his reach, and shook her chest slightly.  She watched his
eyes follow her movements, and she smiled to herself.  She reached down and
took Gill's hands, placing them on her tits.  She kept her own hands over them
and forced him to squeeze her breasts, sending tingles through her body.


Gill's eyes, freed from their trap, since
his hands were now covering the things he'd been staring at, returned to
Julie's face, which was now much closer to him.  He started to ask her what was
going on, but as soon as his mouth opened, she pressed her own to it, her
tongue quickly invading and assaulting his, her lips mashed passionately
against his own.


Gill couldn't concentrate, but his hands
could.  His fingers began to squeeze Julie's tits, massaging them and rolling
them in his grasp.  Knowing that he would continue without her encouragement,
Julie reached her hands down for the belt he wore.  It was wide, with a heavy
buckle, and it was tricky to undo with her tits being groped and her mouth
locked against his, but she managed it.  The belt, with his sword and dagger
attached, fell heavily to the floor.  She ignored it, as she reached to remove
his pants.


Pants in Zemlia Nov were a strange mix,
and Gill's had an old-style snap fastener on them.  She undid this quickly, and
began pushing his pants off his hips.  She pulled down the Novian version of
underwear as well, and her hand then finally found what it had been searching
for.


Julie's fingers encircled Gill's dick,
and stroked it the rest of the way to hardness.  She longed to just stuff it
into her cunt, but she needed him to last, to fulfill her needs.  She felt Gill
groan into her mouth, and she knew he was close.


She broke their kiss and he continued to
groan out loud.  Julie gently pulled away from him, not really wanting his
fingers to leave her tits, but she wanted something better.  She knelt,
thankful that she had remembered to drop a throw rug over the hard floor.  Her
eyes stared hungrily at the hard cock before her, and her lips moved toward it almost
of their own accord.


"Julie, what are we - ungh!" 
Gill's thought was cut off as Julie's lips encased the head of his dick in a
soft, wet warmth.  Her tongue slithered around the tip of his cock, focusing on
the drops of precum that had oozed out.  Her mouth very soon started to move
farther onto his cock, sending shivers up Gill's spine.  Her one hand moved
down to gently cup his balls, rolling them softly in her fingers.  Her other
hand stroked the portion of his dick not yet in her mouth.


Gill was doing his best to hold out; he
didn't want this to end, it felt too good.  After less than a minute, though,
he knew his best efforts were not going to be enough.  Julie's fingers, her
lips, her tongue, were dancing across his privates, and he couldn't resist the
urge.  He couldn't even form the words to warn her.


Gill's cum blasted into Julie's mouth,
where she happily sucked it down, urging more out of him with a strong sucking
and a tickling of his balls.  Julie believed in the adage, "bad girls suck,
but good girls swallow."  She loved the taste of cum, and Gill's was no
different.  He continued to shoot into her mouth a few more times, and then his
body relaxed.


Julie did not want him relaxed, however,
and so her hands and mouth continued to work on him, tried to pull his
shrinking cock back to life.  It wasn't long before her deft fingers and her
hot, wet tongue were able to encourage some vigor back into Gill's prick.  In
short order, he was hard again, and she could tell by the way his hands were
clenching at her hair that he was ready for more.  She needed him more than
ever now, and she wasn't taking no for an answer.


Not that Gill would have said no at this
point; he could barely think straight.  Julie led him over to the bed, and bent
herself over it, presenting her pussy to him with her legs spread lewdly.  She
climbed onto the bed, kneeling, her pussy still wide open for him.


She turned and, in her best seductress
voice, she said, "Come on, stud.  Fuck this bitch."


Well, Gill wasn't going to turn down that
offer.  He stepped up behind her, placing the head of his cock at her
entrance.  Her pussy seemed to grasp at it, as if trying to pull it into her. 
Gill grabbed her hips, and thrust.


Julie cried out at the sudden fullness of
her twat.  Her body convulsed as it felt the ultimate pleasure of coupling with
a man, felt the one thing that could fulfill her need: a hard cock plunging
into her depths.


Gill did not stop, but immediately set to
pounding Julie.  His hands gripped at her hips, helping him to ram into her
repeatedly.  It wasn't long before Julie's hips were bucking back at him, and
the two were slamming into one another so that the slapping noise filled the
room, and probably the hallway outside the room.  Neither of them cared; they
were lost to the passion of the moment.


Gill reached forward, his hands seeking
and finding Julie's tits.  Julie groaned as his fingers began to grope her tit
flesh again, working their way to her nipples, and tweaking them.


"Pinch them, god, pull on them,
twist them, c'mon!"


Gill got the message, and more forcefully
pinched and tugged Julie's nipples.  Her body was on fire, his fingers
torturing her sensitive tits, his hard cock slamming into her cunt, his balls
slapping against her with every motion.  Julie was riding the wave higher and
higher.


When Gill twisted her nipples, the wave
broke, and Julie cried out in orgasm, her body was wracked with spasms, her
mind reeling from the intensity of her pleasure.  She bucked and wriggled
against him, but he held her throughout, trying to continue to pump into her as
she twisted beneath him.


Julie's climax lasted for some moments,
but she wasn't yet sated.  There was one thing left that she really needed.  As
Gill started to slip from her, she reached back and not-so-gently grasped his
cock.  He stopped immediately, even sliding back into her, which she really
enjoyed.


Looking over her shoulder, she pleaded
with him.  "Gill, baby, fuck my ass!"


Gill stared at her, dumbfounded.  She
continued.  "Oh, it's been more than three weeks since I've had a good
reaming!  C'mon, it's all yours for the taking, just shove that nice hard dick
up inside my butt and fuck it!"


Gill was harder now than he could ever
remember being in his life.  He gave a few more strokes in her cunt, to make
sure he was well-lubed, and then he pulled out.  Julie lowered herself slightly
onto the bed, giving him a better angle at her ass.  He put the tip of his cock
to her rosebud, and began to push.  He held onto her hips and tried to keep the
pace slow, so as not to hurt her.


Julie was having none of that, and she
shoved her ass back onto him, hard.  It took mere seconds before she was fully
impaled on his dick, and her body was near to convulsions already at the
wonderful sensation of being filled there.


"Fuck me!  Fuck my ass!" she
screamed.


Gill's cock was being squeezed tighter
than ever, and he had trouble just pulling himself partway out.  Then he pushed
himself back in.  Julie groaned in bliss.  He repeated the move again and again
until she had loosened.  Soon he was stroking his full length in and out, and
was building up steam.


Julie was moaning and growling beneath
him, lost in her world of ecstasy.  It had been nearly two weeks since she'd
last been fucked, and this was everything she could have hoped for.  For a
brief moment, she wondered how a geek could be this fucking good, but the
thought evaporated as his cock slammed into her again.  She heard his balls
slap against her skin, even above her cries of pleasure.  He pulled out, only
to slam home again, and her eyes saw stars.


Again and again he rammed into her, and
again and again she urged him on with her screams and shouts of joy.  His own
orgasm was building, and he could feel that it was going to be a big one.  He
reached down to pull her upward, still slamming into her.  He got her onto her
hands and knees, and then he reached under her, his fingers searching for and
finding her clit.


It only took a few strokes of her
sensitive bud before Julie's body was writhing once more in the throes of
climax.  Her ass was squeezing the life out of Gill's cock, but it was such a
wonderful sensation, he couldn't hold back any longer.  With one final, hard
thrust, Gill froze, and then he came.  It felt like he was pouring a gallon of jism
into her ass, and her butt just kept asking for more.  


Meanwhile, Julie was lost in a world of
pure, pink pleasure.  Her body was wracked with spasms, her mouth let loose
with wails of ecstasy, and her mind was reeling from the overload of joy.  


Together, the pair grunted and screamed
and spasmed for many moments, before they settled down from their high.  Gill
reluctantly pulled out of her, and then he moved fully onto the bed.  He pulled
Julie down beside him and, spooning, they rested for a while.


 


-----


 


After nearly a half hour, Gill began to
stir.  Julie turned in his arms to face him.  There was a serene smile on her
face, much more pleasant than any he had seen in recent days from her.


"Thank you," she said softly. 
She seemed to be almost on a high.          


"Julie... what did we just do?"


Her face darkened perceptibly. 
"Something that I was hoping to do with Paul, but he's not interested in
me."  Her face brightened as she looked back at Gill.  "But that's
okay, because you're really fucking good at... well, fucking."


Gill blushed as Julie lightly rubbed his
chest.  He leaned over and kissed her, gently, softly, and without pretense of
anything further.  When they broke the kiss, her eyes were moist.


"Thank you for taking care of me,
Gill.  I've got to, um... go to the bathroom now."  Gill let her loose,
and she got up, moving swiftly across the room to the bath, and closing the
door.  He sat up on the bed, still a little dazed about what had happened, and
nearly panicked when he thought about Paul.  He was standing up and pulling up
his pants in a flash, hoping like hell that Paul didn't come waltzing through
the door before Gill could pick up his weapons belt.  He strode over to the
entry, where his sword was still lying.  He picked up the belt and snapped it
in place, just as Julie came out of the bathroom.


"Uh, Julie... um... what are you
going to tell Paul about us?"


Her look hardened, and then faded just as
rapidly.  "Nothing, unless he asks me a direct question.  Somehow, I don't
think he's going to do that."  She walked over to him and put her lips to
his again.  He enjoyed the way she kissed; it was much gentler than Susan's
more demanding pleasures.


"I hope you will take care of me,
Gill," she said in a small, weak voice.  He wrapped his arms around her in
a tender embrace.  It was all the answer she needed.  This was good, as Gill
was not prepared to answer her question in any more tangible way.


 


-----


 


Don was searching for some kind of first
aid or medical kit.  He didn't know what he could use in this world, and he
wasn't confident enough in his magic to try that on the girl.  She was
attractive enough, with shoulder-length auburn hair and that dark, almost
Hispanic, complexion.  He had looked everywhere, and so he wandered downstairs
in the hopes of finding help.


"You seem to be troubled."  The
soft voice startled him.  He turned around to see Gaphnia, in her wheelchair,
staring at him.  It was the first time she'd spoken to any of them.


"Yes, ma'am.  The Elves brought in a
young woman who is hurt, and I'm trying to find something to treat her wounds
with."


"I see," she said, again in
that soft, peaceful voice.  "Most things of that nature are handled by
Iamor, but not if she's been with the Elves.  There is an old medical kit in
that closet."  She pointed, and Don went over, opening the closet, and
taking out what looked like a military medical pack.  He looked quizzically at
her.  "One of the game players had it with him, but he neglected to take
it when he left."


"Other... game players?"


"You don't know?  You're not the
only ones here.  People have been drifting through Zemlia Nov for many
years."


"Oh."  Don pondered that, but
decided he had better get back up to help the woman.  "Thank you very much
for your help."


She smiled at him somewhat oddly, but
didn't say anything.  Don then turned and went back upstairs, clutching the
medical pack.


 


-----


 


Back inside the room, Don saw that Kate
had covered up their guest, and was sitting on the edge of the bed, watching
her sleep.  Don set the medical bag down on the floor next to the bed, and
stood behind his sister, his hand gently on her shoulder.


"She looks pretty banged up,"
Kate said.


"Yeah.  I think she might be another
player."


"Huh?"


"Someone else stuck here because of
the video game.  A player.  I don't think she belongs here."


"Oh, god.  Donny, if she came in
here alone..."


Don knew what she was thinking. 
"Yeah."


 


-----


 


Gill was just a little flustered as he
changed into more comfortable clothing for his "lounging period."  He
needed to talk things out with his sister... but would she kill him before or
after cutting off his dick for fooling around on her?  Well, there was only one
way to find out.


He found her, as he'd expected to, on the
archery range.  She spent a lot of time there, improving her skill so that she
could be of help to the group.  He watched the strong muscles of her arms flex,
and he noticed how her breasts pushed against her tunic, how her lips curved
softly as she concentrated.  Gill couldn't help himself, but he was getting
hard again just looking at her.


As soon as she let her arrow fly, he
called her name softly.  She immediately turned to see him, a smile crossing
her face as she rested her bow against a tree and came over to see him.  She
wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him on the lips.  He felt a deep
stab of guilt when she did that.


"Suse, we need to talk."


"Okay... can we go sit under the
trees?  It's hot out here."


They walked silently to the stand of
trees, and settled down against one.  Susan leaned tightly against her brother,
and his arm automatically wrapped around her.


"Susan, I have a confession to
make."


That got her attention, and she looked up
at him, waiting expectantly.


"Um... I'm not really sure how this happened,
but um... just now... I mean, really just now..."


Susan could tell he was really worried
about something, so she put her hand softly against his chest and smiled her
encouragement.


"Well, Julie and I... uh, that is
we... um... did it."


It took Susan a moment to figure out what
he meant, then her face broke into a huge smile.  "Is that supposed to
bother me, Gill?"


"Uh..." Now Gill was really
lost.  He'd expected her to be pissed.  "I thought it might."


She laughed softly at her brother. 
"Baby, if you want to screw her, then go ahead!  Just so long as I get
some too," she said, more seriously.  "You are still sleeping
with me, right?"


"Hell, yes!" he said eagerly,
and leaned down to kiss her.  The kiss turned more passionate, and the two of them
fell down onto the grass.


Making up from a fight that never
happened was just as much fun as making up from one that did.


 


-----


 


As soon as it appeared that the woman was
waking up, Kate left to go get some clean towels and some warm water.  They hadn't
wanted to touch her while she slept, for fear they would touch something that
was badly injured.


It was a long process, watching her wake
up.  Don sat on the edge of the bed, near the foot, so as not to panic her when
she saw him.  He saw her eyes flutter, and then they opened.  She turned her
head to both sides, cringed when she felt the pain in her neck, and then
finally stared up at the ceiling.


"Hi," Don said softly.  Her
eyes bolted down to where he was sitting.  She started to shrink away from him,
but to do that she'd have to sit up, and she was in no shape to do that.


"You're safe here.  Well, okay,
you're as safe as any of the rest of us..."


"Where am I?"


"Um... this may be kind of a dumb
question, but where do you think you are?"


"Well, I was playing this video
game, and it sent me to a place called Zemlia Nov... and then there were all
these... creatures, and one really evil man, and... and..." Don could see
she was near tears.  Instinctively, he moved closer to her, putting his hand on
her shoulder.


"Shh.  It's okay now.  You're still
stuck in Zemlia Nov.  You're at Castle Ballor."


"Where's that?"


"Uh..." Don floundered for a
minute, and then said, "In Zemlia Nov."  He smiled at her and finally
got her to grin back.


"I need to..." she started to
get up, but Don stopped her.


"I'd kind of like you not to get up
just now."


"Why?" she asked with more
concern than fear.


Don took the edges of the covers and,
keeping his eyes well averted, lifted them, for her to see that she was nude.


"Oh.  So, um... who undressed
me?"  She looked coyly at him.


Just then, Kate popped back in with the
bowl of warm water and several cloths.


"She did," he said, noting the
incredulous look on the woman's face.  "This is my sister, Kate.  She
became an Elfling when we got stuck here.  My name is Don."


The woman was having difficulty forming
thoughts, but she knew she was supposed to say something in reply.  "Oh,
um... my name is Annie Carter."


"Nice to meet you, though I'd rather
have met you when you were a little more conscious."


Don got that slight grin again, and that
was good.  He turned to his sister and said, "Can you find her a robe? 
She needs to... uh... you know."


Kate had set the bowl of warm water down,
and dashed back out the door.  Don turned back to Annie, who was trying to sit
up, but was holding the covers to her slender frame.  Don hesitated to touch
her, but reached out to offer help, which she accepted.


"How did you end up here?" she
asked, indicating the castle, rather than the world.


"We walked."


"You mean you fought through all
that?"


"We must have been in a different
spot.  Our trip wasn't really all that bad.  Oh, a couple of problems, but
nothing we couldn't handle."  He felt far more confident about it now that
it was behind him than he had at the time.


"Who brought me here?"


"The Elves.  They're called
WolfRiders.  They found you and brought you here to us."


"Why?"


"Good question.  I don't know."


All at once, it was as if a dam had
broken.  Tears began to pour out of Annie's eyes, and she was sobbing in great,
heaving breaths.  Again, Don hesitated to touch her, he didn't want to do
anything she would misinterpret while she was naked.  However, once he touched
her shoulder, she leaned into him and wrapped her arms tightly around his
chest.  He fidgeted for a moment, but finally put his hands on her bare back,
trying to console her from something he didn't understand in the first place.


 


-----


 


Kate was just coming back from the
wardrobe room in the castle, where all sorts of clothing items were stored,
including the new top that Don had found for her.  She loved her brother more
than she could ever say, and she was glad that he was with her here.


When she opened the door, she saw her
brother holding the woman, who was obviously weeping.  Kate very quietly shut
the door, and waited outside.  If her brother was interested in this woman,
that was fine with Kate... she would certainly miss making love to him, as
they'd done several times in the last few days, but she was more interested in
her brother being happy.


After a few minutes, it sounded as if the
crying had at least died down.  Kate went to the door, and peered in.


 


-----


 


Don held Annie throughout her crying,
which lasted for some minutes.  He rubbed her bare back and rocked slightly,
and she clung to him in confusion and despair.  But tears seem to carry away a
small amount of emotion with each one, and soon there's no emotion left to
cause the tears.  Annie's sobbing diminished to crying, and then to sniffling,
and eventually, she stopped, looking up at the young man who was holding on to
her.


Annie smiled, and then looked down.  She
saw his shirt.  "Oh, dear, I think I've gotten your shirt all wet." 
She wiped at it a couple of times, before he took her hand and held it.


"It's okay."


She knew he was talking about more than
the shirt, but she didn't dare believe that her world would ever be okay.  Even
before Zemlia Nov, her world hadn't been so great, but this... this was more
than she could take.


Both of them heard the door open, though
neither of them turned to look.  Don knew that Kate had been gone far longer
than necessary, and he guessed that she had waited for Annie to stop crying.  Why
she had done that, he wasn't sure, and he would make sure to ask her about it
later.  Right now, there were more important things to consider.


Kate moved to the bed, and Don
reluctantly let Annie go.  Her bed sheets began to slip, and Don swiftly
averted his eyes while standing up.  He turned to Kate, without looking over at
Annie, and said, "Can you... uh... get her cleaned up and bandaged and
everything?"


"Julie's better at this than I
am."


"Okay... um... I'll see if she's got
a minute... just, help her however you can, okay?"


Kate nodded.  She'd never seen her
brother so flustered.  At least not since coming to Zemlia Nov.  Before that,
he'd always been a little anxious around girls, and that was how he was acting
now.  It was strange, but he'd asked her to do something, and she'd do it the
best way she could.  She watched as he strode quickly out of the room, and then
she turned back to her charge.


"He doesn't like me, I don't
think," Annie said.


"Why would you think that?"
Kate asked in confusion.


"He wouldn't even look at me." 
Annie's voice held a lot of hurt.


"That's because he does like
you," Kate said, holding the robe out.  "C'mon, let's get you cleaned
up and dressed."


 


-----


 


Don walked down the hall and caught Julie
just as she was coming out of her room.  He  noticed the peaceful smile on her
face just as she turned away from him.  He wondered what had changed to remove
the slight frown she'd been wearing of late, but didn't have time to deal with
it.


"Julie?" he asked, to get her
attention.


She turned and smiled at him.  "Hey,
Don.  What's up?"


"The WolfRiders brought a young
woman here.  She's pretty banged up.  Katie's with her now, in our room. 
You're the only one with any real first-aid skills... could you go and help her
please?"


"Love to!"  She leaned up and
kissed him on the cheek as she walked past.  That got Don's attention.


"Her name is Annie, by the
way," he managed to spit out.  Julie just waved as she sauntered down the
hall.  What the fuck has gotten into her?  The accurateness of his
thought was completely lost on Don.


 


-----


 


Back in the room, Annie didn't bother
with the robe.  She padded her way gingerly into the bathroom.  Kate gave her a
minute to handle the less pleasant portions of cleanliness, and then joined
her.


"They have a tub, but no
shower?" Annie asked.


"Yeah.  It's weird.  But a lot of
things in here are weird."  Just then, they heard a knock at the door.


"Anyone in here?" Julie called
out.


"In the bathroom, Jules!" Kate
called back.  "That's Julie.  She's one of my friends."


"How many of you are here?"


"Six.  My brother, me, Julie and her
brother Paul, and Susan and Gill."


When Julie peeked around the corner, Kate
smiled at her, but Annie looked a little concerned.


"Hey, I'm Julie.  You must be
Annie... are you all right?  You look a little green."


"Well, excuse me, I just kind of
expected... well, with what she looks like, I mean..."  Annie knew she was
making a fool of herself, and finally figured out it would be a good idea to
shut up.


Kate giggled at the woman.  "Nope,
I'm the only Elfling.  At least, when Don isn't accidentally turning me into a
fairy, I'm an Elfling."  Annie stared at her incredulously, but she didn't
notice.  "Julie is normal, if a little boy-crazy."


Julie smiled at her friend, but then
stuck her tongue out.  Turning back to Annie she said, "Don told me you
might have some bruises that need bandages."


"A few, probably.  Mainly it hurts
even to move."


"Well, let's get you looked over,
and see what we can see."


Julie did a careful check of Annie, but
couldn't find anything that really needed bandages except for the cuts on her
face.


"Kate, you can handle those,
right?"


"Sure... there should be band-aids
in that pack Don brought in.  I hope."


"Okay.  Then you don't need me
here.  I'm gonna go... do... something or other."  Julie traipsed out of
the room.  Kate thought she might actually have been skipping.  What's
gotten into her? she thought, not knowing the appropriate question was
'who'.


Turning back to Annie, she said,
"Okay, well, if we're not going to bandage you, I guess you need to get a
bath."


"Yeah.  The sheets on the bed
probably need to be burned after I slept on them."  Annie's face was a
little down, and Kate didn't know her well enough to read her moods. 
"Kate, about your brother..."


"He's great, isn't he?" she
said immediately.


"You said he wouldn't look at me
because he likes me.  That doesn't make any sense."


"Donny is very shy around girls. 
Well, except around me, but I'm family, so that's different."


"He didn't seem real shy when he was
holding me."  Her words came out wistfully, almost as if she wished he
still was holding her.


"Well, that's just my brother.  He
saw you needed something, and he did what he could to help.  Besides, like I
said, he likes you."


"Oh."  She thought that over
for a moment.  "I guess I need to thank you both for helping me... you
think he'll be back soon?"


Kate giggled.  "Not until he's sure
you've got clothes on."


Annie finally smiled at her.  "How
long can I stay here?"


A shrug was her answer.  "I don't
know how much longer we'll be here."


"How long have you been here so
far?"


"Four days.  It took us a week to
get here.  How long have you been in this place?"


"Just three days.  I came in by
myself... I guess that wasn't too bright."


"Well, from what Don has told me, he
didn't realize it was anything more than another of his dumb... oops, I mean
one of his computer games."


"Yeah.  That's what it was like for
me.  I'm not really able to handle myself in this kind of situation, you
know?"


"Hey, look at me!" she unfolded
her wings, which was something she rarely did.  "Do you think I was ready
to become a flying Elf?"


"Wow," Annie said in awe. 
Finally, a thought struck her.  "I guess I got your bed all dirty, huh?"


Kate just shook her head.  "You
mean, you put me in his bed?"  Another shake of the head. 
"I'm confused."


"Donny and I sleep together.  You
can use that bed if you want, we never do."


"You... sleep... in the same bed
with your brother?  Why?"


"Why do you think?" Kate said
with raised eyebrows.


 


-----


 


Just before dinner, Don made his way back
to his bedroom, hoping the girls would be through by now.  He knocked lightly
on the door before opening it.


"Everyone decent?" he asked
without peaking his head in.


"You said I was better than
decent!" Katie said with a grumble.


Don blushed, but didn't enter the room
until that died away.  When he did, he saw that Annie was fully dressed now, in
a cream-colored tunic, dark red vest, and dark green tights.  He thought she
looked beautiful, and tried very hard not to stare.  He hoped she didn't notice
how his head snapped abruptly away from looking at her.


"Everyone okay?  It'll be dinnertime
soon."


"Everything's fine in here, Big
Brother.  I'm gonna go see if Yarice needs any help."


Kate didn't give Don a chance to object as
she breezed out of the room, closing the door behind her.  This was the part of
life that Don hated; here he was, in the same room - a bedroom, no less - with
a beautiful woman, and he couldn't even make his mouth work.


"I need to thank you for helping me,"
she said softly, approaching him.  Her voice was deep, and soft, and warm, and
he could lose himself in its sound if he wasn't careful.  He looked down at his
feet, without words.  He could have looked her in the eye, but that would have
simply meant he'd have this dumb 'deer in the headlights' look on his face, and
that would be devastating to what little ego he had.


Annie walked right up to him, and then
she gave him a hug.  This was a risk on her part.  She wasn't really sure she
believed Katie.  Why would this boy be interested in her?  He had just turned
eighteen, and she was twenty.  He could have any girl he wanted, including his
sister.  What need would he have with her?


Don, on the other hand, was surprised at
her hug.  He didn't think she would do that.  Although he had no clue what was
going on, he embraced her, not wanting the moment to end.  She felt very nice
against him, his cheek against her hair.  The moment seemed to stretch into
eternity before she finally let go, and he released her instantly, not wanting
to pressure her.  His hands did stay in contact all the way down to her hips,
though, until they finally slipped off her body and fell to his sides.


Annie looked at him, and smiled. 
"That's twice today you've helped me get my emotions under control." 
Her voice was still soft, still light, but there was meaning there. 
Unfortunately for Don, he had a complete lack of experience trying to read
women, and so he wasn't sure what she meant by that.


"I... well... any time," he
finally said, blushing fiercely.  Annie took that as an encouragement.  If he
was embarrassed, it meant he was trying to please her.  He wouldn't do that if
he didn't like her, would he?


"Katie told me about what you guys
have been through since you got here," she said as they walked together
out onto the balcony.  The sun was just beginning to set, and it was a
beautiful scene.


"It's been a very hard two weeks,
that's for sure."


"I've only been here three days.  I
wouldn't have lasted two weeks out there, alone.  What do you plan on
doing?"


"Finding Vernior, and getting the
hell out of here."


Annie looked down on the grounds, seeing
a small rabbit in the taller grass.  "I don't know what to do.  I guess
I'm going to be stuck here for the rest of my life."  She held her
breath.  She couldn't ask him directly; this was as close as she could come.


"Why don't you come with us?"
he said, rather eagerly.  He kicked himself inside for sounding like a
schoolboy.


Annie let out her breath, and allowed her
heart to restart.  Still, perhaps it was just politeness on his part. 
"Are you sure?  I don't want to be any trouble.  I'm not terribly
skilled."


He turned to her, ignoring the fiery
sunset before them.  "I'm sure," he said, before his courage wilted. 
"And I'm sure that someone here can help you with your skills.  What,
um... what character did you come in as?"


"A psionic sorceress.  It's a
mix-breed character, I guess... unfortunately, I suck at both of them." 
She drooped her head, and Don felt the need to touch her again, which he did,
but ever so hesitantly.  He placed his hand very softly on her hip, and smiled.


Annie felt her own insides lurch at the
touch of his hand.  When she looked at his smile, his eyes, she knew he cared
about her.  Finally he said.  "I wasn't a very good magician when I got
here, either.  I'm sure there's someone to teach you."


"Thank you," she said, and her
eyes flashed an invitation.


Don missed that, because he couldn't
interpret her signals.  He did, however, embrace her again, and she accepted
that.  It felt good to have someone just hold on to her for a while, just to
feel safe and protected.


After a few minutes, he broke their hug
and stepped just slightly away from her.  It was then he realized that
something was missing.  "You're not wearing your sword."


"You mean you have it?  I figured
the Elves kept it."


"No, it's in here."  He led her
back into the room, to her pile of torn clothing.  He knelt down, sifting
through the garments, and came up with her leather belt and the sheath attached
to it.  He handed it over, and she immediately put it back on.  Her face took
on a somewhat more settled appearance when it fell into place.


"I may be shitty at using it, but at
least it's a weapon.  The scroll that the game left for me said it's
unbreakable.  I'm not interested in putting that to the test, but it's a good
thing to think."


"Can I see it?"


Annie withdrew the sword carefully and
then, turning it so the blade faced away from him, she handed him the handle. 
Don grasped it, and then Annie quickly removed her hands, lest someone slip and
get hurt.


Don thought it was kind of a light sword,
but then realized that Annie was a slight woman, and she probably wasn't all
that strong.  The sword seemed to him as if it had the very faintest of blue
glows, but he wasn't sure he wasn't imagining it.  It was a single-edged sword,
like a saber.  It didn't feel right in his hands, though; Don was not a
fighter.  Carefully, he handed it back to her, and she sheathed it.


"I know we can find someone
to teach you how to use that."


"Thank you."


"It's almost dinnertime.  Why don't
we go down and join the others?"


As they were walking out of the room,
Annie leaned up and kissed him on the cheek.  This kiss had far more impact
than Julie's earlier peck, and he was sure she could have heard his heart
pounding.


She ignored, intentionally, his fierce
blush, and she took his hand softly as he led her out of the room down to
dinner.


 


-----


 


The tension at dinner was palpable.  Don
sat Annie down beside him, allowing Kate to sit on his other side, next to
Iamor.  Over the last few days, Don had come not to like Iamor very much.  Not
only was his speech next to impossible to understand, but his moods were
constantly shifting, and many times he would lash out at Don for making simple
errors.  Kate didn't like sitting next to him since the day he had threatened
to turn her back into a fairy.  Joke or not, she didn't like people toying with
her life.


She felt no jealousy toward Annie at
all.  On the contrary, she hoped that Annie and Don would work things out, and
she'd help that along if she could.  Right now, though, it didn't look as if
they needed help.  Don looked over at her and grinned, averting his eyes
downward.  She kissed him on the cheek softly, to let him know things were
okay.


The others in the room, however, were in
less of a good mood.  Three of the siblings knew what was going on, and three
of them didn't.  One of them that didn't really ought to have, but he was too
beset with the woman next to him.  Julie spoke to no one at dinner, from her
seat between Paul and Susan.  Gill tried not to look over at her, because he
didn't want to let Paul know what was going on, though in truth it would
probably have taken a newspaper headline to give Paul any clue.


Dinner progressed almost silently, after
Don had taken the time to introduce Annie to everyone, and they had all greeted
her politely.  She blushed at the attention and was just as glad it was over. 
The food looked excellent, and she ate, well, rather like a pig.  Yarice saw
this and brought her seconds without her even asking, which embarrassed her
even more.


"Eat, My Lady.  You'll need your
strength."


Suddenly, Julie got up and said, very
quietly, "Excuse me."  She quickly left the room, her back straight,
and her body rigid, as if she were controlling herself very tightly.  Paul, who
had been discussing something with Carysta - mentally, of course - turned and
said, "What the fuck was that about?"


Gill couldn't keep his peace about that
and said, almost under his breath, "Maybe if you'd been paying attention
to her, you'd know."


Paul glared down the table at him and
said, "Why is it any of your business?"


Gill retorted, "Maybe I'm making it
my business!"


Don looked from one to the other.  He
knew that Julie was somehow the cause of all of this, whether intentionally or
not.  He looked to his sister, but she was no help.  Susan appeared to want to
crawl under the table, and Annie was staring in shock at the two who had risen
from their seats and were shouting at each other from either end of the table.


Don listened to them for a few more
moments, and he started to get angry.


"Shut the hell up, both of
you!"


Both boys turned to him, both of them
angry at him now.


"Remember the point of this
little adventure?  To get home?  Well, we're not going to do that with
the both of you bickering for the next God-knows-how-many days, or weeks...
hell, it could be months before we find Vernior!  You should both be
ashamed of yourself!  Christ, guys, we've been through a whole bunch of shit,
and you're going to start arguing over who has a right to say what about
somebody's sister?  You two are disgusting!"


Don stood up from the table, and tossed
down his napkin.  He glared at the other two boys, and then he turned to go. 
Just before he left, he looked to Yarice, the cook.  "Thank you, Yarice,
for a very nice meal."  Without another word, he turned and left the
room.  He heard the silence that followed him.


 


-----


 


Annie finally found Don out on the large
communal balcony that faced the southern side of Castle Ballor.  She could see
the tension in his stance, the anger boiling away into the darkness.  He
probably figured he didn't want to talk about it, but she knew, from
experience, that was the time you really ought to.


She stepped beside him, and turned to see
the scowl on his face.  He was looking up at the moon, but she knew he wasn't
really seeing it.  She put her hand on his arm, and he barely reacted at all. 
She left it there, because he didn't object.  She really liked him, though
she'd only known him for a brief span of hours.  They had a connection; he was
a shy, self-conscious boy, she was a scared, uncertain girl, and they'd somehow
translated those two things into a sort-of friendship.  She wanted to help him
if she could.


"I can't believe they're bickering
now.  Fighting over this petty shit.  Christ, we've been almost killed more
times than I want to think about, and now they're fighting over words! 
I'd love to apply a two-by-four spell to the back of both of their
heads."  She thought he was joking about that, but she couldn't be sure.


"It's important enough to them.  Do
you know what it was about?"


He shook his head, and then looked over
at her.  "No.  If Julie wanted me to know, she'd tell me... or more
likely, she'd tell Kate, who would tell me.  That's how it has always worked
among the six of us."


Don noticed that Annie was hugging her
arms, as if she was cold.  He put his arm around her, trying to make her
warmer.  She melted into him, and his robe was baggy enough that she could
almost hide within its folds.  That thought reminded him of another cold girl
that had used his robe for warmth.


Down boy!  She's not your sister, and
she's not likely to want you in her bed!


They stood for a few minutes in silence. 
He'd said what he needed to.  He'd had to vent at least a little at someone. 
She knew she wouldn't get more out of him tonight, and she wasn't going to
try.  Trust takes a long time to build.


After some time, he said, "We should
go in, before you get really cold."  He turned and led her back into the
lounge area, closing the double-doors, made of clear crystal, but not glass,
that kept the room warm.  They sat together on a sofa, and watched the fire. 
She didn't chance snuggling against him, but they sat close together, and
discussed things "back home", on Earth.  He was surprised to learn
she came from a town not too far from his own.


"Don, where do I sleep?" she
finally asked.  It was an awkward question, and it was followed by an awkward
pause.


"Well... where do you want to
sleep?"  He figured there had to be a free room in this place
somewhere.


She couldn't possibly give him the answer
that sprang to her lips unbidden, With you.  Instead, she said,
"The bed you put me in this afternoon seems to be free... don't worry, I
sleep in pajamas."


Don blushed again at the thought of
seeing her naked.  He nodded, though, in acceptance of the idea.  "I'm
sure Katie won't mind at all."  Liar.


 


-----


 


Gill and Susan had talked about Julie
after dinner.  He thought maybe he should go find her, to see what was the
matter, but Susan rightly pointed out that was Paul's responsibility, and if
Julie felt she needed to talk to Gill, she would come to him.  The boys had
skipped their nightly meeting for the obvious reason, and so no further
confrontation with Paul had happened.


They were just about to climb into bed
when there was a soft knock at the door.  Gill looked at his sister, who
shrugged, and then he put on a bathrobe as he was walking to the door.


Standing there, in tears, her eyes red
from a lot of crying, was Julie.  She threw herself into Gill's arms, and began
to sob.  Gill quickly pulled her inside, shutting the door, and leading her
over to the other bed.  Susan, without even a look at Gill, grabbed her robe
and headed for the door.  She was out it before he could even ask what she was
doing.


He continued to hold Julie, letting her
cry through her anger, resentment, her fear, betrayal and hurt.  It took a good
ten minutes before she calmed down at all.


"Gill... he... he didn't even ask
what was wrong!  He doesn't care about me!  I could die tomorrow, and he might
not even notice!"


"I'd notice," he said softly. 
She looked at him with a twinge of hope in her eyes.  Gill had more confidence
now, having discussed everything with his sister already.  If Julie needed him
to be there for her, he'd be there, every step of the way.


"You mean that?"


He leaned in and kissed her on the lips. 
She responded immediately, pressing herself against him.  Neither made any more
advances, but they kissed for a long time.  Then Gill finally broke their kiss
and said, "Let's get some sleep.  Things will look better in the
morning."  He doubted that, but it was the sort of thing you said to a
weeping girl.


Julie was suddenly hesitant.  "What
about Susan?"


"Susan knows about us.  And she
understands."  He helped Julie take off her dress, which he laid across a
chair, and then he lifted the covers so she could slide in.  He removed his
robe to slip into the bed next to her.


They were both asleep before Susan came
back to the room, slipped into the other bed, alone but at ease with the
situation, and then she fell asleep herself, hoping that things would be okay,
and confident that Gill could make them so.
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Chapter 6


 


When Don awoke, he found his sister was
curiously missing from their bed.  She was not usually an early riser, and he
wondered if something had troubled her.  He rolled over and looked to the other
bed, to see that Annie was fast asleep, still.  He moved quietly out of bed,
for once he was awake, he wasn't going back to sleep, and padded to the
bathroom.


As he took care of his morning needs, Don
thought that things were going to be a little dicey now.  Certainly he could
not have sex with his sister while Annie was in the room, and he was sure that
Annie had no interest in having sex with him, whether or not Kate was in the
room.  He figured there would be some kind of solution to this problem,
somehow.  What it was, he didn't have a clue.


It occurred to Don that he hadn't brought
his robe in with him to change, and so he had to go back out to the room.  He
looked over at Annie, and he figured she was still asleep.  He quickly took off
the pajamas he had "requisitioned" from the castle wardrobe, and then
slipped on his magician's robe.  He heard a slight giggle as he finished
fastening his garment, and he knew it was Annie.


Without turning around, because he didn't
want her to see how badly he was blushing, he said, "I thought you were
asleep."  Finally, getting himself under control, he turned around, and
she was smiling at him, sitting up in bed.  She stretched, and Don tried
unsuccessfully not to stare at her.  Annie didn't have large breasts, but they
still showed, and when she stretched her body, they showed enough that he was
embarrassed that he was looking at her that way.


She got out of bed, and headed for the
bathroom.  She didn't take her clothes with her, either.  Don didn't
plan to stand and watch her dress, though he wondered if she'd let him.  Still,
he wasn't ready to meet the world yet, so he walked out on the balcony.  The
sun was already over the horizon, or at least the trees said so, since his room
faced to the west.  He watched a fox chasing down breakfast, or would it be dinner? 
Foxes were mostly nocturnal animals, so this would be its final catch, if not
its only one, of the night.  He was fascinated by the way the rabbit twisted
and turned in its effort to avoid its eventual captor.  It was a strange thing
to wake up to.


He heard Annie come out of the bathroom,
but he wasn't about to turn around anytime soon.  He learned that it didn't
matter when he felt her hand press softly against his back.


"Oh, that's gross," she said,
when she saw where he was looking.  She averted her eyes, and, just to appease
her, he looked away as well.  That, of course, left him with her to look at,
and that still embarrassed him.  He looked kind of over her shoulder, at the
two ladies who were in the field, collecting flowers.


"Good morning," Annie said,
trying to get him to look at her.  She moved slightly, forcing herself into his
field of view.  This was only possible because he was looking down; he was a
half-foot taller than her.  She hoped he wouldn't decide to look at the sky
instead of looking at her.


He didn't.  "Hi," he said, his
voice still uncomfortable talking to her, even after they'd talked last night. 
She knew she'd embarrassed him earlier.  She hadn't meant to make him
uncomfortable, but she'd had a horrid attack of the giggles watching him when
he thought she wasn't looking.


"Did you sleep well?" she
asked, her deep voice soft and coaxing.


"Not really.  I'm not used to
pajamas."


"Oh.  Well, you didn't have
to wear them, you know."


She watched in amazement as his face
turned a color to rival a bad sunburn.  He turned his head away rather than say
anything.  Annie wasn't really very good at being around men, and she knew
she'd just stepped on a landmine.  She wasn't sure how to fix it, so she did
the only thing she knew he would let her get away with.


Stepping closer, Annie wrapped her arms
around him, and hugged him.  Don instantly hugged back, and for just that
moment, with the two of them standing like that, the world was right.  Don
wasn't blushing, or at least she didn't feel any heat from his face, and she
wasn't scared out of her wits.  That was as close to perfection as she figured
she was going to get right now, and she took it for as long as it lasted.


 


-----


 


After a couple of minutes, Don pulled
away, but she seemed to sense that he really didn't want to.  She smiled up at
him in a way that she hoped was telling him she liked having him touch her. 
She couldn't read his look, though, and she was terribly unsure of what he was
thinking about her.


"We'd better get down to
breakfast," he said softly.  "Before Gill eats it all."  The
last was said with a smirk, and she knew he was joking, and that, she thought,
was good.  At least he felt comfortable enough with her to take a pot-shot at
his friend.


He took her hand as they went into the
hallway.  It just seemed to fit so naturally there.  She stepped close to him
as they walked, her body brushing against his with each step.  Even Don wasn't
so dense that he didn't take that for what it was.  But how far did she want him
to go?  He hated this little game of cat and mouse that men and women played. 
He just wished he could understand them and be done with it.


His mind settled as they entered the
dining room.  Gill and Julie looked up to see who it was, but the others were
engaged in other things.  There was an obvious wall of silence between Julie
and Paul, and Don knew that he was going to have to find out what that was
about sooner or later.  Perhaps he could get Kate to ask for him; the girls
always felt better talking among themselves than to him.


Don guided Annie to her seat, and then he
joined her, leaning over to kiss his sister good-morning.  "I missed you
this morning."


"Well, I wanted to help Yarice. 
She's teaching me to bake.  And besides, you had someone to keep you
company."  Her words were not said with dismay, but with a hint of
encouragement to him.  He looked her in the eye, but she simply stared at him. 
What was going on?


As Don began his breakfast, the silence
descended back upon the room.  About halfway through breakfast, Paul finally
turned to Julie and said, "So, where were you last night, anyway?"


Julie looked at him without saying
anything for several moments.  Finally, she said, "Do you really
care?"


"What the hell kind of question is
that?"  Paul leaned toward her, his face angry.  Julie slid as far away
from him as she could.  She had seen Paul's temper flare before, but not at
her.  She also knew he was more powerful here, while she was merely more
frightened.


"Hey, back off, slick, it was just a
question," Gill said, trying to keep it light, but there was a hint of a
challenge in his voice.


"Mind your own goddamn
business!"  Paul fired back.


"This is my business," Gill
retorted.


"Oh, and how the fuck is that?"


"Your sister spent the night in our
room," Gill said.  "Because she couldn't handle you ignoring her
anymore."


"And who the fuck made you the camp
fucking counselor?"


"You did!  When you made it
necessary for her to find someone to talk to!"  That was as far as Gill
was going, and no further.


"I think you need to learn to mind
your fucking place!"


Don had watched this whole exchange with
rising anger.  He watched as Paul paced toward Gill, who was still standing
next to his chair.  Paul was obviously irate, but he had no place to get this
upset over something he was clearly as much at fault for as Gill was.  He
wasn't about to let his two friends go at it.


Standing up, he felt both of the girls
beside him shiver.  He didn't know what that was from.  He raised his hands and
said three words, which were immediately blotted out by the loudest damned clap
of thunder any of them had ever heard.  Contained in the dining hall, it echoed
and reverberated, and all of the girls put their hands over their ears.


Gill looked as if the thunder had shoved
him back down into his seat, as he sat there, almost trembling.  None of them
had ever seen Don truly mad before, and they were wondering just how far he'd
go.  Paul just looked pissed, like he didn't feel like having yet someone else
challenge him today.


"SHUT THE FUCK UP!" Don
screamed.  He'd noted the sound of crashing dishes earlier, and he was even
more pissed that he'd frightened poor Yarice.  "I've had all of your
bullshit I'm going to take!  Get out of here, both of you!  NOW!"


Gill stood immediately, and moved to the
door, but Paul was far less inclined to obey.  Only a look, and apparently a
thought, from Carysta, persuaded him to leave.


Don turned his eyes to Julie.  "If
you move, I'll find you.  Right now, I have to go apologize to the poor lady
who probably just had a heart attack from my little outburst.  Don't go
anywhere."


Julie was so terrified at this point, if
the castle had started burning down around her, she wouldn't have moved.  Kate
and Annie shared a look, but no one spoke.  The other members of the breakfast
group were silent, trying to pretend the kids didn't exist.


 


-----


 


In the kitchen, Don stepped up to Yarice,
who did appear to be shaking.  "I'm sorry, Yarice," he said very
softly.  "I let my temper go too far.  I didn't mean to scare you
like that."


Yarice smiled at him, and slowly, her
shaking stopped.  "It's been a while since Iamor taunted me with his
spells.  I'd forgotten how terrifying they can be."


"I'm really sorry.  Let me help you
clean this up."


"Oh, no, no.  Master Don, you go
take care of yourself and your friends.  I've cleaned up far worse messes than
this in this kitchen."


"Maybe, but those weren't my
fault."


She looked at him for a minute with a
peculiar expression.  "Very few players are like you.  Don't waste that
generosity or caring on an old woman.  There are others who need you
more."


"Generosity is never wasted,
ma'am," he said, repeating something his mother had drilled into him since
he was five.  "And caring is free."


She smiled at him.  "True enough,
but you'll be in my way.  Now shoo!"


Don consented, only because she seemed as
if she would be more annoyed if he stayed.  He walked back into the dining
room, and sat down.  He nibbled at his breakfast, and then looked across at the
table.  He noticed that Susan was holding Julie's hand, as if to give her
courage for the storm ahead.


Don's voice was soft, but stern. 
"Someone had better tell me what's going on."


Julie tried three times to speak, and
couldn't get anything to come out.


"Sir?" Susan said, and got a
nod to continue.  "Julie and Paul have been slipping further apart since
we got here.  She finally needed some companionship, and so she turned to
Gill."


"By 'companionship,' I assume you
mean..."  Susan nodded before he could say it.  "Does Paul
know?"


"I don't think so."


"Last night?"


"We just slept!" Julie finally
cried out.


Don had to take a deep breath.  He hadn't
really intended to scare Julie, either, but he most obviously had.  He looked
into her teary eyes.  "I'm sorry, Julie.  I'm not mad at you.  I'm mad at those
two for allowing this to blow up like this."  Just then, Don noted
Carysta still sitting at the table.  He wasn't sure what Paul's powers were,
but he suddenly didn't trust her.  He sat back.


"We'll discuss this later.  Right
now, we need to take care of other things."  He turned to Iamor, who
hadn't said a word this morning.  "Iamor, Annie is also a magician, well,
a sorceress, and she needs to be trained, as well."


"Nonononono, not me, nono.  Not her,
no."  His tone was very final and would brook no further argument.


"She's got to be trained!"  Don
knew he was pushing his luck, but that was the way his day was going. 
"And you're the only one here to train her!"


"I said NO!" Iamor cried, his
hand outstretched, a bowl of fruit exploding halfway down the table with his
spell.


"Oh, that was beautiful!" Don
said, looking at him with challenge and fury in his eyes.  "I stopped
breaking things in my temper tantrums when I was six!"


"Do not challenge me, NO!  NONONO! 
Don't do it, NO!  She will not be trained by me, NO!  That is the end of it,
now GO!"


Don didn't know whether the man meant
leave the room or the castle, or his country, but he did get up from the table.


"I can see that you're as useless as
most of the other things I've run into in this goddamn place."


Don walked out of the room, his back
ramrod straight.  If Iamor wanted to blast him into dust, he could, but he'd be
damned to hell if he was going to slink away before the miniature martinet.


All four of the girls swiftly followed
him.  The rest of the diners just looked on in bemused silence.


 


-----


 


Annie watched from the lounge as Kate
came out of their room and walked down the hall toward her.  Even from a
distance, she could tell that Kate was not happy.  She had her head down and
was shaking it from side to side, a look of consternation on her face.  When
she reached the lounge, Kate slumped down into a chair across from Annie. 
Finally, she looked up.


"You wanna give it a try?  He won't
even talk to me."


"Is he angry at you, too?  For
what?"


"No.  It's just when Donny gets mad,
he tends to seal himself up and not let any of it out.  I don't know if he just
likes being angry, or if he's afraid of upsetting someone else, or just what,
but he doesn't talk."


"So, he's not likely to talk to me
then."


"Probably not, but it couldn't
hurt.  It certainly won't make him any angrier.  Maybe someone he doesn't know
so well would have a better shot at getting through to him."  Kate leaned
forward, pleading with her eyes for Annie to understand.  "Anne, I love my
brother.  I'd be dead by now without him.  I can't survive here alone.  I don't
think any of us can make it out of here without him.  But if he keeps up
like this, it's going to tear him apart inside.  I can't let that happen to
him.  If there's any chance, any chance at all, that you can get through
to him, please..."  Kate couldn't finish her statement.


Annie leaned over and put her hand on
Kate's.  "Okay, Kate, I'll try.  But don't expect miracles."


"It's a miracle I made it this far. 
What's one more?" she said, her eyes a little teary.  Annie nodded, and
got up.


Walking down the hallway, she pondered
Kate's words.  She'd been shook a little by someone calling her Anne. 
No one had done that in a long time.  Ever since her Dad had called her Annie,
it had stuck.  Only teachers had tried to call her Anne, and that never worked
out.  But Kate had been making a point: girls are called Annie; she wanted to
convey the message that what was needed now was a woman, not a girl.


Then there was what she had to do: get
through to a guy she didn't really know, but she'd had an almost instant crush
on.  She didn't bother to knock, since it was her bedroom, too, but she walked
in slowly.  She saw him staring out the balcony doors, but he was still inside
the room.


Summoning up her courage, what little
wisdom she had, and all the femininity she could muster, she walked over to
him.  She stepped beside him, and then put her hand on his arm.  For quite a
few minutes, he didn't move, and neither did she.  She had this sense that
something was building inside of him, and he was... what?  Waiting for it to
explode?  Waiting for it to go away?  She knew it wasn't going away, and she
hoped the explosion didn't take him with it.


Suddenly, before she could really react,
he turned to her.  The pain in his eyes almost made her take a step back, but
she held herself right there, at arm's length, trying to do whatever she could.


Don stepped to her, wrapped his arms
around her, and literally lifted her off the ground.  She was shocked both at
his strength, and at the ferocity of his hug.  Then she realized that she felt
a wetness against her cheek.  He was crying.  He was treating her like a teddy
bear; she was just something to hold onto to let the emotions pour out.  She
didn't take offense, though she'd hoped for a more personal encounter.


He wept silently, unmoving, for several
minutes.  She thought his arms had to get tired eventually, but perhaps
he was too far gone to notice.  After a while, his tears stopped, and he let
her back down to the floor.  She stayed with him, though his arms were loose
enough for her to step away now.  He still wasn't speaking, but that was okay;
words would come soon enough.


When Don turned back to the balcony, his
one arm stayed loosely around Annie.  She walked with him out onto the balcony,
but neither of them paid much attention to the surroundings.  Don was lost in
his world of anger, and Annie was trying to pull him back into the world of
friendship.  She couldn't know how well she'd done on that.


"Gill and Paul are pretty much the
only two friends I've got," Don said, startling Annie with his sudden
words.  "We've been together for a long time.  I can't imagine not having
either of them around.  I'm worried that we're breaking apart, that we can't
function as a team.  We got into this together, we should only leave together. 
And what about the others?  Kate, and Susan, and especially Julie?  We're
supposed to be worried about them!"


"And me?" she said, just to
throw herself back into his thinking.


"You're... um...." Don faltered
with what he was going to say.


"I'm what?" she asked, puzzled
by his hesitation.  Did he expect that if he said she was a different matter, that
would offend her?  She was a different matter.


"I can't say it... I don't have the
right to say what was about to come out."


That really confused Annie.  Doesn't
have the right to say what?


"Go ahead, and I promise I won't
bite your head off."


He looked at her very skeptically for a
full minute before he said, "You're my responsibility, not
theirs."


At that moment, Annie thought she'd just
fallen in love.  She turned to fully face him, and put her hands on his chest. 
She leaned up, and thankfully, he figured out what she wanted, and leaned
down.  Their lips touched, very, very gently, and they kissed.  Don's hands
came up to her hips, to hold her softly, and her hands slipped around his
neck.  It seemed as if the world stopped for them, as their bodies touched very
softly, their lips making warm, sensuous contact.


Eventually, they had to break the kiss,
and Annie was the one who let go first.  She kept her hands behind his neck as
she looked up into his eyes, and she said, just above a whisper, "Thanks."


Don didn't say anything at all.  The only
other girl he'd kissed was his sister, and the sparks between them had never
rivaled this.  He held on to this lovely girl for quite some time, not
saying anything, trying to sort out what was in his head.


Finally, giving it up for a later time,
he looked back into her eyes and said, "Thank me when we get out of
here."


Annie leaned up and kissed him again,
this one briefer, and more of a promise of something for the future than it was
for the now.  "Oh, I will.  Count on it."  She let her hands drop,
but she didn't move away from him.  The two had been through too many emotions
in the last day, and neither knew what to do with them.  They knew they enjoyed
each other's company, though, and so they stood, together, in silence.


 


-----


 


On the other side of the castle,  Paul
was pacing back and forth in Carysta's room.  She had found him in his own
room, and brought him here.  She didn't think any of his friends would come to
look for him in this part of the keep, and she wanted him to cool down, to
settle his mind, so that he could focus.


<I can't believe the nerve of those
two!  Telling me what to do and think and... SHIT!  And what the hell is up
with Julie, going to him to talk?>


Carysta breathed softly.  She had
purposely not told Paul what she had heard after he'd left.  It would only make
him angrier, and that wasn't what she wanted.  Also, she knew that, right now,
a confrontation between the boys would not turn out the way Paul wanted it to. 
Magic was easier to master than psionic power, though psionics were usually
stronger in the end.  Not always, Carysta.  Remember that.


<Paul, I know that you're upset,
but try not to let it get to you.  They have their way of thinking, and it just
isn't in sync with your way, with our way.  You and I both know that you will
be a powerful Master Psionic.  Maybe they're afraid of that.  Or, maybe they
just don't like the idea of you taking the lead.  Maybe Don has grown used to
bossing you around.>


Under other circumstances, Paul would
have immediately defended Don.  They had, after all, essentially forced him to
lead.  These were not, however, other circumstances, and he looked at her for a
long moment, without saying anything.  She tried to read his face, but couldn't
get past the anger still etched across his features.


<That little shit.  You might be
right.  Hell, maybe he's afraid of me now.  Gill had damned well better be
afraid of me.  If he touches Julie, I'll kill him.>


It was at that moment that Carysta was
glad she hadn't yet told him of Julie and Gill's little affair.  She was sure
it would continue, and that was okay with her.  It was Paul she wanted.  Julie
could fuck everyone else in the castle, for all she cared.


<Paul, you mustn't let this affect your
training.  If you're going to be leaving the castle in a few days, and I don't
think Iamor is going to let Don stay much longer than that, then you must learn
all that I can teach you as quickly as possible.  Let this go for now.  Bring
it up later, when you might be able to do something about it.>


Paul sat down on the edge of her bed.  He
left a good foot of separation between them, but she immediately moved closer. 
The two had spent a great deal of time together, and she felt she knew him well
enough to know he wouldn't object.  He didn't.


<I guess you're right.  You know,
Don has been a good friend in the past, but ever since we got here, he seems to
think he knows everything.>  Paul turned to look at Carysta, who smiled
softly at him.  <Thank you.  You've been a better friend to me than any
of them has in the last few days.>


Paul wasn't entirely sure if the look in
her eyes was an invitation or not, but he decided to take the risk.  He leaned
in, and she did not back away.  He closed his eyes as their lips touched.  Her
lips were soft, and moist, and warm, and he wanted to kiss them all day long.


<You're beautiful, Carysta.  I've
been trying not to stare at you since we got here.  I hate to admit this, but
ever since I got here, when I talk to you in my mind, I picture you naked.  I'd
like to see you that way with my real eyes.>


Paul hadn't really meant to say that, but
it had slipped into his thought pattern, and of course, he couldn't take it
back.  His body tensed for a moment, until he noticed that Carysta wasn't
pulling away.  In fact, her hand came up to the back of his head to hold their
mouths together.  Her lips parted, and her tongue pressed its way into Paul's
mouth.  Soon their tongues were dancing against each other softly, as each moaned
in pleasure.


Meanwhile, Carysta took Paul's hand in
her free one, and brought it up to her tit.  She pressed his hand firmly
against her breast, holding it there until he started to softly squeeze.  She
said to him, <If my body is one of the things you want from me, you're
welcome to it.  It's been a while since anyone has taken an interest in me,
Paul.  I'm yours for the asking.>


Paul hesitated, though his hand didn't
waver in its groping of her tit.  <I'm... not very experienced.> 
In fact, Paul had had sex exactly once in his life, and that girl had made him
feel like a fool.


<I understand,> she said, as
she pulled him backward with her onto the bed.  He was on top of her now, his
hand groping her tit more firmly.  He pulled her peasant shirt down, exposing
her breast.  Now his hand caressed far more gently.  He was touching her bare
skin, his fingers dancing over the surface of her tit, occasionally flitting
over her nipple before moving on.  Carysta moaned into his mouth.


She broke their kiss and pushed him
slightly to the side.  Her smile prevented this from being a wounding action. 
She sat up and pulled off her shirt, for it had become uncomfortable, and it
was hard for her to move her arms that way.  She turned to him and noticed how
he took in her breasts, how his eyes followed her curves.  She ignored his
tunic, and went straight for his pants.


Paul's pants were held up by a simple
drawstring and, after undoing that, Carysta had no trouble pulling his pants
and underwear down past his hips.  She saw his cock, erect and waiting for her
attention.  She forgot his pants, and gently grasped his cock.  Paul shuddered
as her dainty fingers encircled his prick, and he groaned as her tongue danced
across the head of his shaft. 


He needed no prep, and so Carysta sank
her mouth down onto his shaft, her lips sliding softly along the skin, her
tongue swishing back and forth to excite him further.  She felt his cock reach
the back of her mouth, but she kept going, until he was fully inside her
mouth.  She held him there for a moment, her lips and tongue working to keep
him fully aroused.  Then, her one hand slipping down to fondle his balls, she
began to move her mouth on him, her lips keeping up an incredible suction on
his dick.


Paul was lost in a world of pure
pleasure.  He couldn't have participated in this act if he'd wanted to.  His
eyes were rolled back in his head, and his hands continued to clench and
unclench as Carysta's talented mouth moved on him.  He was well past the point
of no return, and he didn't know what was holding back his orgasm.


Carysta, however, did know.  And when she
felt the time was right, she released him, and his cum exploded from the head
of  his dick.  She continued to bob her head and suck as he came, and she
swallowed every drop of his cum.  Her fingers continued to work at his balls,
coaxing every drop of his spunk out of them.


Paul's body lurched through its most
intense orgasm ever, until he was finally spent.  He figured that they were
through, and certainly it had been a wonderful experience, but Carysta didn't
stop sucking on him.  Paul was amazed to find that he was soon hard again, and
as he looked down at her bobbing head, her blonde hair bouncing with her moves,
he found he did, indeed, want more of her.


Carysta knew this, and as soon as he was
hard, she removed her mouth from him.  She stood up momentarily, and pulled off
her panties.  She still wore her skirt, and she left it on as she knelt on the
bed again, this time straddling his hips.  She lifted the front of her skirt as
she moved forward, and Paul could see her neatly shaved bush.  He noted
something about it, but now was not the time to ask.


As Carysta reached her goal, one of her
hands reached down to hold Paul's dick in place.  Then, with an audible sigh,
she sank down onto him in one smooth motion.


<Oh, god, that feels so good!>
she cried out in her thoughts to him.


Oh, fuck is she tight! he thought
to himself.


As soon as she was fully impaled, Carysta
dropped her skirt, covering their joining, and then she leaned forward. 
Supporting herself on stiff arms, she began to move on Paul's cock.  Paul
immediately started thrusting up with his hips to meet her movements.  His
hands, almost of their own accord, sought out her tits, and fondled them.  Carysta
began to pant and groan with her movements.


<Oh, Paul, this is so good!  It's
been so long.  Fuck me, baby!> she told him.


Emboldened by her encouragement, Paul
took matters into his own mind.  He used his telekinetic power to lift them off
the bed, and then flip them over before setting them back down.  He didn't want
to risk dropping her, or he'd have stayed in the air.  Now, he was on top, and
he put his hands on either side of her shoulders, and began rutting into her as
hard and as fast as he could.  They were both grunting and moaning and crying
out in passion as their pleasures built to a fever pitch.


Paul kept up his furious pace as he
leaned down to her, and their lips locked.  He was thrusting into her at a
different angle now, and that was just more than he could take.  Paul came
again, blasting his load deep into her cunt.  Carysta, feeling his jism pulse
into her, spilled over the edge of her own climax, and her pussy rippled around
his cock, trying to pull all of his spunk from him.


The two writhed for a very long time,
breaking their kiss and grunting out loud as their passions washed over them. 
When they finally came down, Paul was completely spent.  He rolled to the side,
pulling out of Carysta's warm, wet twat as he slumped onto the bed.  He was
able to give her one last kiss before he passed out from pleasure overload. 
Carysta smiled down at her lover, but the smile was not one of satiation.


It was one of victory.


 


-----


 


Don and Annie had spent some time
together, trying to come to grips with things.  Not only was the newly-formed
rift in Don's stable friendship upsetting, but now he had to find someone to
teach Annie what she needed to know.  He hadn't come up with a plan before
lunch, and so they went down to eat in the smaller dining area.  Lunch wasn't
usually a big affair at the castle, and so they ate alone, chatting with Yarice
and trying to ignore their problems.


"Yarice... you know what went on
this morning, right?" Don asked the cook.  She nodded, but didn't speak. 
"What's the deal with Iamor?  Why won't he train Annie?"


"The Elves."


"What about them?  I mean, he
wouldn't speak to them when they came to the castle, yesterday, either."


"I'm not allowed to talk about it. 
If you want a history lesson, you need to go speak with Bob." 


It was clear that this avenue was closed
to them, unless they wanted to go speak with the librarian.  They finished
their lunch, and did precisely that.


 


-----


 


The pair walked into the library, but
they did not see Bob.  The library was a dark and dusty room, and the only
light was the one they'd carried in with them.  Of course, what need would a
blind man have for a light?


"Bob?" Don called out loudly.


"Be with you in a minute!" they
heard from well back in the room.  They sat down on the bench near Bob's desk,
and waited.  It didn't take long before they heard his footsteps on the stone
floor.


Bob came into their circle of light
carrying three heavy books.  "Well, what can I do for you two?"


"Uh," Don said, his curiosity piqued,
"How do you know there are two of us here?"


"Don," Bob said with
good-natured exasperation, "unless you've taken to wearing feminine body
powders here in Zemlia Nov, I would guess that it is Miss Annie with you, since
Kate prefers a different scent."


Annie giggled at Don's discomfiture. 
"Oh.  Well, okay.  You're right."


"So," Bob said, sitting down in
the chair behind his desk and placing the heavy tomes to the side, "what
can I do for you?"


"We'd like a history lesson."


"Oh?  Dealing with?"


"Iamor.  And the Elves."


"Ah," Bob said, in a drawn-out
syllable.  "You're wondering why he doesn't like Miss Annie."


"I'm wondering why I don't
clock him upside the head.  I would like to know why he won't train her."


Bob chuckled.  "You're going to do
well here, young man.  But try to keep your temper in check; facing off against
Iamor isn't as easy as you may think."  Bob settled himself back into his
chair, and turned his head, almost as if he were looking at something.  Then he
began to speak.


"Three hundred years ago, Iamor was
a young wizard.  His father ran Castle Ballor then.  Zemlia Nov hadn't yet seen
its first outsiders, Dan-Eger was the strongest dragon in the land by far, and
both Denonia and Gaphnia were still children.


"Back then, there was no one ruling
Zemlia Nov.  Each small village made its own rules, and provided its own
security.  However, Dan-Eger did not have control of the other dragons, and
trouble broke out.


"When the dragons started
terrorizing the communities, the Elves were the first to step forward with a
proposal to band together to fight off the new threat.  The other communities,
caught unprepared for this, readily agreed.  The Elves have always been good
fighters, and they were ready to lead.


"Well, Iamor and his father, Randor,
disagreed.  They said that Castle Ballor could stand on its own quite well,
thank you, and that the Elves should not consider them to be part of their
plan.


"Eventually, Dan-Gelmer and his clan
came here.  Yes, it was Dan-Gelmer leading the fight back then, too.  Well, to
make a long story short, there was a massive battle between Randor and Iamor on
one side, and the dragons on the other.  They managed to repel the dragons, but
Randor was killed in the fight.


"Iamor blamed the Elves for not
being there.  It's irrational, but he does.  He and his father were very
close.  Ever since then, Iamor has been, well... a little eccentric.


"When the Elves formed the kingdom
of Zemlia Nov, Iamor loudly proclaimed his independence from it.  The Elves
didn't bother to wage war against him; instead, they used some of their magic
to raise the hills you see around this valley.  It took them fifty years, but
eventually, they walled Iamor off from the rest of the land.  Oh, he can get
out easy enough, but he never does.  And no one comes in, with rare
exceptions.  Most of the travelers like you seem to end up here, though."


Bob paused in his speech, and turned his
head back to the couple.  "Iamor hates anything that has to do with the
Elves.  Annie, I'm sorry, but since you were rescued and brought here by the
Elves, he's not going to train you.  Ever.  I know it makes no sense, but
that's Iamor for you."


"Why couldn't Yarice tell us all
this?" Annie asked.


"Yarice used to be very outspoken. 
Iamor spent a great deal of energy 'bringing her into line,' as he puts it. 
She doesn't want to go through that again."


Don's expression darkened. 
"Bastard," he muttered.


"Most of the time, Iamor is happy
and laid back.  Only when someone challenges his authority does he grow angry."


"Bully," Annie said.  Don
nodded in agreement.


"Bob," Don asked, before that
would go further, "Is there no one here who can train Annie?  I sure as
hell can't do it... my training isn't even complete... well, actually, I'm
probably done learning from Iamor, after this morning..."


"Did you not know?" Bob asked
incredulously.  Both of the others answered negatively.  "Gaphnia is at
least as much a wizard as Iamor ever was."


 


-----


 


It took some doing to find Gaphnia, who,
it turned out, was out in the garden, rather than in the castle.  The couple
approached her quietly, not wanting to disturb whatever peace she'd come here
to find.


"Good afternoon, ma'am," Don
said, sitting on the bench across from her.  Annie remained standing behind
him.  He could tell she was nervous, but didn't know what to do about it.


Gaphnia turned to face them.  "Do
you know how long it has been since anyone in this castle has wished me a
pleasant day?"


"Too long?" Don asked.


She smiled at him.  "Yes.  Much too
long.  Thank you.  But I assume you didn't come all the way out here just
to wish me a good afternoon."


"No, ma'am."


"So, what can I do for you?"


Don thought of many different ways he
could approach this, but he thought that maybe the direct way was best. 
"Teach us."


"What?"


"Iamor won't teach Annie because of
her association with the Elves.  He's probably not going to teach me
anymore because I challenged him this morning.  Neither of us is ready to face
what's out there."


Gaphnia turned her head to look out, past
the moat, and into the far field.  "Do you know how long it's been since
I've used magic?  I gave up magic when I saw what it did to Iamor.  You're
asking me to return to something that has consumed those who have used
it."


"Used it excessively, ma'am. 
Iamor's problem isn't magic, it's his ego."


She turned back with a smile on her
face.  "Yes, there is that."


"Please.  I wouldn't ask you to do
something you didn't want to do, but this could very well mean our lives."


She gazed into his eyes, gauging his
sincerity and his convictions.  What she saw there decided the situation for
her.  "Very well.  But I prefer mornings for magic, so it will have to
wait until tomorrow.  For today, savor the sunshine."


Don nodded his head in thanks, and then
Gaphnia turned in her wheelchair, and rolled off, leaving the two to
themselves.  Annie finally sat down next to Don.


"I'm sorry I couldn't be much help,
I..."


Don cut her off with a gentle touch on
her fidgeting hands.  "It's okay, Annie.  I need her help as much as you
do, now."


"But I should have at least thanked
her..."


"She knows.  Besides, you'll have
time to thank her later."


Annie leaned against him, and he put his
arm around her shoulders.  Across the yard, he saw Kate picking flowers.  She
looked over at him, smiled, and waved before returning to her task.  He smiled,
realizing that he had the most wonderful sister on the planet.  Whichever
planet that was.


 


-----


 


At dinner, the absence of Paul and
Carysta was quickly noted.  Julie looked at the two empty seats with an
expression of despair.  Gill immediately switched seats with his sister, and
then took Julie's hand.  She looked at him with tears in her eyes, but smiled.


"Well, I guess we know why he's had
no interest in Julie," Don muttered to Kate, quietly enough that Julie did
not hear him.  Kate merely nodded.


Iamor was not present at dinner, and that
was just fine with everybody.  The meal went along more or less peacefully, and
by the end something approaching a normal conversation had been achieved. 
Still, the strain in the room was obvious, and upsetting.


 


-----


 


Just before bedtime, the boys had decided
they needed to have a talk.  They met in the lounge area to do so.  Kate and
Susan sat close to the fire, having a chat.  Julie was staring out the crystal
doors at the sky, and Annie was sitting alone, thinking.


"All right, Gill, you want to tell
me what happened with you and Julie?"  They were keeping their voices low
enough so as not to be heard by anyone else.


"Shit, man, I don't know what was
with her yesterday!  It was just after you guys brought Annie up here.  Darnell
didn't feel like practicing anymore, so I was on my way to change.  Julie stuck
her head out - honest, man, that's all I could see - and asked me to come in,
'cause she needed help.  Well, you know, I'm not one to be rude or anything,
so... but when I get inside, I see she's got no damn clothes on!


"Well, okay, I admit, I didn't
really try real hard to fight her or anything..." Gill looked down,
shame-faced.


"Would it be more like, didn't do a
damn thing?" Don asked with a grin.  Gill nodded, embarrassed.  "So,
this whole thing is because the horny little wench couldn't stand being ignored
anymore."


"Yeah, I guess."


"You're going to have to work this
out with Paul, somehow.  If he doesn't want to pay attention to his sister,
that's his fault, but this fighting is going to tear us apart, you know?"


"Yeah.  I'm sorry, man, I just
never-"


"It's okay, I mean, I probably would
have went along with her, too."  And wouldn't that have made life
overly complicated?


"What do you want me to do about
Paul?"


"Hell if I know.  I've got enough
trouble of my own... what's that about?"  Don had noticed Annie walk over
and talk to Julie, but had ignored it.  Now the two were heading down the
hallway.


Don watched as the pair stopped at Paul's
room, and then, to Don's surprise, they knocked.  He couldn't tell if they got
an answer or not, but they both went into the room and closed the door.


 


-----


 


Julie was only a little surprised to find
her room empty.  It was obvious what Paul was doing.  Annie could see the look
of hurt that crossed her face, but it was soon replaced by a look of
acceptance.  Finally, Julie turned to her.


"So, what's up?"


Annie felt a little uncomfortable.  "Look,
you don't know me, I realize, and I've got no place to tell you what to do, but
I'd like to make a suggestion."


"Shoot."


"Well, since Paul's not in here...
um, why don't you and I sleep in here tonight?  I know that Don and Kate need
some time together alone... I don't know about Gill and Susan, but..."


Annie saw the look in Julie's eyes even
before she spoke.  "Yeah, I know what you're saying."


"I mean, there are two beds here,
unused, so..."


"Yeah, okay.  Good idea.  I don't
want Susan to start hating me or something."  She gave Annie a hug. 
"Good plan."


"Thanks."


 


-----


 


Don watched as the two came back out of
the room after being inside for brief moments.  They walked back to the lounge,
and it was obvious that Annie was waiting for the opportunity to say something
to him.  He motioned to her with his eyes, and she came over and sat beside
him.


"Hey, guys.  I was just talking to
Julie about something."


"What's that?" Gill asked.


"Since Paul seems to be... somewhere
other than his room," Annie said diplomatically, "Julie and I will
sleep in there tonight.  That'll give you two some privacy to be alone with
your sisters, okay?"


A slow smile crept across Gill's face. 
"Okay.  Thanks for thinking of Susan."


I was thinking more of Kate, Annie
didn't say.  She felt a hand brush softly across her back, and she admitted
that the owner of the hand was who she was really thinking about.


"You don't have to do this,
Annie," Don said.  She could see the sincerity in his eyes.  "But
thank you."


"You're welcome."  She leaned
in and gave him a hug and, in consideration for present company, a very small
kiss on the cheek.  Then she got up.  "I'm going to turn in, if you don't
mind.  I have a feeling tomorrow is going to be a long day."


Don watched her walk off, and Julie
followed closely behind her.


"Nice girl," Gill said, just to
have something to say.


"Yeah.  Uh, look, I don't want to
cut into your time with Darnell, but someone's got to teach her to fight."


"No problem.  You know our routine. 
Bring her down in the late morning, and I'm sure Darnell won't have any problem
with teaching her."


"Great.  Now," Don said,
stifling a bit of a yawn, "What say we follow the girls' example, and go
get some... uh, 'sleep'?"


Gill chuckled as he glanced over at
Susan.  "Sleep is... not what's on my mind.  But okay, I'll see you in the
morning."


Don just shook his head as he went to
collect his sister.


 


-----


 


In Julie's room, the two were already
disrobed, and were about to settle into bed.  Julie paused, and turned to look
at Annie.


"Annie?  Maybe we should both use
one bed.  Just in case Paul comes back."


Annie stopped to consider.  If he went to
the wrong bed under those circumstances...  "Okay, that sounds like
a good idea."


Julie walked over and got into Annie's
bed as Annie was settling down to rest.  Annie closed her eyes and was just
getting comfortable, when she was startled to feel a pair of warm, moist lips
touching her own.  She opened her eyes as Julie broke the brief kiss.


"Thanks again," Julie said,
before turning over and blowing out the candle on the nightstand.  She settled
immediately onto her side, and no more was said.


Annie, however, had to figure out the
warm tingle in her belly.


 


∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼


 


Annie's dreams were troubling.  They
bothered her not because they caused her fear, because they didn't, but because
of what they did cause her: arousal.  When she woke in the morning, she found
that her aroused state was not entirely a dream.  She found herself holding
Julie, who was in turn holding her, sound asleep.  She couldn't move; it would
certainly wake Julie if she did.  She felt dampness on her thigh; Julie was as
aroused as she was.


My God, what did we do in our sleep?


At that moment, Julie began to stir. 
Annie froze, uncertain of what to do.  She was sure Julie would freak.  She
stared at the face of the girl, waiting for her eyes to open.


Julie awoke slowly, and when she felt
arms around her in a soft grip, she snuggled against it.  When she felt her
tits rub against other tits, a soft smile came to her face.  She never opened
her eyes, but leaned forward.  When her lips touched Annie's, she could feel
the other girl hesitate.  Julie slipped her tongue out, pressing it gently
against Annie's lips.  Annie opened her mouth very slowly, and then Julie's
tongue was in, caressing the inside of Annie's mouth, and playing against her
tongue.


The two kissed for quite some time, and
Julie began to slide her pussy along Annie's leg.  It felt so good she moaned
against Annie's mouth.  She was so close to coming.  She felt sure that Annie
would try to break their embrace, and she needed this right now.


It wasn't long before Julie came, her
orgasm short, but powerful.  Her body rippled and writhed in pleasure.  She
broke their kiss and cried out, her head thrown back and her eyes squeezed
tightly shut.


Annie held the girl until she came down
from her high.  She did so more out of uncertainty as to what to do than
anything else.  When Julie finally came to her senses, she looked into Annie's
eyes, and it was clear that she regretted what she'd done.


"Geez, Annie, I'm sorry.  I don't
know what came over me.  See, um... I guess I should have told you this, but
I'm bisexual.  I didn't mean for this to happen, honest, but, well, when I woke
up and felt you, and..."


Annie looked into the girl's blushing
face, and knew she was sincere.  Really, it was kind of amusing, and Annie
chuckled.  "We must have done something last night in our sleep,
because this is how we were when I woke up.  Don't worry too much about it,
Julie.  I've never done anything with a girl before, but..." Annie blushed
herself before going on.  "I kind of liked it."  Annie leaned in and
kissed Julie again, more softly this time.  She wasn't ready to do any more than
this, and Julie understood.  Their tongues slipped out to play against each
other, and for several minutes, they continued to kiss.


Finally, they broke their embrace.  Annie
slowly climbed out of the bed, shivering.  "Damn, it's cold in here!"


"Annie?"  Julie asked.  Annie
turned to her with an expectant look on her face.  She knew what was coming. 
"If you ever want to... you know, go further..."


"I'll let you know.  And... I
probably will."  Annie turned before she blushed at the admission, but not
before she saw Julie smile.  "I've got to hurry.  I'm supposed to meet
Gaphnia for magic lessons today, and I've got to get in some breakfast."


"You take the tub first, then,"
Julie said.  "I'll wait here."  Julie's voice sounded dreamy enough
that Annie figured she was going to go back to sleep.  She hurried for the tub.


Julie lay in bed with a smile on her
face.  She hadn't meant for it to happen, but damn had it felt good. 
She knew better than to approach Susan about girl-girl, and she didn't know how
Kate would react.  She hadn't even thought of asking Annie last night, and it
was obvious that her answer would have been no.  Still, now that she had a
taste of it... and she seemed to enjoy it...


I hope she'll play with me soon...


 


-----


 


Annie had rushed through a bath, and met
Don and Kate downstairs for breakfast.  She explained that Julie was still
sleeping, and would be late.  The three of them went to breakfast alone.  Don
and Annie had to keep an appointment with Gaphnia, but Kate simply refused to
eat without her brother.


The trio chatted happily through their
breakfast.  None of the others in the castle, except for Yarice, of course,
were even up yet.  They expected to see Gaphnia come in while they ate, but she
didn't.  They didn't know what that meant, but she'd told them where to be and
when to be there, so there was little else they needed to figure out.


Once they were through breakfast, they
went out into the field behind the castle.  They were still inside the moat,
but there were no walls surrounding them.  They saw Gaphnia waiting for them. 
Kate kissed her brother, and flew off to fly with an eagle she had spotted
yesterday.  The bird seemed to enjoy her presence, and Don wondered if that
affinity spread to all birds, or just this one bird.


Don turned his thoughts back to Gaphnia
as they approached.


"Good morning, you two," the
sorceress said to them.  She was staring into the sky, apparently looking at a
certain cloud.  She pointed to it.  "What do you see?"


They looked up.  Don immediately said,
"A violin."


Annie responded, "I see an
hourglass."


"So who is correct?" Gaphnia
asked.


The pair looked at her in dismay. 
"We both are, aren't we?  I mean, you asked us what we see,"
Don answered.


"Very good.  This is about perception.
 That's important, because magic is also about perception.  How you perceive
yourself to be is, in fact, how you are likely to turn out.  Confidence,
conviction, clarity.  You need these things as a magician.  Come, you have very
much to learn, and probably not a lot of time in which to learn it."


 


-----


 


It was after lunch by the time Don
brought Annie down to the practice yard where Darnell was teaching Gill.  The
two stood and watched as Gill fought Darnell expertly, wielding his sword as if
it were an extension of his own body.


"I'll never be that good,"
Annie moaned.


Gaphnia, who had come up behind them very
quietly, startled them by saying, "This, too, is a matter of perception. 
Gill is as good as he believes himself to be.  Certainly training and practice
are important, but his mental image of his skill is far more so.  Remember,
Annabelle: confidence, conviction, clarity."


"Yes, ma'am," she said.


Just then, the two noticed their
audience.  Darnell broke off the fight, and the two saluted each other before
sheathing their weapons.  Don and Annie walked onto the combat field then.


"Darnell, I was hoping that perhaps
you would teach Annie how to use her sword.  You've taught Gill so
much..."


"Let me see your weapon,"
Darnell ordered.  Annie withdrew it and, as carefully as she had with Don,
handed it over to Darnell.


"The scroll said it was
unbreakable.  I don't know about that, but I do know I need to learn how to use
it."


"Gill, bring me the mace off the
shed wall."  Gill ran to the weapons shed and returned with a nasty
looking studded ball on a thick wooden handle.


"The most important thing, young
lady, is that you trust your weapon completely.  Come with me."  The group
followed as Darnell walked over to an anvil.  "Gill, hand me that practice
sword."  Taking the sword from Gill, Darnell used a clamp on the anvil to
hold it in place.


Turning to Annie, he said, "Although
this is a practice sword, which means it doesn't have a sharp edge, it is
otherwise exactly the same as any other sword.  It is just as strong.  I want
to prove a point."


Darnell took the mace from Gill and,
raising it high over his head, brought it down squarely onto the blade of the
sword clamped onto the anvil.  The blade shattered under the impact, and the
group jumped at the loud crack of the blade.


"That is what will happen to a
standard blade when hit by such a heavy object as a mace.  Now, your
sword..."  Annie was about to protest as he clamped her sword onto the
anvil, but Don placed his hand on her arm.  He trusted Darnell to know what he
was doing.


"Your sword is special.  It is
magically impregnated to be completely unbreakable.  It is known as the Sword
of Hollie, for a young woman named Dina Hollie was the first person to wield
it."


Darnell raised the mace again, and again
brought it down, hard, onto the blade of the sword.  Again, there was a loud
crack of metal breaking.  This time, however, it was the mace which had split
in half, its two pieces lying on the ground.


Darnell removed the blade and carefully handed
it back to Annie.  "As you can see, this sword will not break.  You must
trust your weapon, and know its limitation.  Yours does not have one.  Anything
you have enough strength to cut through, it will cut through.  It will remain
sharp forever.  Now that you know this is true, you can trust your life
to the blade."


"Thank you," she said,
"but I still don't know how to use it.  Will you teach me?"


"No."

The group stared at him.


"No?" Gill said in shock. 
"Why the hell not?"


Darnell turned to him and said,
"Because you are going to teach her."  Before Gill could object,
Darnell continued.  "There is no better way to ingrain in your mind the
lessons of sword fighting than to teach them to someone else.  I will watch
you, and I will correct you, but you are going to teach the young lady how to
defend herself.  Her life is now in your hands."


"Oh, shit," Gill said under his
breath, but everybody heard him.
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Gill was in the middle of teaching Annie
several different ways to parry when Paul strode onto the field.  The look in
his face was one of pure menace and hatred.  Annie broke off the fight before
he got to her, and he gestured her off the field.  After some reassurance from
Gill, she went quickly to Don's side.


"You mother-fucking cocksucker!  How
dare you touch my sister!" Paul bellowed.


"I don't recall you ruling her life,
Paul," Gill replied with as much calm as he could manage.


Suddenly, Gill was flying backward toward
the weapons shed.  Don acted quickly, beckoning a spell that stopped Gill's
flight.  He fell to the ground, but was unhurt.


Paul whirled and faced Don, who stepped
away from his friends to keep them out of the line of fire.


"Mind your own fucking
business!" Paul raged at him.


"Anything that happens between my
friends is my business," Don replied determinedly.  He had chanted
a short spell, and he could feel the psionic energy building up around him. 
Before Paul let loose, Don cast his own spell, and a fireball shot out at
Paul.  Paul's concentration was broken as he dodged the fireball.


Paul screamed in fury, and let loose an
energy ball of his own, directed at Don's head.  Don waited until it was close
enough, and another spell made short work of the energy, dispelling it
harmlessly.


Another spell, and Paul was thrown five
feet, dropping to the ground.  He rolled and was back on his feet in an
instant, but Don was ready with another spell.  This fight was going much too
easily, and that worried Don.  What was Paul saving?  Certainly this wasn't all
a psionic had.


He felt a tug at his mind, an attempt at
confusion.  Although he was able to cast a ward-off spell, that distracted his
attention, and he was soon flying through the air.  He was about to hit a tree,
rather hard, when his sister swooped down and nudged him far enough to miss the
tree.  She was quickly back up in the sky, out of reach of the enraged teen.


Don knew he owed his sister for that one,
and he stopped his flight with another spell.  Now he was angry.  He'd hoped to
stop this without anyone getting hurt, but Paul's goal was obviously
vengeance.  Don couldn't believe they'd come so far as this, but he would do
what had to be done.


Returning to the field of the fight, Don
powered up a massive fireball.  He let it loose at Paul, and it surrounded the
psionic.  Paul was using a lot of energy up to fight off the spell, but he was
finally able to throw the fireball off, setting small fires everywhere.  It was
easy to see the strain on Paul's face; this fight was taking a lot out of him.


In one last, desperate attempt, Paul
lunged at Don.  Don made ready to fight off the physical attack before he
realized that the attacker was an illusion.  Paul had not moved, but instead
had used the time wisely.


Behind him, a fuzzy area in space had formed,
and in the center of that fuzzy area was clearly not the weapons shed, which
should have been behind Paul.  Instead, it looked like it was inside the castle
somewhere.


"I will never forgive either of you
for this," Paul warned, and then stepped through the portal.  When it was
gone, so was he.


Don turned to Gaphnia, who was right
beside him now, in her chair.  "Now, that," he said, awe in
his voice, "was a cool trick."


 


∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼


∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼


 





















Chapter 7


 


"I don't know what the fuck he thought he
was doing, getting in the middle of this.  It's got nothing to do with him! 
What gives him the goddamned right to stick his nose in my business?" Paul
fumed.  He was pacing like a caged animal, licking his wounded ego more than
anything.  Don had not seriously injured him at all.  Paul was so upset, he'd
resorted to actually speaking in Carysta's presence.


<I don't know why he is acting the way he
is.  You know him better than I do,> she said.


Paul spun on her, and nearly snarled at her, but
caught himself.  "I don't seem to know him at all!  I thought he
was my friend!  This is bullshit!  First one friend starts messing with my
sister without so much as talking to me about it, and then the other one has to
stick his nose in when I'm trying to settle things with the first one!"


Carysta knew the real issue here was that Paul
was not in control of things, and he didn't like that.  Still, all of this
worked to her advantage, and that was the only thing that really mattered to
her, at this point.


<Do you think you will be able to work
things out with them?>  She certainly hoped not, and she didn't think he
could.


Paul dropped himself onto the bed beside her. 
Finally, he was beginning to settle down, to let his emotions drop back to a
reasonable level.  It wasn't her he was mad at, anyway, and venting on her was
both childish and pointless.  He took several deep breaths, trying to bring
himself under control.  She could see that what she had taught him so far was
working, and she remained silent while he did a very brief meditation to
re-center himself.


<No,> he finally responded
mentally, <I really don't think that I can forgive either of them for
what they've done.  I mean, first seducing my sister and then telling me it's
all my fault, I just don't understand them.  I ought to go back out there and
beat the fucking shit out of both of them...>


Carysta had to turn him from that line of
thinking quickly.  <Love, you've seen how strong Donald is already.  Magic
is easier to master than psionic power.  Someday, you will be able to stand up
against him.>  Maybe, she added to herself.  <But not
today.  If you force the issue to a more strenuous fight, you might get hurt. 
I don't want to see you hurt.>


<So, what the fuck am I supposed to do? 
Do I just let Julie go with that asshole?>


<Julie is enamored of Gill, my love. 
However that came about, changing it would be difficult.>  Actually, it
would have been child's play for Carysta, but that would not suit her goal.  <Dwelling
on your loss is not healthy, and it will prevent you from honing your skills
further.  It is best to leave all of this until such a time as you can stand
against them both and win.>


<I suppose you're right... but what the
hell am I supposed to do now?  There is no fucking way that I'm going to be led
around by the nose by either one of those fuckers at this point!>


Carysta had been holding her breath.  Finding
the opportunity to ask him had been difficult.  She would have no better chance
than right now.  <Stay with me, Love.  You have not challenged Iamor, and
you have not been a thorn in his side.  He would not object to you remaining. 
We could live here together.  You could continue to train.  Perhaps, in time,
you might even be able to forget about all of the pain your sister and friends
have caused you.>  She hoped so; life with him would not be pleasant if
he was hell-bent on revenge.


Paul looked at her for several moments.  <You're
serious, aren't you?>


<I have never been more so with you.  You
have brought into my life a warmth and a light that I have not known in many,
many years.  I don't think that I'm likely to see it again soon if you leave
me.  I admit, I'm being selfish, but, I don't want to lose you.>


Paul considered her words for a long time.  He
rose from the bed, and walked to the window, staring out across the field. 
Carysta waited in fearful silence.  She didn't like exposing herself; it was
something she'd carefully avoided for most of her life.  She'd had relationships,
but none had really meant much to her.  Paul was different to her, and she was
willing to share herself with him, though this meant some risks to her
carefully-constructed personality.


Finally, he turned back to her.  She couldn't
read the look on his face, and he'd managed to wall off his thoughts.  She
could have broken through, but that would have been very much the wrong thing
to do under the circumstances.  She waited as calmly as she could manage as he
sat down beside her again.  He put his arm around her, and pulled her to him.


As they kissed, he said in his mind, <Yes,
I will stay with you.  You're the only friend I have left.>


That suited Carysta just fine.
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"I don't think I'm ever going to figure
this stuff out," Annie said in despair.  She was walking with Don in the
meadow just in front of the castle, outside the moat.  She held his hand more
like a little girl right now than like a girlfriend.  Her lessons with Gaphnia
were not going well, though it was obvious that Don was getting better by the
day.


"You'll pick it up, Annie.  It's just
taking you longer, is all.  Hey, I spent a week screwing up before I got here. 
Maybe you're just in your adjustment period."


She looked at him, knowing that he was just trying
to make her feel better, and loving him for the effort.  He looked down at her
with that smile on his face that she saw him wearing so often.  She wasn't sure
what it meant, but she liked it.  She pressed herself against him, hugging him
tightly.  He immediately responded in kind.


"What if I don't?  What if I'm always a
rotten sorceress?  And I can't even learn my psionic skills, because I'm not
getting in the middle of the whole Carysta-Paul-you-Gill thing..."


Don frowned for a moment.  They had not even
seen Paul in the last three days, since the fight.  Don didn't know what to do
about that.  He knew that it wasn't really up to him, though, and so he set the
thoughts aside.  His mind returned to the beautiful woman in his arms, the one
that was looking to him for security, comfort, and encouragement.  He had
little of the first to offer her, but the last two, he could manage.


"So what if you don't?  Gill says your
sword fighting is improving."


"Yeah, but not nearly as good as he
is!"


"Shh," he said, pulling her tighter to
him and stroking her hair softly.  "Why does this bother you so much,
Annie?"


She pulled away from him, so that they could
talk.  "How am I supposed to help on our trip?  How can I go with you if I
have no skills to help with?"  He could see she really was near tears over
this.  He put his hands on her arms, lightly, to show support.


"Annie, you have skills.  Maybe
you're not a master-sorceress, or a good psionic, or even an excellent
swordfighter.  But every little bit helps.  We learned that coming over here. 
You'll be there when we need you.  You're also another set of eyes and ears,
who can look out for danger.  But really, even if you weren't useful to us in
any way, shape, or form, I'd be taking you with us."


She looked him in the eye as she asked,
"Why?"


Don blushed and stumbled over some attempted
words before he finally turned away and said, "Just... 'cause.  I can't
leave you here, and you're not safe out there alone.  Somehow, someday,
we'll get home.  And that 'we' includes you."


She stepped up behind him and wrapped her arms
around him.  There were tears of happiness on her face for what he hadn't
managed to say.  "Thank you," she whispered.


 


-----


 


The couple wandered through the meadow for a
while after that, but it started to get chilly, and so they made their way back
to the castle.  After they had turned their backs, a dark, winged shadow left
the ground, flying south over the surrounding hills.  Its master would want to
know about these two.


 


-----


 


Inside the castle, Don walked Annie back to the
room she was now sharing with Julie.  He stifled a yawn as they went up the
stairs; the long days he'd been putting in were starting to wear on him.


When they arrived at her room, he turned to her
and took her into his arms.  She came willingly, and tilted her head up to meet
his kiss.  Their lips moved gently together, and Don's hands caressed her back,
sending wonderful tingles throughout her body.


After a few minutes, however, he broke off their kiss.  She
could see the fatigue on his face, and knew that tonight would not be the
night, either.  She still couldn't bring herself to ask him about it for fear
that he would reject her, even though he was so very kind to her.


"Good night," he said softly,
interrupting her thoughts.  His words were accompanied by a very warm smile. 
"Pleasant dreams."


"You, too," she responded, and watched
him walk down the hall.  He tiredly turned to go into his room, and the door
clicked shut.  She had a feeling he'd be asleep within the next five minutes.


She, however, was not tired, and after
that kiss, what she really was, was horny.  She turned to go into her own room,
not quite sure what to do about her predicament.


Once inside, she saw that Julie was already
slipping into bed.


"Hey, Annie," she called quietly.


"Hey, Jules," she responded.  It
didn't take much, in her current state, to remember the first time they'd been
in bed together, and what had happened.  She'd not had the courage to
experiment further with Julie, but it was clear that the other girl was
available to her.  Perhaps she could relieve her pent-up desires, in a
way that probably wouldn't bother Don if he learned about it.


Julie didn't pay much attention as Annie moved
about, getting ready for bed.  She didn't even watch her as she undressed. 
She'd made her interest clear, but she wouldn't press herself on the woman.


When she felt a weight on the edge of the bed,
she turned.  They had not slept in the same bed since it became obvious that
Paul was not returning to this room.  As she finished rolling over, Annie slid
under the covers completely, and slipped against Julie.  Annie wrapped her arms
around Julie, and slowly, very tentatively, leaned in.


The two girls pressed their lips softly together
as their bodies molded against one another.  Julie slipped her one arm around
Annie, pulling her in closer.  Her hand slipped down onto Annie's buttock, and
Annie moaned into Julie's mouth.  Annie slipped her leg on top of Julie, and
the two were now intertwined as tightly as they could get.  Julie loved the
feel of Annie's pert little breasts against her, and Annie wondered at the
soft, pillowy feel of Julie's large tits.


Finally, their kiss broke, and Annie leaned her
head back a little so that she could look into Julie's eyes.  "Up for a
little playtime?" she asked lightly.


"Always," Julie purred.


Annie got an uncomfortable look on her face. 
"I... don't really know what I'm doing," she confessed.


"You're doing damn well for someone who
doesn't," Julie said with a smile.  Turning slightly serious, she said,
"Don't worry.  I'll show you."


Julie leaned in, and they were kissing again. 
Julie's tongue slipped out to run across her partner's lips.  Annie opened her
mouth, and Julie's tongue entered, probing against Annie's own tongue, and the
two kissed hotly, their passions rising.  Julie's thigh began to slip against
Annie's cunt, and Annie was soon wet and panting.


Julie pushed Annie onto her back, moving with
her, but not rolling on top.  Julie's hand slipped around from Annie's ass,
trailing a hot path around her hip.  Annie's moaning grew more insistent as
Julie's hand began to slip between Annie's legs.  Julie's fingers brushed along
either side of Annie's sensitive clit, and Annie shuddered, her back arching, and
she squealed against Julie's mouth.  Annie came down from her small orgasm
quickly, and she redoubled her tongue's movements inside Julie's mouth.


Julie, in turn, allowed her hand to slip further
between her lover's legs.  Her fingers slipped along the moist folds of Annie's
cunt lips, getting drenched in Annie's love juices.  Once she'd found the spot,
Julie pressed her middle finger inward, probing Annie's hole.  She found the
entrance, and slowly, gently slipped her finger into it.  The opening was hot,
and wet, and tight, and Julie's finger was gripped by strong pussy
muscles.


Annie groaned as she felt Julie's finger slip
inside her, and then start pumping in small motions at first, growing to
full-fledged strokes.  Annie broke their kiss, feeling the need to gasp for air
at the sensations in her pussy.  Julie soon added a second finger, and Annie
was lost in pleasure, her body overcome by the wonderful feelings in her twat.


Without a mouth to occupy Julie's lips, she slid
down Annie's body looking for a new target for them.  She paused at Annie's
nipples, licking and sucking them while Annie groaned out in ecstasy.  Julie
lapped at Annie's tits, sucking on them and running her tongue all around them,
paying lots of attention to Annie's erect little nubbins.  Meanwhile, her
fingers continued their dance in Annie's cunt, and it was obvious that Annie
was close to another, larger orgasm.  Julie wasn't ready to let her have that
climax yet, though, and so she slowed down the movement of her fingers, and
slipped her mouth off Annie's tit.


Annie, panting and heaving, looked up at her new
lover with questioning eyes.


"It's time we played a little game,"
Julie said quietly.  "It's called 'Mirror mirror'.  The idea is, whatever
I do to you, you then do to me.  The winner," Julie said with a smirk,
"is the one who gets off."


Annie smiled, and nodded.  She did not expect
what came next, however, as Julie rolled on top of her, but in a sixty-nine
position.  Annie stared up at Julie's sweet pussy, dripping its juices.  She
could feel the heat emanating from that wonderful box, and she was very curious
about what it might be like to lick it.


It was then she learned that she was about to
find out, because she felt Julie's soft tongue run along her own outer lips,
softly tickling them in a highly arousing manner.  Annie shuddered, but then
managed to pull Julie's hips down, pulling Julie's cunt right into her face. 
Annie stuck out her tongue and slowly, uncertainly, touched it to Julie's
skin.  She slid her tongue along the engorged outer folds of Julie's pussy
lips, moving along her entire length.  Julie groaned out loud at the feel of
Annie's inexperienced, but very soft and alluring, tongue against her private
place.


Remembering what she was doing, Julie returned
her tongue to her partner's slit, using it to ply open Annie's outer lips, and
searching for the opening to her cunt.  It wasn't long before Annie began to do
the same to Julie, though admittedly, there was a long, shivering pause before
she began.  Julie smiled to herself about that, knowing that she was good at
this, and enjoying having a new partner to enjoy, and to teach the pleasures of
womanly touches to.


When Julie had Annie's pussy lips opening like a
flower, she stiffened her tongue, and pressed it to Annie's hole.  She pushed
in, as if her tongue were a small cock, only she was able to wiggle her tongue,
sending shivers throughout Annie's body.  Annie cried out in pleasure, letting
loose of Julie for a moment.  It wasn't long before she returned her attention
to her teacher's body, though.


Annie was in heaven.  What Julie was doing to
her was more pleasant than anything anyone had done to her in a very long
time.  She shivered and writhed from the feel of the tongue invading her cunt,
but then she managed to remember that she was supposed to do the same thing. 
She slipped her tongue back against Julie's slit.  She tasted Julie's juices,
and found that she enjoyed the flavor.  Her tongue waggled of its own accord,
lapping up the juice and sending tingles into Julie's brain.


Annie poked her tongue up into Julie's twat, and
wiggled it.  Then she began to push it in and out of Julie's cunt, as if she
were actually fucking her with her tongue.  Julie screamed against Annie's
cunt, awash in the pleasure of the moment.  Annie, knowing she was doing
something right, kept up the effort.  Her hands, which weren't busy at the
moment, moved down, seeking out and finding Julie's tits.  Her hands cupped and
fondled those wonderful melons, tweaking and then pinching the nipples.


Julie was losing it, fast.  She thought to
herself, This girl is a natural!  Oh, god, I hope this isn't a one-time
shot!  She used her tongue and her fingers to stroke Annie's pussy. 
Finally, she moved her tongue up and, while her fingers continued to dance amid
Annie's cunt lips, Julie's tongue sought out and found Annie's clit.  Julie's
tongue danced along the length of that clit, until she sucked it into her
mouth.  A few strokes of her tongue along with the sucking of her lips, and
Annie was right on the brink of orgasm.


Julie sunk her middle finger deep into Annie's
cunt, and started thrusting it in and out very fast.  Her tongue and lips
continued to work on Annie's clit, and that was the last straw for Annie.  Her
orgasm washed over her body, sending spasms and tingles all along her limbs. 
Annie screamed against Julie's cunt, her tongue, still stiffened, was pushed
even deeper into Julie's twat.  The vibrations and the penetration were more
than Julie could take, and her body, too, began to writhe and buck in the
throes of climax.


The two ladies continued to spasm and lurch
throughout their orgasms.  Julie was actually thrown off Annie, and lay beside
her on the bed, panting and wriggling as her orgasm began to subside.


When Julie finally calmed down from her climax,
she found Annie already sitting up next to her.  She struggled to raise her
body up off the bed, to sit with her new lover, and to see if they might do
this again at some point in the future.


"That was incredible," Annie said.


"Yeah," Julie confirmed.  "For a
girl who doesn't know what she's doing, you sure do it well!"


"Thanks," Annie said, blushing.


"So," Julie said, a little hesitantly,
"did you like it?"


"Oh, yeah," Annie responded, a little
starry-eyed.


"Then, we might do it again sometime?"
Julie asked hopefully.


"Um..." Annie said, and Julie's heart
skipped a beat, until she saw the look on Annie's face.  "I was thinking
about... well, right now."  Annie didn't give Julie a chance to answer
her, as she nearly tackled her, pushing her down onto the bed as their mouths
met once again.


Oh, God, thank you!
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The next morning, the two women woke up in a
tangle of bedclothes and limbs.  The first thing Annie did upon waking was to kiss
her bedmate good morning.  Julie returned the kiss, and they did some heavy
petting to continue their activity from the night before.  Neither of them was
in the mood for more sex, though, as they had sated themselves quite nicely
during the night.


"I never thought sex with a girl would be
so, well... fun," Annie admitted.


"Yeah.  I still prefer guys, but when you
can't have one of those... a girl makes a damn good substitute," Julie
said.  


After kissing some more, Annie said, "We'd
better get up.  I've got to be to magic lessons in a little while, and I definitely
need a bath, now."


"We can take one together.  I'll wash your
back, if you'll wash mine."


Annie smiled devilishly and said, "Okay...
but I think I'd rather wash your front."  The two girls had a good laugh
as they climbed out of bed to start their day.


 


-----


 


When they met out in the garden, Don noticed
Annie's lighter mood.  She fairly waltzed up to him and kissed him on the
cheek.  The sexual tension she'd been feeling was gone, and she was able to
feel a little less tense about her relationship with him.  Don noticed all this
without understanding any of it.  He gave her a hug, as he usually did, and she
returned it warmly, but it didn't seem as if she clung to him as she had.  He couldn't
begin to interpret what was going on with her, and he wasn't about to ask her
about it; certainly not with Gaphnia sitting right next to them.


"You seem to be in high spirits,
Annabelle," Gaphnia said.  All attempts to get Gaphnia to call her Annie
had failed, so she just rolled with it.  Especially this morning.


"I had a good night's sleep, ma'am."


"Oh, good.  Then perhaps we'll make more
progress today.  A fresh, rested mind is always more receptive to the ways of
magic.  Shall we begin?"


 


-----


 


"No, Annabelle!" Gaphnia chided. 
"Not like that!  You are straining at the spell, when it needs to
flow!"


Annie slumped onto the bench in the garden.  Her
eyes were downcast, and her good mood was broken.  Don, seeing this and finally
understanding one of the emotions that had crossed her face today, decided to
take matters into his own hands.


"Gaphnia, could we break for a little
while?  I think we could all do with a rest."


Gaphnia thought to remind him of how limited
their time was, but she could see that there were things that needed saying
between the two, and so she nodded, rolling away to the other side of the
garden.  Don immediately knelt in front of Annie.


"Hey.  Don't let this get you down.  You'll
get it, eventually.  Sometimes things just come harder to some people."


"I'm an idiot!  She's as much as said
so!"  Annie was holding back tears, and Don could feel the pain radiating
from her heart.  He moved beside her, and wrapped his arm around her.


"That's not what she meant to say, Annie. 
I don't think she's talked with people for a while.  She just wants you to do
well, and she's a bit frustrated because she can't find a good way to help you
understand what you need to do."


"I can't even move a stupid fucking
rock!" she said, allowing profanity to slip into her language, which was
something she only did when she was upset.


"You are trying too hard, you
know," he said very softly.  He turned his body so that he was straddling
the bench, facing her.  He gently pulled her against him, and she assumed a
position similar to his.  He wrapped his arms around her, and nodded to a rock
sitting near them on the ground.


"Okay, you can see the rock, right?"


"Of course I can see the rock," she
said, a bit miffed.


"Can you feel the rock?"


"What?"


"Can you feel it?  In your head, can you
feel the rock?"


"No, of course not!"


"Why not?" he asked, still softly,
still gently.


"Because..." she stuttered.  After a
long pause, she said, "Because it's just a rock."


"Exactly.  It's just a rock.  It's not
going to fight you.  Magic is normal to that rock.  Magic is completely
expected by the rock, and by the birds, and by the mountains.  They don't fight
magic, because it's part of who and what they are, here in Zemlia Nov.  So, you
don't need to struggle with the rock, because it's not going to fight back. 
You simply need to use the magic to tell the rock where to go."


"But... how?"


"Well, magic is energy, like.  So, if you
can shape the energy, you can move the rock.  The magic spell calls up the energy,
but you still have to think about what you want all that energy to do.  So,
when we chant the movement spell, we have the right form of energy to move the
rock, but you've still got to imagine the rock moving.  So, picture in your
mind that the rock moves from where it is to, oh, say, the end of the bench,
and then, while you keep that image in your head, chant the spell, but make
sure you don't lose the image."


"But... what if it fails?"


"Then you can try again later," he
said, squeezing her lightly to reassure her.  He could feel Gaphnia's eyes on
them, but he wasn't about to say that to Annie.  "C'mon.  What have you
got to lose?"  He kissed her softly at the base of the neck, and she
smiled warmly.


Annie closed her eyes for a moment, and took a
deep breath.  She formed the image in her mind, and let it play over and over
again.  As it was playing, she started to chant the spell, and she opened her
eyes.  She was careful to keep the image playing in her mind, over and over. 
She was shocked to see the stone lift off the ground and, shakily, move over to
the bench.  It settled with a solid clunk onto the bench, and Annie cried out.


"You made it do that!" she exclaimed
accusingly.


"I didn't lift a finger.  You were the one
casting the spell, I can't do magic without a spell, either.  Face it,
Sweetheart, you can do magic, if you just let go a little bit."


She turned herself toward him, and they kissed
briefly.  He could tell there was a difference in her kiss, but he wasn't sure
what it was.  It was still damned nice, however, and he enjoyed it while it
lasted.


When she broke their kiss, he could see that she
looked a little fatigued.  "Why don't we take a break?  You look a little
punked out."


"Yeah.  This stuff is hard."


He smiled at her.  "I want to talk to
Gaphnia for a minute.  Will I see you at lunch?"  Normally, he would not
have had to ask the question, but this morning, things seemed a little odd.


"Of course," she said, sensing that he
was suddenly uneasy about something, but not aware of what it was.  "I'll
see you later."  She kissed him again, and then moved off.


What the hell is up with her now?


Don's thoughts were interrupted as Gaphnia
wheeled over to him.  Her voice was much softer now, and held what he
considered to be a lot of self-doubt.


"You were able to explain to her something
that I could not."


He looked at her, and shook his head.  "Not
really.  I just told her the way that I do it.  Though, I admit, it doesn't
take me as long as it does her, but then, it doesn't take you as long as it
does me, so it all evens out in the end."


"I may not be the best teacher for either
of you, Donald."


"You're the only teacher we've got,
Gaphnia.  I'd prefer not to have to learn this at all.  I'd prefer to be back
home, worrying about finding a girlfriend and who's going to beat me up next
week in school.  I guess we don't always get what we want."


"You aren't happy here, with your new
friend, and your... more accommodating sister?"


Don blushed fiercely.  Everyone in the castle
knew about the siblings, of course; there was simply no way to hide it.


"I love Katie.  And I do like our
relationship now.  But she shouldn't have to be scared like this all the time. 
As to Annie..." he looked off into the distance.  "I'm not sure what
she feels for me, so how I feel about her isn't really important.  I feel kind
of responsible for her, and that's why I want her to learn to use her magic
better.  All in all, as miserable as life at home was, at least I knew what was
going on.  I'm not real happy with not having a handle on what's going to
happen after lunch, let alone tomorrow or the next day."


"I can certainly understand that.  Life was
once that unpredictable for me, as well.  Then... well, things changed, and now
I am a crippled old woman, bound to this chair and stuck in this place. 
Nothing changes."


Don turned to face her fully.  "If I may
ask, how did you end up in that wheelchair?"


Gaphnia frowned for a moment, and Don thought
he'd just put his foot in his mouth.  Then she took a deep breath.  "It's
not something I've considered for a long time," she said.  "It
happened about a hundred years ago."


She wheeled herself over next to him. 
"About a hundred years ago," she repeated.  "There was a
beautiful woman living in this castle.  Her name was Dina Hollie."


"The woman who first wielded Annie's
sword," Don interrupted.


"Yes.  That is yet another reason that
Iamor does not like her.  Iamor was enamored of Miss Hollie.  She, of course,
felt little to nothing for an old sorcerer.  Dina was a great fighter, and a
woman not to be trifled with.  No one knows exactly what happened to her, of
course, but it is hard to believe she didn't make it out of Zemlia Nov alive.


"Anyway, I'm getting off track.  Miss Hollie
lived here in the castle for nearly a year.  She was charmed into staying by
one of Iamor's spells, along with many excuses he gave her to remain.  The girl
was not stupid, and she realized that she was behaving oddly.  She came to me
for help, and asked me if I knew what was happening to her.


"Well, I was still a bit young then, for a
sorceress, and I didn't like the things my brother did most of the time. 
Banishing Denonia was about the only thing we ever agreed on, really.  Anyway,
I told her in no uncertain terms what he was doing.


"She got very angry.  She stormed into his
chamber and confronted him.  I knew what would happen, which is why I made sure
to follow her, in the guise of a small bird.  Sure enough, Iamor got angry and
childish, and he made all sorts of threats against her life if she didn't stay
and become his wife.  The brave child told him... well, you can imagine what
one of your world would say to such a demand."


Don nodded.  He could imagine what Susan, under
normal circumstances, would have said to what Gill was doing to her.


Gaphnia continued.  "Finally, seeing that
he was not going to be able to coerce her into staying, he decided to use his
magic on her.  That's when I stepped in.  I fought off all of his attempts at
hurting her, and all of his attempts at manipulating her.  He was so very
frustrated, and he was horribly angry with me, but I was able to hold him off
until she was out of his reach, outside the valley.


"But you see, while I may be as strong -
some even say stronger - than Iamor, I do not have his stamina.  Eventually, he
wore me down.  With no spells left to summon, I surrendered to him, and that
was when he gave me a choice.


"He told me that I could either become a
hideously ugly old woman, or I would be confined to this wheelchair for the
rest of my life.  Well, I am foolish, and as vain as the next sorceress, and I
had no desire to become... well, I guess your people would have then called me
a witch.  I did not want to take that path.  It's stupid, and childish, I know,
but this chair is not so much a burden, anymore."


"So, you're stuck in that chair, but you
get to stay beautiful for the rest of your life?"


Gaphnia blushed slightly.  "Thank you,
Donald.  Though I dare say I am not quite as attractive as I once was, at least
I am not a beast."


"Gaphnia," Don said, trying to wrap
his mind around the thought he'd just had.  "Have you ever tried to stand
up, since then?"


"Heavens, no.  Why would I?  I cannot walk,
for he cast a spell on me."


"But you're a stronger magician than he
is."


"For short periods of time, yes."


"Everything you've both taught me says that
he can't do what you just said he did."


"Donald, I..." Gaphnia's voice trailed
off.  "But I can't walk!"


"Have you tried?"


Gaphnia stared at him incredulously.  He looked
back at her, and he said, "Perception is the essence of all magic,
remember?"


Gaphnia sat, stunned by the very thought.  It
would take a newcomer to have told her this; anyone living in the castle would
certainly have been threatened into silence by Iamor, if Don was, in fact,
correct.


She had to know, but there was one last, nagging
thought.  "What if I can stand, but it turns me into a hideous
monster?"


"Well, even if it does, something tells me
you could change yourself back.  But something tells me that Iamor didn't
actually do anything to you, except convince you of the truth of his
lie."


Gaphnia nodded.  "If I do change, you will
be honest with me?"


Don nodded.


Gaphnia took a deep breath, and used her hands
to move her feet onto the ground.  She was very nervous, and this was unusual
for her; she was normally a confident woman.  She summoned up all the pride and
dignity she had within, and they bolstered her.  She was Gaphnia, Master
Sorceress of Castle Ballor, and no one would keep her down!


Slowly, painfully, Gaphnia pushed herself out of
the chair.  She straightened her arms, and put her weight onto her legs.  Her
knees wobbled, and her ankles shook, for her leg muscles were certainly not
used to carrying even her light weight.  She was, however, standing.  Don put
out his hands to help support her, and she accepted that.


"Have I changed into a hideous woman,
now?" she asked seriously.


Don had noticed a change, and he thought
he discovered Iamor's mistake.  "You have changed," Don answered with
a smile.  "But it is a very minor change.  I think that perhaps his spell
has mostly worn off.  In fact, I think that you can probably shake the last of
his spell loose without much trouble, and you will be your old self again. 
Um... excuse me for that slip."


She laughed at him easily.  "I am
old," she said.  "I am very old, by your standards.  And," she
added, "I am getting tired quickly.  Help me back to my chair."


Don immediately moved her back to her seat.  She
closed her eyes and chanted a long series of spells, or so it seemed.  Before
his eyes, Gaphnia transformed herself.  Her facial features tightened, her hair
restored itself back to an almost-blonde state, and her skin smoothed itself. 
After some time, she opened her eyes, to see him staring at her.


"Do I look that much better to
you?" she asked with a smile.


Don blushed.  "I honestly didn't think you
looked bad before, but now you're a stunning woman."


"Well, help this stunning woman up to her
room, would you, so she can rest?"


"Yes, ma'am."


She pulled him down, and kissed him on the
cheek.  "Thank you."


"I just thought you deserved to have your
legs back, and didn't see any reason that the most powerful magician in the
land couldn't heal herself."


"Sometimes it takes the eyes of a newborn
to see the wisdom that the aged miss."
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"Waaa-uff!" Annie cried as she made
her way - heavily - to the ground.  Gill grinned, but managed not to laugh at
her.  He knew she wouldn't take it very well, and he didn't want to discourage
her.


She sat for a few moments, rubbing her backside,
and cursing silently at herself for her stupid move.  She'd lunged too far, and
he'd caught her off-balance, and she'd paid the price for it.  Had it been a
real fight, she'd be dead now, she was sure.


Don also knew this was what she was thinking. 
He was watching her from the side, and so he muttered a little spell. 
Suddenly, bright flashes of light filled Gill's vision, startling him, and he
drew back, unsure of what was going on.  Annie, taking advantage of her chance,
quickly rolled up to her feet, her sword in hand, her stance proclaiming her
readiness to fight.


Don let up on his spell, and Gill's vision
started to clear.  He shook his head, and then looked with annoyance over at
Don.  "No fair helping her!"


Don shook his head.  "That's where you're
wrong.  The whole point is that we're going to be helping each other. 
When she slips, I cover her.  When I slip, you cover me.  When you slip, she
covers you.  That's the way it has to work, or we're already dead."


Gill bowed to the wisdom of that.  "Okay,
fair enough... but did you have to use such an annoying damned
spell?"


Don chuckled.  "Seems to me I remember
someone bitching about how I wasn't any good, just a few weeks ago."


Annie giggled, and Gill let it ride with a
muttered curse.  He liked both of them, but being the target of the teasing
wasn't necessarily fun.  "Shall we go again?" he said to her.  She
nodded, ready for his attack.


But she wasn't, not really.  Gill sidestepped
and swung.  Annie brought her sword up to parry, but it was clumsy.  She didn't
have a chance to counter before he brought his sword around again for another
strike.  This block was better, but still not great.  His third swing nearly
got through, and he could see that scared her.  She stepped back, hoping to
give herself some room, but it was the wrong move.  He followed her, and that
set up a chasing pattern that she couldn't hope to win from, unless she changed
tactics.  It was hard to think in the midst of battle, and that's why some
things had to become natural reactions.


Finally, Gill thought it was time to teach her
the mistake she was making.  He backed her against the weapons shed, and now
she had nowhere to go.  His last thrust impaled the shed, very near her ear.


He saw the terror in her eyes, which was
immediately followed by despair.  He hadn't meant to shake what little
confidence she had, but he'd obviously done so.  He turned to Don in concern,
but Don was already there.  He put his arm around her, and she cried against
him.


"I think that's enough for today, don't
you, Gill?"


"It most certainly is," Darnell
interrupted.  He'd watched the whole scene without comment, but now he took
Gill away, apparently for either a lesson in teaching or a chewing out.  Don
didn't want to know which, just now.  He focused on the scared girl in his
arms.


"Oh, Don, what am I going to do?  I can't
defend myself, I can't do magic... I'm useless!"


"But you're pretty," he said, trying
to add some levity to the situation.  It almost worked; she smiled at him, but
her anguish was too deep for that to work easily.  "Pretty hopeless, you
mean!"


He pulled her more tightly to him.  "Hey,
remember what we talked about earlier?  It doesn't matter to me how good you
are at this.  Look, I don't want to sound cruel or mean, but let's face it:
Julie is not exactly a big help, except that she can cook.  But I've never
considered once leaving her behind."


"But she's..."


"Just a friend.  Just like you.  Well, not quite
like you.  I don't kiss Julie very often," he said with a wink.  Then he
kissed her, and she melted against him.  It felt so wonderful to be with him
like this, but he never seemed ready to go any further with her.  Well, she had
Julie to relieve her frustrations, and if Don didn't want her... but did he?


She didn't know.


 


-----


 


That night, Don was out on the balcony of his
bedroom.  He was sitting on the low wall of the balcony, staring up at the
stars.  His back was against the castle wall, and his hands held a small
crystal orb.  It wasn't used for seeing; it was a concentration device, and it
would, when used properly, sing in the mind of its user a beautiful song.  He
was looking at the moon and contemplating his future.  Needless to say, he was
not hearing any song at that moment.


His thought patterns were interrupted by a
flutter in the night.  He heard the sound, and he thought he saw a
shadow, but he just could not be sure what he might have seen.


"Katie?" he called softly.  She
emerged almost immediately from their room to be by his side.


"Yeah?"


"Oh, so it wasn't you.  I thought I saw
something, I wanted to make sure you weren't out flying around."  He took
the opportunity to reach out for her, and she came to him gladly.


"I'm sorry that I haven't been with you
more lately," he said.  "Shit, I feel like I'm doing as badly as Paul
did to Julie."


"Bro, it's okay."  She caressed his
face, and laid her head on his chest.  She loved the feel of his arm around her
back, enfolding her and her damnable wings.  "I know you're busy, and I
know that Annie needs you.  You're not behaving like Paul, because I
know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that you love me."


She looked up at him, and he gazed deeply into
her eyes, and he nodded, ever so slightly.  Their mouths came together almost
of their own accord, and the two kissed warmly.  Don used what little of his
attention he could spare to set his concentration orb down on the table out
here, and then his hands both wrapped around his sister, pulling her to him. 
He could feel her wonderful breasts mashed against him, and he could feel the
heat of her body.


"How long has it been?" he asked her
when they broke their kiss.


"Too damned long," she responded.


"Well, I think we should fix that," he
said, unhooking the back of her shirt, and pulling it forward.  She didn't
hesitate, even outside, to allow her brother to undress her.  She bowed her
head to make getting the shirt off easier, and as he was setting it on the
table, Kate pushed her skirt and panties off her hips, allowing them to drop to
the stone floor.  She slid out of the slippers she was wearing, and now she
stood before her brother, completely nude.


Don admired her body for what seemed to him an
eternity.  He soaked in her every curve.  He loved how the moonlight reflected
off her pale skin, and she seemed very angelic.  What he wanted to do to her,
however, was not something that angels did.


Moving off the wall onto his feet, Don unhooked
his robe.  Once it was unfastened, Kate pushed it off his shoulders, causing it
to drop to the ground to join her clothing.  She eagerly gripped his underwear
and dragged them off his hips as well.  Now, with both of them naked, Kate
pressed herself fully against her brother, and they kissed hotly, their tongues
intertwining.


Don's hands roamed his sister's body, settling
comfortably onto her ass.  Kate moaned at his touch.  She was grinding her hips
against him, making sure his cock was fully hard and ready for her.  It was
then that Don decided to do something unique.  He broke their kissing, and he
stared into her eyes for a long moment.  Then, taking a deep breath, he closed
his eyes and started to chant.


Kate didn't know what her brother was doing, but
she trusted him, and that was all that mattered.  Soon, she felt her feet leave
the ground.  She looked down to see the castle falling away quickly.  They were
levitating upward at a very fast pace.  Don continued his chant until they were
several thousand feet above the ground.  When he stopped chanting, he opened
his eyes.  Looking down, they were above some clouds, and actually could not
see the castle below.  Looking up, the moon and the stars shone as brightly as
ever.  Don floated downward, settling into a position that looked for all the
world like he was sitting on a cloud.


Kate let go of her brother as she unfolded her
wings.  She floated away from him slightly and did a pirouette.  Don sighed to
look at his beautiful, naked sister, bathed in moonlight.


Soon, she returned to him.  Her eyes were now
locked on the object of her desire: his erect cock.  She floated downward until
she was lying against the cloud.  Her hand reached out and softly took her
brother's dick into its gentle grasp.  As she jacked him, her tongue snaked out
and licked along his length, paying special attention to his balls, as well.


Finally, when she felt he was ready, she moved
her mouth to the head of his prick.  She pressed her lips against his dick, and
then very slowly parted them.  Don grunted in pleasure as Kate's lips slowly
slid over the skin of his cock, sending shivers from his toes to his head and
back.  Her hand was still stroking him, and her other hand began to fondle his
balls.  As her mouth made its way past the head of his dick and onto the shaft,
he knew he couldn't last too long.


Kate took him in until he reached the back of
her throat, and then she began to move her head up and down, sucking on him as
her hands did their pleasant dance.  Don was grunting in joy and trying his
best to hold back, but he just couldn't do it.  Finally, he gave his sister a
warning groan, and then he blasted his cum deep into her throat.  Kate
swallowed and continued sucking until every last drop of cum had been pulled
from Don's dick.  She swirled her tongue around the head of his dick to clean it
off, and then she gently let it out of her mouth.  She moved up against her
brother, hugging him and pressing her body against him, letting him know how
hot for him she was.


Don held his sister for a few long moments, but
then he pushed her slightly away from himself, and upward.  He moved her so
that his mouth could engage her nipple.  Kate sighed and shuddered as she felt
his lips cupping her breast, his tongue flitting across her nipple.  His other
hand worked at her other tit, caressing and massaging the flesh there.  Kate
was moaning now, lost in pleasure.


After a while, Don pushed Katie up even farther,
trailing wet kisses across her abdomen.  Kate moaned in anticipation of what
was coming.  Don's mouth soon found its target, and his tongue slipped out,
pressing against her wet pussy lips, soaked with her love juices.  He lapped at
her wetness, causing her to writhe and moan above him.  His hands moved up to
continue playing with her tits, and Kate arched her back, pressing her breasts
into his palms, her nipples on fire with arousal.


As Don continued his work, Kate began to cry out
in her ecstasy.  She was fully engulfed in pleasure now, and she wanted nothing
more than for her brother to fill her cunt with his dick.  She twisted and
thrashed above him until she could take no more.


"Donny, fuck me, please!" she cried
out.  Realizing she was more than ready for him, Don eased his sister
downward.  His cock was once again rock-hard, and he was eager to have her
warm, velvety tightness wrapped around it.


Kate slid down her brother's body as he slid up
hers.  They met in the middle, and they were now standing in the midst of the
cloud, the vapors enveloping them, hiding them from sight.  The pair barely
noticed the wet world surrounding them as they held each other.  Their lips
pressed together and their tongues danced as their hands caressed each other's
body.


Kate parted her legs and lifted them, her magic
wings keeping her from falling.  She wrapped her legs around Don's waist, and
pressed herself to him.  She broke their kiss as she maneuvered herself so that
Don's cock was pressed to her waiting hole.


Don looked into his sister's eyes and saw a
deep, abiding need.  He smiled at her, and then used his hands to gently push
her down onto his cock.  Kate growled in pleasure as she felt herself being
filled up by his manhood.  Don kept pressing in slowly until he was buried in
her pussy.  Once they were fully joined, Kate wrapped her arms around Don's
neck and pressed herself fully against him, her lips seeking and finding his,
and their tongues once again beginning their sensuous dance.


Don began to move inside his sister, making
small thrusts at first.  Kate moaned into his mouth, awash in the pleasant
sensations her brother was causing inside her.  He continued to slide in and
out of her as he rotated their bodies, ending up with her beneath him.  As they
fucked, they floated amidst the cloud, bobbing and weaving, their cries of joy
muffled by the moist air, their bodies soaked from cloud moisture and sweat.


The pair had established a fast rhythm, and they
were both in high spirits as their bodies moved together.  They moved in
perfect sync, speeding up and slowing down as one, extending their pleasure for
as long as they could.


Suddenly, Kate broke their kiss.  She pushed
herself away from her brother, slipping off of him.  He looked at her in
dismay, until she turned around and bent herself over.


"Do me this way," she said hungrily. 
In less than a second, he was with her, and his cock was once again slipping
gently inside of her.  Once he felt her wetness around him again, he started to
thrust into her.  He reached forward and took her tits in hand, kneading the
wonderful flesh there.  Kate moaned and mewled, her cries growing louder as she
became more and more aroused.


Don slammed into her harder and harder, sensing
that they were both close to their orgasm.  He very gently pinched his sister's
nipples, and he felt the shudders begin in her body.  Her back arched,
thrusting her tits more firmly against his hands.  She made not a sound, but it
was clear that she was lost in the throes of her climax.


Kate's pussy gripped Don's prick deliciously,
and it was impossible for him to control himself any longer.  He slammed into
her one last time, burying his prick as deeply as possible, and fired his load
deep into her.  He continued blasting his load, and was so overcome by the
feelings of bliss that he temporarily blacked out.


When Don's eyes opened, he realized Kate was not
next to him.  He also realized that he was falling, very fast.


Oh shit! he cried to himself.  Looking
down, he realized he still had time.  He was chanting furiously, trying to hold
the image in his head.


For her part, it had taken Kate a second to
realize her brother was no longer with her.  She looked around frantically, and
then flew out of the cloud.  Looking down, she saw him falling, and plunged
downward to try to reach him.


They were only three hundred feet above the
ground when Don's chanting managed to engage the spell, and his body slowed to
a halt.  Kate had tried to stop his fall, but her magic was only strong enough
to allow her to fly, not to carry someone else.


With both of them gasping for air, they hugged
tightly, slowly floating in the direction of the ground, and the castle.  They
kissed passionately and eagerly, wanting to reaffirm their devotion to each
other.


When they finally broke their kiss, and they
were mere feet above the balcony floor, Don looked at his sister and said,
"Well, I guess now I've really fallen for you, Katie."


She giggled and hugged him, her head on his
shoulder.  "I love you, Donny."


"I love you, too."
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After breakfast the next morning, Kate was up,
flying with her eagle friend.  The two soared together, wheeling and turning in
the sky, as if they were playing an unspoken game of tag.  The eagle kept close
to Kate, but not so close that they might collide.  For her part, Kate was
thankful to this creature for teaching her, in its own way, how to fully control
her flight.  She rode a thermal up above the castle, and giggled when she
thought about the previous night.


Her attention was focused on her memory, and so
she didn't hear anything out of the ordinary.  It took her several moments, in
fact, to realize that her eagle friend was not with her anymore.  She turned
her head to look for him, and that's when she saw it, but by then it was far
too late.


 


-----


 


"Concentrate, Annabelle!" Gaphnia
said.  She was attempting to stand, but needed a cane to do so.  It would take
a few more days for her body to fully recover its strength.  She still had not
stood in front of Iamor; she didn't feel the need for that confrontation yet.


"I am concentrating!" Annabelle
growled back.  Don, who had kept out of their session to this point, took
Annie's hand and squeezed it.  She took a moment to glance at him, and smiled
tightly, but was too upset to really show her appreciation.


Gaphnia saw how the two worked together, and
envied both of them.  She didn't have anyone to care for her, and that was
lonely, in or out of Zemlia Nov.  Annie closed her eyes again, and began the
chant.  She could feel the energy in her mind, and she continued to chant as
she opened her eyes.  She stared fixedly at the ingot of iron before her, and, as
she continued her chant, it began to change before her eyes.  Sweat popped out
on her brow as she continued, watching as the unshaped bar took on the form of
a hammer.  Finally, she stopped her chant.


"Very good, Annabelle!" Gaphnia
exclaimed, praising Annie for her work.  Don gave her a hug, and Gaphnia knew
that was higher praise in Annie's mind, but she didn't mind being one-upped.


"God, that's hard work."


"It grows easier with time," Gaphnia
assured her.  "You've done well, I..."  Gaphnia's voice was cut off
by a loud scream.


"That was Katie!" Don cried, and was
off in a flash toward the sound, the others behind him.


 


-----


 


Everyone had heard the scream, and Gill came
running, with Susan close behind, both of them carrying their weapons.  As Don
rounded the corner, his breath caught in his throat.  Flying through the air
was a large, red dragon.  The horns on its head curved up, and then forward. 
Its eyes glinted a deep red.  Its leathery wings were fully outstretched, and
its tail whipped from side to side.


Don saw the sharp claws on his forelimbs, and
saw blood on one of them.  That worried him, because he couldn't yet see Kate. 
Gill grabbed his shoulder and pointed.  Lying in the pasture, crumpled on the
ground, was a body.  Don's worst nightmares flashed through his head as he ran
to her.


Bending down, he could tell she was still
alive.  He rolled her over, and saw that she was, just barely, conscious.


"Donny, it hurts," she moaned.  He
looked at the horrendous gash on her side, and it nearly made him sick.  He set
that aside, however, as he placed his hands on the wound and began to chant. 
In moments, he'd closed the wound.  It would hurt for several days, however,
and she needed time to fully recover.  He picked her up and carried her back to
the castle, setting her down near some shrubbery.


"Don't move, Kate.  I've got to go... deal
with this guy."  Kill the cocksucker, was the thought that ran
through his head.


Don turned to join the others, and they all
stared up at the huge dragon flying in circles over the castle.


"What the fuck's he waiting for?" Gill
wanted to know.


"Hell if I know," Don responded.


"I think he's waiting to see Iamor,"
Gaphnia opined.


"Yeah?  Well, I'm not."  Don raised
his hands and began his chant.  He released the ball of fire up at the dragon. 
The dragon dodged it, but it wasn't that easy.  The magic fireball turned and
chased him like a guided missile.  The dragon finally got hit in the tail, and
he roared in rage.


"Who do you think you are, boy?" the
creature screamed.  "You think you can challenge Dan-Gelmer?  I am more
powerful than you will ever hope to be!"  The creature flew down,
and it was clear he was about to let loose with a ball of flame.  Susan had an
arrow strung, and let it fly.  The creature was too intent on his attack, and
so was struck by the arrow, which stuck into his chest, but not deeply enough
to do serious damage.


It was, however, enough to infuriate
Dan-Gelmer.  He shrieked in anger and pain.  The dragon wheeled, and soared
higher into the sky.  Then he dove straight at the group, ready to take them
out.  Don chanted a spell that should shield them all, but it was clear that
the dragon would probably break through it.  Gaphnia wished she could help, but
she was too weak from trying to regenerate her body over the last day.


Dan-Gelmer impacted Don's shield, and kept
coming, though slower.  The dragon pushed through it, and everyone except Don
started to run.  Annie turned to see Don still standing there, trying to fight
off the dragon's attack.  If Dan-Gelmer penetrated the shield, he would land
right on top of Don.  


She saw the dragon breaking through.  Her mind
raced, and she knew her magic would do nothing.  She couldn't run fast enough
to make it to Don in time.  Her world seemed to stop as she watched the scene,
seemingly in slow motion.


Her hands rose of their own accord and, chanting
no spell, she leveled a blast of energy at the dragon.  She watched it impact,
and she saw the dragon's reaction to it.  She let loose with another shot, and
then another.  It drove the dragon sideways, and when he hit the ground, he
missed Don by all of five feet.


Don, realizing he'd just missed becoming a
mage-burger, ran to join his friends.  When he reached Annie, he hugged her.


"Thanks, I owe you one," he said, and
then kissed her quickly.  They turned to see that Dan-Gelmer had risen from his
crumpled position, and he was facing them now.


"You dare challenge me?  First you
ease my dear brother's suffering, and now you have the nerve to defy the
Great and Glorious Dan-Gelmer?"  The dragon's voice boomed across the
meadow.


"His brother?" Gill asked.  Don
shrugged.


"I will kill you all!" The dragon
screamed, and then raced forward.  Don had never thought such a large animal
could move so quickly on the ground.  Annie pulled her sword, and saw that Gill
already had his out.  Susan was stringing another arrow onto her bow.


Don readied another spell, but the dragon was
upon them too quickly.  Gill's blade flashed against the animal's front talons,
and then Annie joined in.  Gill managed to slip inside, and found his mark,
slashing at the creature's wrist.  Dan-Gelmer, shrieking in rage, flicked his
other hand and sent Annie flying.


Don saw what was going to happen, and he quickly
changed his spell.  He caught Annie, and lowered her gently to the ground
before she crashed into the castle wall.  He let her take a breather as he
turned back to the dragon.  He leveled several fireballs at the creature, but
they were too small to be of real damage to the beast.


Dan-Gelmer stalked toward them.  Susan let loose
another arrow, but, though it stuck, it had little effect.  It was then that
Don got an idea.


"Susan, string one of your smaller
arrowheads."  She nodded at him, and reached for her regular hunting
arrows.  Stringing it, she took aim.


Don started to chant furiously, and as he did,
he nodded to her.  When the arrow left her bow, it was trailed by a neon blue
streak of light.  The arrow impacted the dragon's side, and went fully inside. 
The dragon roared in pain, and it was clear the wound was deep and burning.


"Another one, Susan!" Don cried. 
Quickly, she strung another arrow.  Again she loosed it, and again it was
followed by a magical trail of light.  This one impacted on the dragon's
shoulder, and buried itself in bone.


Dan-Gelmer shrieked in agony and fury.  He rose
high into the air before looking back down at them.  "Do not think you
have won, humans!  I am not finished with you!"  With that, the animal
wheeled in the sky and flew off to the east.


"Yes!" Gill cried.  They were all in
good spirits.  Don went over and gave Susan a hug.  She accepted that, now,
with surprising good grace.


"Great job, Susan," Don said.  She
blushed at his praise, and said nothing.  He then hugged Annie.


"I guess we're back to being even,"
she said with a smile.  They kissed warmly, but briefly.


"You got lucky," a voice said behind
them.  They all turned to see Iamor.  "Do you think that really hurt him
all that much?  You are puny to him."


Don noticed that, all of a sudden, Iamor's
speech pattern was far clearer, and completely devoid of the strange quirks of
before.


"And where the fuck were you?  We
could have used your help!" Don shot back hotly.


"It wasn't me he was after, now was it?"
Iamor spat.  "What is it about you, that you think you can dictate to
others what we must do?  I do not live by your rules."


"No, you live by your own, which are
basically whatever is in your self-interest."


"I do not need to be lectured by someone
who hasn't even lived a quarter of a century yet.  I make my own rules, and I
live the way I damn well please!"  Turning on Gaphnia, he said, "So,
I see you have finally beaten my spell.  Don't worry, I'll put it back
soon."


"No, you won't," Don shot. 
"Because you're not strong enough to fight her, and you damn well know
it."  Gaphnia looked at him gratefully for the support.


Iamor wheeled on him, "I am the strongest
magician in Zemlia Nov, boy!"


"Maybe, maybe not," Don said, glaring
at the man, making sure Iamor realized that Don was a full foot taller than
him.  Iamor stared back up at him, his eyes flashing in anger.


"I want you out of this castle before day's
end, or we will see which of us is the strongest.  And do not return."


"Why the fuck would I want to, you self-centered,
egotistical little brat?" Don snarled.


"Leave, boy, before you wind up dead."


"We'll leave, but I want you to know
something, Ia-less," Don said, intentionally making fun of the man's name,
"you might be the most practiced magician here.  You might even be
the strongest.  But you will never be the best.  Your sister will
always be better than you, because she has a heart."


Iamor stalked away, fuming, without another
word.


 


∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼


∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼


















Part 2: Seeking the Dragon


 



Chapter 8


 


It took the group about an hour to gather
up all of the things they needed for their journey.  Gaphnia had told them to
take what they needed from the castle without concern for Iamor.  She'd said,
"I'll deal with him later."


Don had left Kate to look after packing
their clothing items; he didn't have very much in the way of new clothes, and
she was better at it, anyway.  He was now down in the dining hall, making his
way to the kitchen.  He could smell dinner cooking, and it was making him
hungry.  Too bad they weren't staying.


"Yarice?" he called out softly,
not wanting to startle the woman, especially after his little outburst a few
days ago.


"C'mon in, Master Don.  I was just
finishing up."


"Smells delicious."


"I hope you'll like its taste even
more so."


"Yarice... we're leaving.  Iamor has
-" he started.


"I know," she said, her mouth
turning into a frown.  "That bastard never has liked being challenged, and
you're just a little too direct for his tastes.  Maybe you remind him too much
of himself when he was human."


Don shrugged at the thought.  "Not
really important why he wants us gone, but I'm not going to try to fight him...
I'm not strong enough.  I was wondering if we might... raid a few supplies."


Yarice got a twinkle in her eye. 
"No, you may not."


"What?" Don asked, not
expecting to be rebuffed.


"You can take the food packs I
carefully prepared for you, but you may not rummage around in my kitchen, you
young whelp."  She smiled at him, and he laughed.  Stepping forward, he
gave her a hug.


"What would we have done without
you?"


"Starve?" she asked lightly.


"Probably!" he said with a
chuckle.


When Don released her, Yarice moved to
the back door of the kitchen.  "Malmot, could you come here, please?"


Don had not had a lot of contact with the
large creature that had first led them to Iamor when they'd arrived, and he'd
forgotten just how large the creature was.


"Yes, Miss Yarice?" Malmot said
when he entered - and promptly filled - the kitchen.


"I want you to help Don take the
food I've packed for him and his friends out to their wagon.  Can you do that
for me?" she asked the creature very sweetly.


"Yes, Miss Yarice," Malmot
said, shaking his head up and down with a smile.


"Thank you," she said.  Turning
back to Don, she said.  "Good luck, Master Don.  Your journey is going to
be dangerous, and I rather think you're in for more trouble than you
expect."


"That couldn't possibly happen,
Yarice.  Not after our trip here."  He gave her one last hug, and turned
to go.


"Wait!" she said, stopping
him.  He turned to see her pulling something from the oven.  "I almost
forgot.  This isn't our dinner, you see.  It's yours.  I couldn't pack
it, because it wasn't done.  It looks just about ready."  She pulled the pan
out of the oven, and slid it into a special sack-like container, before handing
it to Don.  He noted that the sack didn't let any heat get through.


"I know you're not ready to eat
yet.  You'll want to wait until you're out of the valley, at least.  This sack
will keep your food warm until you want to eat it.  And then you can use it
later, for the same purpose."


He looked at it in awe.  A Domino's
delivery bag, here?  "Surely this is much too valuable to part with,
Yarice..."


She waved him off.  "I have a dozen
of them.  Losing one is no great hardship, and Gaphnia can make me another one
when she has time.  You take it, and go, with my best wishes.  I've met all of
the travelers that come to Ballor.  You are the only one who has ever taken the
time to be kind to me.  Please be careful on your journey, and good luck."


"Thank you," he said, bowing,
since his hands were now full.  "And I hope things get better for you. 
Maybe Gaphnia will be able to put Iamor in his place soon."


Yarice looked at him sideways, but said
nothing.


"Farewell," Don said, rather
formally, but it was one of those occasions.  Turning to the creature, he
asked, "Are you ready, Malmot?"


"Malmot follow.  With food."


Don nodded at him, and turned, walking
out the door.  He heard the creature lumbering behind him.  I just hope he
doesn't step on me.


Don met Kate and Annie in the main hall. 
They both shivered a little at the sight of Malmot, but they'd grown a little
used to his presence.


"Yarice was one step ahead of us. 
She'd already packed our food."


Kate was about to pick up her bags to
follow Don, but Malmot shifted the food load he was carrying, and picked up all
their bags as well.  Kate looked up at him with an uneasy smile.


"You not should carry heavy stuff,
Miss Katie," Malmot said with a grin.  Don turned his head so Kate
wouldn't see him snickering.  It was clear that Malmot had a crush on her.  Too
bad he can't go with us.  He'd probably be one hell of a fighter.


The four made their way toward the castle
entrance, but were once again stopped by the pink monkey-thing, known as Barry
Ur.


"Howdy!"


"Well, howdy to you, too,
Barry," Don said happily.  He'd had a few, almost unintelligible,
conversations with Barry over the time they were here, and he'd come to realize
that, though the creature's speech pattern was almost indecipherable, he was
one of the friendliest creatures at Castle Ballor.  The only
"Barrier" he represented to anyone was that he could call
Malmot, who would certainly represent more of a threat than Barry did.


"You go leave now?" Barry asked
brightly.


"Yes, Barry.  It's time for us to
go."


"You come back, so I'sa said
Howdy?"


"We can't.  Iamor doesn't want us to
come back."


"Oh."  For once, they saw the
monkey-thing frown.  "Too bad.  Barry likesa say howdy to you!"


That, they figured, was as close as he'd
come to saying he enjoyed their company.  "Thank you," Katie said to
him quietly.


Barry swung from his tail until he was
close enough, and then he grabbed Katie in a light hug.  He did the same to
Annie, and then to Don.  When he was done, he swung back to his usual
position.  "You beesa careful out there!  Goody luck!"  With that,
Barry popped back up into the ceiling, and was gone.


"Well, at least some of the people
don't want us to go."  Annie said.


"Too bad it's not their opinion that
matters around here," Don groused.  "C'mon, let's get going."


 


-----


 


The rest of the group was waiting for
them out by the stables.  The wagon was waiting to finish being loaded.  Malmot
carried their food right to the wagon, but it appeared to already be full all
the way to its lid.


"No more room," Malmot said in
confusion.


Darnell chuckled at him.  "There'll
be room in just a second, Malmot.  Gill, Don, help me with this.  Let me show
you how this works.  The wagon is expandable.  The problem with big covered
wagons, of course, is that they're seriously top-heavy.  But if you make the
wagon too small, then there's not enough room.  This was our solution to the
problem."


The wagon had a solid wooden lid on it. 
On closer inspection, the boys realized that it wasn't actually just a lid; the
top piece actually came all the way down the sides, making an inverted
"bin" to cover the wagon.


"Now, yank the metal pins out of
each corner.  Susan, you come over here, too.  You look strong enough to help,
and the boys will need help when they're on the road.  Okay, yank the
pins."


"Susan," Don said, "You
take the pins.  We'll lift it, and then you can put the pins back in when we're
in the right place."  Susan nodded at him, and took the pins from him. 
She went to the other side and took Gill's pins as well.


"Okay, just lift together.  We used
a lighter wood, so it shouldn't be so bad for you, but it is heavy."


The two boys nodded to each other, and
heaved in unison.  Though they nearly gave themselves hernias, the lid didn't
budge an inch.


"I think it's stuck," Gill
said, with a gasp for air.


Don pushed on it.  The top rattled. 
"It isn't stuck... but it must weigh five hundred pounds."


"How the fuck are we going to lift
something that heavy?"


Don got a glint in his eye.  "The
easy way, of course.  Susan, be ready with those pins.  Give Gill his back. 
You do my side."  He waited for them to be ready, and then outstretched
his arms.  His fingers splayed, Don closed his eyes and began a chant.  It took
only a few seconds before the top rattled again, with nobody touching it. 
Then, slowly, it began to lift.  Don opened his eyes.


"Okay, guys... I'm carrying all the
weight, but I can't position it easily.  Just shove it upward until it's in the
right place, and slap the pins in.  And," he added with a grunt, "If
you could hurry, I'd appreciate it."


Gill and Susan quickly slid the top piece
upward until it was at its highest point.  Susan rammed the pins home into
their holes, and she heard Gill do the same.


"All done, Don," she said.  Don
exhaled explosively, and the lid creaked slightly, now accepting its weight
again.


"I hope we don't have to do that
too often," Don said with a grunt.


"You should have had Annie help you,"
Darnell said.


Don shook his head.  "It's really
hard for two magicians to work together like that.  Their mental images have to
be exactly the same, or they end up fighting each other."  He
turned to make sure that Malmot was doing all right loading the food.


"Hmmm," Darnell replied. 
"Maybe if she could make use of her psionic skills to read your mind, then
the images could be more easily synchronized."


Don stopped in his tracks.  He turned
back to Darnell and said, "I'd never thought of that."


Darnell shrugged.  "It's a thought
for later.  Now, let's get this wagon loaded.  You don't want to be traveling
too long after sunset."


Everyone agreed on that particular point.


 


-----


 


In short order, the wagon was fully
packed, and Malmot had said his good-byes and left.  The group was now standing
together, delaying their inevitable departure.  It was at that point that Don
saw Paul and Carysta standing in the garden, watching them.


"Everyone else, especially
you," he said, pointing to Gill, "stay here."  Gill bit off his
reply, and just nodded.  Don headed over to the two, who made no moves as he
approached.


When Don stopped near them, he said,
"May I assume you're not coming with us?"  He tried to keep his tone
neutral, without accusation or anger, but it was difficult.


"No, I think I've had enough of your
bullshit," Paul said bitterly.  Don saw Carysta squeeze his arm more
tightly.  He stared at her for a moment, and she stared back, her gaze
penetrating... trying...


"Stay out of my head, witch,"
Don snapped.  The expression on her face became one of shock.  "Yeah, I
know how to tell when you're doing it.  I also know how to fight it.  Don't try
that shit again."


"You leave her alone," Paul
warned.  Don turned back to him.


"So long as she leaves me alone,
I'll leave her alone.  I can't say I'm surprised you're not coming.  What
bothers me is that I also can't say I'm not relieved that you're not coming.  I
sure as hell don't want to spend this trip with two people trying to kill each
other.  Bad enough that whatever's out there is going to try to kill us.


"I don't know what the fuck's gotten
into you lately, but I don't have the time to care, either.  It's your life,
and if you want to fuck it up, hey, that's your business.  Contrary to what you
may believe, I don't have anything against you-"


"So long as I shut up and do what
I'm told, right?" Paul seethed.


Don cocked his head sideways and looked
at Paul strangely.  He decided there really was no answer that Paul would
actually believe.  He straightened up.  "Good luck, Paul."


"Fuck off."


Don nodded in understanding, though he,
in truth, had none.  He turned and walked back to the group.  He could feel the
gaze of the other two watching him: one he sensed was downright hatred.  The
other seemed to be apathy.  What bothered him was that he couldn't tell who was
who.


"Not coming?" Julie asked.


"No.  I'm sorry."


"I'm not," Gill said.


"Gill.  Drop it."  Gill
nodded.  Julie wiped a tear away, and Annie gave her a hug to show support. 
Don saw it all, but he was actually relieved.  As much as he liked Paul and
considered him a friend, he knew that his presence on this trip would be
nothing but pure hell.  He'd had to ask for Julie's sake, but he was just as
happy that Paul was staying behind.


But what will I tell his parents if we
get out of here without him?


That issue would have to wait until
later.


At that point, Darnell spoke up. 
"It occurs to me that we need to get some horses so you can get this show
on the road.  That sun isn't standing still, you know."


"Don't I know it."


Just then, they heard a heavy set of
footsteps.  They turned to see a small girl they'd not met before... but she was
riding the biggest horse any of them could possibly imagine.  They thought that
an elephant could not have been a whole lot larger... but this animal had
agility, speed, and intelligence.  It was clear on the animal's face.


"Ah, Dreanna.  Just in time."


As the horses approached, most of the
group took unsteady steps backward, away from the animals.  Kate was cringing
behind Don; she'd had an accident on a horse when she was six, and that had
been a small horse.  These creatures were enormous.


Dreanna stopped the horses next to the
wagon, and she slid down off the one she was riding.  It was amazing to the
others she didn't break her neck; the horse was nearly twice her height.  She
reached up, and the animal bent its head so that she could pat it softly.


The one person in Don's group who was not
showing outright fear was Susan.  She stepped gingerly up to the animal
standing next to Dreanna.


"What's its name?" Susan asked
quietly.


"This is Whirlwind.  That one is
Nightmare.  Don't let her name fool you; it comes from her birth, not her
personality.  And that one is Jeremy."


"Jeremy?" Gill asked
incredulously.


Dreanna stared him down.  "Yes,
Jeremy.  You have a problem with my names?"


Gill blushed, and put up his hands
defensively.  "No, no... just fine, just fine."  The rest of the group
laughed at him.


Susan grabbed the reins of Whirlwind, and
stuck her foot into the strap that hung below the stirrup.  The horse was far
too large to mount in anything like a normal manner.  The process seemed more
like climbing a mountain.  Finally, Susan was on the animal, who shifted
slightly at the strange rider on its back, but didn't fidget more than that. 
Susan leaned down and stroked the animal's neck, receiving a guttural sound for
her affections.  She sat back up, and looked down at the others.  She was
staring at the tops of their heads.


"Gill, are we leaving now?" she
asked in a very submissive tone.


"Uh... yeah, in a minute, Suse." 
Looking to Don, he said, "That's a big fuckin' horse."


Don could feel Kate nod and shiver behind
him.  "I know.  Katie," he said, turning to her.  "You can ride
with me, or you can fly ahead of us.  I don't know how long you can go without
getting tired, but I know you hate horses."


"I'll... be okay.  I guess," she
said, walking up to Jeremy.  The horse looked down at her with the strangest
eyes she'd ever seen.  She'd never even heard of a horse with blue eyes
before.  Jeremy stared at her for a moment, and then the mammoth beast knelt
down.  Its head was now just at Kate's eye level, and it stared at her.  She
smiled wanly, and the animal bowed its head.  It was clear that he was waiting
for her to get on.


Slowly, very unsteadily, Kate walked
along the horse's body, always keeping her hand on his side.  When she got to
the saddle, she jumped, and used her wings to land softly on the animal's
back.  Jeremy actually turned to see if she was in place before he stood back
up.  Katie grew pale, but she managed.


Annie was also shivering at the thought
of riding such a large creature.  Don walked over to her.  "Are you going
to be okay?"


She shook her head.  "I'm afraid of
horses, and afraid of heights.  Do you have a Shetland Pony I could
ride?"  The others chuckled, and she smiled at her self-effacing comment.


"Sorry, Annie," he said to her
quietly.  "Julie can help calm your nerves.  Unless..." he let his
thought trail off.


"Unless what?" she asked,
wondering if he was thinking what she hoped he was thinking.


"Unless you'd rather I rode with
you, until you get used to it."


She nearly fainted.  "Oh, would you,
please?"


Don nodded.  He went back to tell Kate,
but it was clear she'd already heard.  She just smiled at him and winked. 
Julie climbed onto Jeremy while the animal stood stock-still.


Gill had already joined Susan on her
horse, and they were all waiting now.  Darnell had hooked the wagon up to
Nightmare, the horse that Don and Annie would be riding.  Darnell gave them all
a final salute, and he marched off.


"Not much on good-byes, I
guess," Don said to nobody in particular.


"This is hard on all of us,"
Gaphnia said.   She startled Don, because he'd not known she was right behind him. 
"We've grown attached to you over the short time you've been here.  It
saddens me that you have to go, and it sickens me more that I have to say, I
hope to never see you again.  Good luck on your journey, and I hope you find
Vernior."


"The map you gave me is very clear. 
Thank you for everything."  Don paused only a beat before he stepped
close, and hugged her.  Gaphnia embraced him in return, and her grip was
clearly growing stronger.


When they separated, Don said, "And
good luck to you, on beating Iamor.  That bastard needs a hard lesson."


Gaphnia nodded, but she said nothing.


Turning, Don walked to Nightmare.  He put
his foot in the strap, and made his way onto the horse.  He reached down for
Annie, and he could see the fear in her eyes.  He smiled at her encouragingly,
and she finally got her foot into the strap.  Nightmare could have been a
statue for all he moved while Annie made her way, with Don's help, into the
saddle in front of him.  He put his arms around her and grabbed the reins.  She
settled back against him slightly, and let out a very soft sigh.


"You smell nice," Don whispered
in her ear, both because she did, and to take her mind off her fears.  She
grinned at the sky, but said nothing.


"Good luck to you all!" Gaphnia
called out one last time before she, too, turned and made her way back to the
castle.  Don looked around, and knew that everyone else was waiting for his
instructions.


"Katie, you take the lead.  Gill,
you bring up the rear.  We'll keep the wagon in the middle, in case of
trouble.  Whenever you're ready, Sis."


Katie nodded to him, and turned, dipping
her head to say something to the horse.  The animal, known as a Moonsailer
Horse, dipped its head in reply, nickered, and began a slow trot to the south.


"On our way," Don sighed to
himself.


"Will we make it home, you
think?" Annie asked him softly.


"I didn't come this far to screw up
now," he half-answered her.  I really wish I knew the answer to your
question, Annie.  But right now, I'll settle for getting the hell out of this
valley.


 


-----


 


Getting out of the valley turned out to
be trickier than it should have been.  There was only one pass through the
rocky terrain surrounding the castle's meadow.  It turned out to be strewn with
rocks and boulders.  Some of them were big enough that the horses could not
make it past them, so they had to be moved.  It took four hours to clear the
path wide enough so that the horses and the wagon could make it into the
grasslands beyond.


They had traveled north from their
arrival point in Zemlia Nov to reach Castle Ballor, and they were now heading
south again, though it was more southwest than due south.  The three horses,
each with two riders, traveled at an easy trot, moving through the grasslands
carefully but as quickly as possible.  They all knew that Dan Gelmer would find
them if they stayed out here too long.  There was also the issue of whether or
not Denonia would cause them trouble, since she still believed them to be
allies of her brother.  The only magician in the castle that Don was still
willing to call an ally was Gaphnia, but it was clear that she didn't like
Denonia, either, so that was, perhaps, not of any real comfort.


Even after the sun set, the team rode on
in the dark.  It was clear why these horses were called Moonsailers; they could
see quite well by the light of the waning moon, and their silver manes shone
brightly in the moonlight.  Their dark bodies thundered along, moving with the
ease of animals accustomed to heavy burden, and enjoying the light work they
had to do now.  What suddenly bothered Don was how he was going to return the
animals to the castle.


Assuming I have any choice in the
matter.


 


-----


 


It was several hours after nightfall when
the group finally stopped to rest.  Annie didn't make any move to get off the
horse when they stopped, however.


"You plan on sleeping up here?"
Don asked her jokingly.


"I like it here," she said,
settling back against him.  Don responded by wrapping his arms around her.  She
smiled into the darkness, laying her head back against his shoulder.  They both
looked up at the stars for a few moments, until their reverie was broken by
Gill.


"You wanna come down here and get
our dinner out, Don?  No one else knows where you packed it."


Annie moved away from Don reluctantly,
and he held her hand as she descended from the horse.  He saw her quickly move
away from the animal.  It was obvious that she was still not comfortable around
the beast.  Don had grown used to Nightmare, and he patted the horse's neck
before he slipped down out of the saddle to the ground.  The horse waited while
he freed it from the wagon, and then it immediately moved off to the small
patch of still-green grass where the other two horses had begun grazing.


Don lowered the gate on the wagon, and
reached in for the bag that contained their dinner.  He was surprised when he
opened it that it was still quite warm, even though they'd been traveling for
what seemed endless hours.


"Do I need to heat that up?"
Julie asked quietly.  He jumped slightly, as he had not heard her behind him. 
Seeing what she had done, she said, "Sorry.  I didn't mean to scare
you."


He smiled as he turned to her. 
"Don't worry about it.  And I think we can probably eat this as is.  It's
still pretty warm."  He handed her the pan, and she nodded.  Julie liked
cooking, and she had taken it upon herself to be the group's cook, since, in
her own words, "I ain't good for nothin' else."


Don next went over to Katie, who was
watching the horses, but from a good distance away.  He made sure she was aware
of his approach before he touched her, rubbing his hands across her shoulders,
and then moving them down around her waist to hold her to him, much as he had
done earlier with Annie.


"How are you doing?" he asked
quietly.  No one wanted to make too much noise out here on the plains.


"Scared again," she answered,
her voice quavering.  "We're not safe here, are we?"


"No," he told her honestly. 
"I don't think we'll be safe again until we get home."


"What if we don't?" she said,
her voice rising.  "What if we never get home?"


Don turned her so that he could hug her
properly.  She buried her face in his chest, and began crying.  Annie started
to come over, but Don's look warned her away.  This was obviously a
brother-sister moment.


After a few moments, Don pulled his
sister back, and put his finger under her chin, forcing her to look up at him. 
"I promise, Sis.  We'll get home."  He leaned in and kissed her. 
What started as an act of support and encouragement quickly became one of
passion, and the two kissed feverishly.  The heightened emotional state they
felt was evidencing itself in a manner they were more comfortable with, and
they kissed for several minutes before finally breaking apart.


Breathless, Don smiled at his sister.  He
said, "I think we'd better go get dinner, before we.... Uh... lose track of
time."


Kate blushed, but nodded.  She held his
hand tightly as they moved back to the fire together.  Don noticed that the
hesitancy of the initial nights in the woods when they had arrived was
completely gone.  Gill and Susan were sitting side by side, talking and
whispering to each other, and Gill occasionally ran his hand along her back,
which caused her to stop and smile at him.  Julie and Annie sat together,
talking quietly to each other, and huddling together.  Don wondered if there
was more there than he knew about, but decided it didn't really matter.


As for Don, he was content to sit by
Katie.  Actually, he was now sitting behind her, and she was leaning against
him.  The dinner that Yarice had made for them was wonderful, and they took
their time enjoying it, knowing that they wouldn't have food that good for
quite a while, since they had little in the way of cooking utensils out here in
the wild.


After dinner, Don stretched, but didn't
move from his spot.  He held onto Katie, who had also finished her meal.  Katie
stirred, turning in his arms until she could lay her head on his shoulder and
look up at him.  He leaned down to kiss her again, and she came to him readily.


After what seemed like several minutes,
the couple came up for a breath.  Don took a nervous look around, to see if the
others were staring at them.  He was surprised to find that the other four had
moved off.  He saw the barest hint of Julie and Annie off in the distance, and
he saw Susan and Gill over by the horses, until they ducked down behind one
which had knelt on the ground to rest.


It didn't take long for him to realize
what was going on; the rest of the group had the same idea that Don and Kate
did, and they'd mainly needed someone to jumpstart things.  Don was only mildly
surprised about Julie and Annie, but he was happy that the two had each other
to turn to for emotional comfort.


That was Don's last frivolous thought
before returning his attention to his beautiful sister.  Don pulled Katie more
tightly against himself, and she came willingly, wrapping her arms around his
neck and thrusting her tongue into his mouth.  As they kissed, Don slipped his
hands down onto her new skirt and found the fastener.  As he was about to undo
it, Katie stopped him.  Without breaking their kiss, she lifted the skirt
material out of the way, and took his hand, planting it on her pussy, which was
not covered with any underwear.


Katie groaned as Don slipped his hand
against her already-wet cunt.  His other hand continued to caress her back,
pulling her tightly against him.  Finally, she broke their kiss.


"Make love to me, Donny."


He nodded to her, and she slipped her
hands down to unfasten his robe.  Getting his dick free from the Novian
underwear was difficult with him sitting, but she managed it.  Her eyes
glistened at the sight of his hard dick.  Lifting her hips, she positioned him
at her opening, and slid down onto his cock.  She sighed at the sensation of
being penetrated, and smiled warmly at her brother.


 


-----


 


Over by the horses, Susan pulled Gill
down to the ground.  The two rolled in the grass together, kissing and fondling
each other.  Gill ran his tongue along Susan's lips until she opened her mouth,
admitting his tongue to join its playmate.  For many minutes, the two kissed
hotly in this manner, until they had to come up for air.


"Boy," Gill said breathlessly,
"You're sure hot tonight.  What's gotten into you?  Not that I mind,"
he added with a wicked grin.


"Horse riding always does this to
me," she said by way of explanation.  She was now on top of him, and she
held him down as she sat up.  She moved off him so that she could take hold of
his pants.  With his help, she got his pants and underwear down off his hips. 
She licked her lips in anticipation of what was to come.


Leaning down, she lightly grasped his
shaft and began to lick his cock in long, smooth strokes.  Gill groaned at the
feel of it.  Susan continued to massage his dick with her tongue and hand,
while her other hand did its best to pull her own pants off.  When Gill saw
this, he reached over and helped her, getting her pants below her knees.  At
that point, Gill maneuvered until he was beneath her, staring up at her
wondrous cunt.


At that moment, Susan wrapped her lips
around the head of his dick.  Gill inhaled sharply at the pleasant sensation. 
For just a moment, he allowed himself to be lost in the ecstasy, but then he
returned to the matter at hand.  Reaching up, Gill pulled Susan's hips downward,
bringing her pussy within reach of his waiting tongue.  He licked at her outer
lips, and she groaned, sending vibrations along his cock, which caused him to
groan, completing the circle.


The two moved quickly, his tongue
flitting across her pussy lips, and her mouth bobbing on his cock.  It wasn't
long before they were both nearing release, and they increased their pace to
try to come together.  In moments, the two erupted.  Susan squirmed and twisted
above her brother, who was shooting his spunk deep into her throat.  She
swallowed with pleasure each spurt of his cum.  For Gill's part, he lapped
hungrily at his sister's juices, enjoying the moment immensely.


 


-----


 


A slight distance from the other two
couples, Annie and Julie sat together, leaning against a large rock and staring
up at the sky.  They were huddled together, and occasionally one or the other
would lean over, and they would kiss for a while.  Neither of them felt the
need for sex this evening, though if one of the boys had asked, they would have
jumped at the chance.  They had decided that someone needed to pay attention in
case something bad came along.


"They sound like they're having
fun," Julie said wistfully.


"Yeah," Annie said with a
sigh.  "How well do you know Don?"


"Well, I mean, I see him a lot,
because us girls hang out together, but really know him, I'm not sure. 
Why?"


Annie hesitated before she said, "I
think I'm falling in love with him, but I don't really know if he feels the
same way or not.  He's kind of hard to read."


Julie nodded.  "He's quiet.  He
always has been."


"Do you think...?"


"I don't know, Annie.  I can ask
Katie to find out for you, if you want me to..."


"I'd be too embarrassed that he knew
how I feel!"


"Katie knows how to be discreet. 
Heck, whenever we want to ask something of one of the guys, we always ask his
sister.  It's just easier that way."


"I don't know.  Let me think about
it."


"Okay.  But it's probably the only
way you're going to know for sure, unless you ask him yourself.  He's probably
not going to come onto you, no matter how he feels."


"Why?" Annie asked, a little
tearfully.


"He's just too shy.  Katie told me
how reluctant he was even to be with her, and he's known her for all her
life!"


Annie sighed.  "I suppose that's
true.  I need to think about it."


"No problem."  Julie leaned
over and gave her friend a kiss, to help ease her pains.  Annie returned the
kiss, and the two began to neck once more.


 


-----


 


Don was in paradise.  Katie was slowly
moving up and down on his cock, sending shivers of pleasure throughout his
body.  He was lying down, letting her do the work, as she'd asked him to.  He
reached up and gently caressed her tits through her shirt.  She sighed,
enjoying the feel of her brother's hands on her body.


By mutual consent, their pace quickened,
but they didn't rush.  Tonight was not a night for frenzy, but a night for
lovingly sharing.  Kate mewled as she began to ride his dick a little faster,
and Don's hips began to move, pushing back up at her as she came down.  The
feeling was wonderful, and she didn't think she could hold out much longer.


Don was certain that he couldn't
withstand more, though.  He pushed himself to a sitting position, wrapping his
arms lightly around his sister.  The two began to kiss as they continued to
move against each other.  It was a little awkward, but they were so caught up
in the emotion, they could not have cared less.


It was only a little while before Don
could not take any more, and pulled Katie all the way down onto his dick, blowing
his load deep inside her.  The feel of it sent Kate over the edge, and she,
too, came, crying out in her pleasure.  The two remained locked together for
some minutes, unmoving, lost together in their own world of love.


 


-----


 


Gill rammed into Susan again and again. 
After he'd recovered from her outstanding blowjob, he'd flipped her onto her
back, and slipped his dick inside her.  Susan wrapped her legs around him, to
pull him further into her, and she grunted in joy.


"Yes, oh, God, yes, fuck me, Gill!"
she cried.  For his part, Gill slammed into her faster and harder, thrusting
for all he was worth.  Susan began to buck beneath him, and he knew she was on
the very edge of her orgasm.  He reached over with one hand and began to twist
her nipple.


A blinding wave of passion overcame
Susan, and she screamed out in orgasm.  Her body bucked and thrashed beneath
her brother, who continued ramming into her until he, himself, began his own
climax.  The feel of Gill's seed splashing inside her cunt caused Susan to ride
even higher, crying out and twisting until she lost her senses and could only
grunt and buck her hips at him.


It was several moments before the two
were able to calm down from their peak.  Gill slipped out of his sister's twat,
and lay down beside her in the grass.  He pulled her to him, and she turned,
allowing him to embrace her fully.  The two kissed softly for some minutes
before they truly settled from their encounter.


"I love you, Gill," Susan said
after a long moment of comfortable silence.


"I love you, too," he said,
meaning it.


 


-----


 


After a while, the group came back
together.  There were a few sheepish grins shared among them, but everyone
understood the reasoning; for the moment, they still seemed to be relatively
safe.  Since that could change at any time, they had each taken the opportunity
to relieve a little stress.


Once the group was gathered around the
fire once more, Don said, "Looks like it's just you and me, Gill.  You
want first watch, or second?"


Before Gill could answer, Julie spoke
up.  "Why can't the rest of us stand watch?"


Don looked at her as if she'd just
sprouted antennae.  The thought had never even occurred to him that they
might.


Annie looked at him and chuckled. 
"She's right, you know.  We're just as capable of standing watch as you
are."


Gill said, "But, Julie, you don't
really have any way to defend yourself..."


"You think my scream isn't going to
wake you guys up?" she said with a smile.  "All I've got to do is see
it coming, right?  You guys can beat it up when it gets here."


The group laughed.  Gill said, "If
we're going to do that, then I'd suggest that we stand watch in pairs."


Don asked, "Why?"


"When we were standing watch before,
I noticed it was kind of hard to stay awake at times.  A little easier if you
have someone to talk with, and to keep you awake."


"Okay, so, three teams?  Or should
we just rotate it around?"


"I think it would be best if we
stuck to the pairs we're in now."  Gill looked rather pointedly between
Don and Katie.  Don got the message, and knew that Gill was right; Katie was in
no shape to be without Don at night, now that they were out here in the
wilderness again.


"So, who wants first watch?  Katie
and I will take second watch tonight."


"We'll do it," Annie said. 
"You four look... uh.... 'tired'."


The group chuckled slightly at that.


"Thanks.  See you in five
hours."


"Um... Don?" Annie said.


"Yeah?"


"How do I know when five hours is
up?"


Stifling a yawn, Don nodded, and chanted
a little spell.  A small orb of light settled onto the ground, glowing dimly. 
"Remind me to teach you that trick tomorrow.  When the orb fades, five
hours is up."


"Gotcha.  Thanks."


He nodded, and snuggled down next to his
sister to get some sleep.


 


∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼


 


The morning came soon enough on the
grasslands.  The four who were awake moved around very quietly to allow Annie
and Julie to get their final measure of sleep.  In due course, it was necessary
to wake them.  Don went over to them both, and knelt down, lightly shaking their
shoulders.


Julie rolled over and grumbled without
being fully awake, but Annie snapped her eyes open, and sat up quickly.  It
took her a second to realize who had awakened her, and the adrenaline rush had
her shaking like a leaf.


Seeing her fright, Don moved closer to
her, and hugged her.  She grasped at him, seeking the comfort that he
provided.  They held each other for some time, until Annie finally calmed down
from her fright.


"I don't like it out here," she
said in a weak, small voice.


"Neither do I.  We'll be
okay."  He tried to put as much conviction into his voice as possible. 
She smiled weakly at him.


Don, not sure if he should or not, leaned
in.  Annie tilted her head up to meet him, and they kissed tenderly.  She
embraced him again, but more softly this time.  Their kiss was long and
heartfelt.


When they finally parted, Annie smiled
more readily at him.  "Thanks," she whispered.


"Any time," he answered with a
smile.  Turning to Julie, he smacked her on the shoulder.  "Jules!  Get
your cute butt out of bed!"


Julie finally rolled back over and opened
her eyes.  She looked up at him, and half-smiled.  "Time to get up
already?"


"Yeah.  Sorry.  You guys can have
tomorrow night off of guard duty.  C'mon, we've gotta get moving soon. 
Breakfast is waiting."


 


-----


 


It wasn't long before they were back on
the horses and on their way.  Once again, Don was riding with Annie, though he
kept his sister in sight.  He held onto the young woman snugly, and she was
settled back against him.


"I could get used to this," she
said quietly.


"Used to what?" he asked.


"Having you hold onto me like
that," she replied.  He smiled, and squeezed her a bit before returning to
his previous grip.


"Have I told you how pretty you
are?" he asked.


"Not in the last ten minutes,"
she said, fishing for the compliment.


Melodramatically, he began, "Your
hair is the fire of an autumn sunset, your eyes are the purest jade..."  He
didn't get any further before she began laughing.  When she settled down, he
said, "You are beautiful, you know."


He saw her blush.  "Thank you,"
she said quietly, her eyes gazing out at the grasslands.


Changing the subject a little, he said,
"You do understand why Katie and I have to stay together at night,
right?"


She frowned slightly.  "Not really,
but I didn't figure it was my business."


He squeezed her again.  "I'm making
it your business.  As scared as you might be here, Katie was terrified when we
first got here.  I mean, not only was she thrown into this really strange
place, but she got changed into an Elfling.  I still don't think she's fully
accepted it yet, and being back out here in the wild, well...  She's scared
again, big time.  And I have to look out for my sister.  I know you want us to
spend some time together, but..."


She took his hand.  "Okay, I
understand.  You're right; at least I have Julie to keep me company, but you're
all Katie has."


Not able to resist asking, Don said,
"Just how well does Julie keep you company?"


Annie blushed crimson, but gave no
answer.


 


-----


 


The day wore on in one monotonous roll of
grassland until well after lunch, when the land turned upward, and became more
rocky.  It was slower going, as the trail they were now on was barely wide
enough for the wagon.  On one side of them was a heavy stand of trees, too
thick to move the horses through, and on the other side was a steep drop-off,
lined with trees and boulders.  They moved carefully, but Don was concerned; if
they were attacked by anything more menacing than a rabbit here, they were in
trouble.


As they reached a bend in the trail,
Don's fears were manifested.  In a flash, Dan Gelmer came soaring around the
curve.  It was obvious that he had been lying in wait for them.  Katie screamed
and rolled off Whirlwind.  Julie jumped as well, and Dan Gelmer plowed into the
horse, decapitating it with a vicious swipe of his claws.


Don was about to toss Annie off Nightmare
when the body of Whirlwind slammed into his horse.  Nightmare reared up,
tossing both its riders off.


Annie and Don were both thrown clear of
the horse.  Don hit his back on the wagon, and he saw Annie hit her head.  He
reached out for her, but could not catch her as they both rolled off the wagon...


And over the edge of the cliff.
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Chapter 9


 


Don fell, flailing his arms, until he
bounced off a rock.  Quickly, he grabbed for it, finding a purchase and holding
on for dear life.  He could still hear the beating of Dan-Gelmer's huge wings. 
He knew he had to get back up to help his friends.  He took one more look
behind him, to see if he could spot Annie, but she was lost in the undergrowth.


Taking a deep breath, Don began his
chant.  In seconds, he was floating upward.  He'd fallen only ten feet below
the edge of the road, and he was soon standing on top of the wagon, which
appeared to be the easiest place from which to fight.


Susan, who had been stunned by Don's
disappearance over the edge, was galvanized into action by his reappearance. 
She grabbed the reins of Jeremy, and wheeled him around to face the direction
that Dan-Gelmer had flown off to.  He could be seen turning around for another
attack.  Gill patted Susan on the shoulder before slipping off the large horse,
and nearly hurting himself.


Susan paid no attention as she stood
herself up on the horse and drew an arrow.  Nocking the arrow to the bow, Susan
waited for a clean shot.  Don, seeing that she was ready and had the best
weapon, chanted an incantation to power her arrow.  As the dragon got near
enough, Susan let loose with her projectile.  It arced a blue streak through
the sky, and embedded itself in the monster's soft underbelly.  The creature
screamed in rage, and flew off into the distance.  They knew it was not
seriously wounded.  The same could not be said for their team.


 


-----


   


The entire team took a large, collective
breath, and then they began to look around at each other to spot problems.  Don
looked over at Gill and Susan, to see that both of them were uninjured, as was
their horse, Jeremy.  He nodded to Gill, to let him know that he, also, was
okay.  He next inspected the wagon he was still standing on, and Nightmare. 
The wagon was fully intact, and Nightmare appeared uninjured, though it was
hard to tell since she wasn't moving around.


He spotted Katie near the edge of the
road, and she was staring off at something, but he didn't know what.  What
mattered to him at the moment was that she was fine, and that was a vast relief
to him.  He had to look around to find Julie, and that's when he became
worried.  Julie was sitting on the ground, her back against the rock of the
cliff that rose above them.  She was holding the back of her head, and she
looked a little dazed.


Don swiftly climbed off the wagon and
went to her side, kneeling down to look her over.  He looked into her eyes, and
they seemed to focus on him, but her expression looked a little dreamy.


"Julie?  Who am I?"


"You're cute," she said with a
smile.


Don smirked, but shook his head at the
thought.  "C'mon, no kidding around.  What's my name?"


"You're Don," she said, as if
to a backward child.


"Where are you?"


"Beats the fuck out of me.  I haven't
known that for weeks."


"What just happened?"


"This big fuckin' lizard just tried
to cut my head off.  Weren't you paying attention?" she said exasperatedly.


Don sighed in relief.  He smiled at her. 
"I was checking to see if you had a concussion.  You wouldn't have been
able to answer that if you did."


"Oh," she said, and then
smiled.  "You were worried about me."


"Yeah."


"Thanks."


"Is it just your head?"


"I hurt everywhere.  That damned
horse threw me when it died."


Don knew that only Julie could blame a
dead animal for hurting her.  He tried not to smile at her.  "Let me take
a look at your head, okay?"


Very slowly, Julie leaned forward and
took her hand away.  Don looked closely, but saw no shining white bone, which
was a relief.  He could tell that it wasn't indented, so he figured she didn't
have a skull fracture of any kind, just a lot of blood and pain.  Closing his
eyes, he began a healing chant.  It took him over a minute before the wound was
closed, and he was sweating with the effort by the time he was done.


Opening his eyes, he said, "There. 
It's probably going to hurt like hell for a few days, though."


Julie reached back to feel it, and winced
at her own touch, but she still smiled at him.  Then she gave him a big hug. 
When she let go of him, her smile faded.  He could see she was looking over his
shoulder, at about where Katie was standing.  The pain he saw in her eyes was
easy to read.


"We're going to find her, Jules,"
he said quietly.


"Promise?" she asked with tears
in her eyes.


"It's pointless," Gill said,
having overheard their discussion.  Don stood up to face his friend.


"Excuse me?" Don asked
incredulously.  "I don't see going to find a friend as pointless."


"She's almost certainly dead,"
Gill said, and immediately regretted it, as Julie started sobbing.


"And if she's not?" Don asked
with barely controlled anger.  "You'd desert a friend on a maybe? 
I made her a promise.  I wouldn't leave you down there, and I'm not
leaving her.  We are going to look for her."


Gill held up his hands in surrender.  He
knew when he'd been out-shouted.  When there had been three boys, they could
possibly have outvoted Don, but Gill did not have the willpower to go against
his friend when he'd made up his mind.  He didn't relish the thought of
spending up to an extra week in this place trying to find what would almost
certainly be the remains of a dead body.  Still, he would not argue with his
friend on this point; it was obvious there were more feelings there than Gill
was aware of.


Don turned away from Gill, angry at him
for bringing up the ugly possibility, and disgusted by his disloyalty.  He
knelt back down to comfort Julie, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her
into him, hoping to settle her sobbing.  It took a couple of minutes, but she
did eventually calm down.


"We are going to find her," Don
told her quietly.  Julie just nodded, not confident in her ability to speak.


"Donny?" Kate called from the
edge of the road.  He looked over at her, and she had turned to face him, but
she had been staring rather intently down into the ravine.


"Are you going to be all right?"
he asked Julie quietly.  He didn't want to embarrass her in front of everyone. 
She nodded again, and he slowly released her.  Don stood up and walked over to
his sister.  "What's up?"


Katie turned back to the ravine and
pointed.  "She disappeared right about there.  When I came off Whirlwind,
I flew down into the ravine - I figured the safest direction to go was down -
and I saw her roll into the underbrush right about there."


"Roll?"


"If you look at it, it's not steep
enough to actually fall very far.  She bounced, fell, and rolled.  She's got to
be pretty banged up."  Katie refused to admit that she might be dead.  She
did not believe that something that bad would happen to her brother.  Although
she liked Annie, she knew that Don felt a lot more than that, though he hadn't
admitted it to himself yet.  She knew he'd be devastated if they didn't find
Annie alive, and so she simply refused to accept the concept that they wouldn't. 
She pointed over to their right.  "If you look real careful, you can see a
path into the forest.  The only thing is, I don't know if it's big enough for
the horses."


"We'll find out when we get down
there."


"Okay."


Turning to the rest of the group, Don
raised his voice to be heard.  "I wish we could take a longer break here,
but I don't think it's safe.  There's no telling when Dan-Gelmer'll be back,
now that he knows for sure where we are.  We've got to get off this damned
mountain as fast as we safely can."


Nobody disagreed with that point.  Gill
asked, "What do we do about the riding situation?"


Don turned to Kate.  "Katie, I need
you to play scout.  It could be dangerous, but if you don't, we could walk
right into another trap.  I need you to fly about fifty or a hundred yards in
front of us, and keep an eye out for danger.  You'll have to be careful not to
get into trouble yourself.  Think you're up to it?"


She nodded, a little uncertainly.  Her
brother said she could do it, so she could do it, but that didn't make her
happy about it.  Don gave her a warm hug and a kiss, and that made her feel
better all the way around.


"Okay, Julie can ride with me.  Keep
your eyes open for stuff coming from behind us.  I doubt he'll play the same
trick twice in a row."  Gill nodded, and moved off to his horse with his
sister.  Don walked over and knelt down beside Julie.


"Jules?  Are you ready to go?"


"No, but I can't expect you guys to
wait for me all day."


Don smiled, and helped her to her feet. 
She wouldn't let go of his hand, though, as they walked over to the horse. 
Before she got on, she turned to him and asked, "Do you really think we'll
be able to find her?"


"Yeah, I do.  I don't plan on
leaving here without her."


Julie smiled at him, and hugged him. 
When she broke the hug, she leaned in and gave him a kiss.  It took him a
second or two to react, but he kissed back as soon as he recovered.  They broke
the kiss fairly quickly, and they smiled at each other.


 


-----


 


The man's name was Baruek.  Life had not
been good to him, and his choice of profession did not conspire to make his
situation better.  That, however, could not be helped.  He did the only thing
he was good at.


He was not working today, however.  He
was merely traveling from place to place through the forest.  He had already
been warned not to get stuck out in the open at night, but he felt relatively
safe here in the trees.  Unless, that is, Dan-Gelmer decided to burn down the
forest for kicks.


When he heard a loud rustling noise off
to his left, his first considered action was to dart off the path and up into a
tree.  Rustling noises in forests rarely brought good news with them.  He
listened carefully to the noise, and it sounded like somebody - or something
- crashing through the underbrush.  He realized that it sounded a lot like
something rolling, rather than running or walking.  Animals didn't roll to
attack people, and people didn't much do it, either.


After the noise had stopped, Baruek
slowly climbed out of the tree.  He moved silently through the forest, in the
manner he had learned many years ago.  He was also good at judging the
direction of sounds, even after they had stopped.  It took him only three
minutes to find the source of the noise.


He looked down at a pretty young woman,
bruised and battered.  It was clear that she had fallen, and he wondered if she'd
fallen from the cliff above him.  He'd heard the dragon earlier; if she had
been attacked by Dan-Gelmer, she was lucky to be - he checked; yes she was,
still - alive.  He looked her over without touching her and saw no obvious
broken bones or serious external injuries.  She had to be bruised all over, and
could very well be hurt in ways he could not see, but there was nothing he
could do about either of those things.


Baruek was not the friendliest of people,
but even he was not about to leave a young woman, who was obviously a traveler
in this land, lying in the woods to be eaten alive by one of the many creatures
of the forest.  However, if he intended to move her, he would need to create
some kind of sled or pallet on which to drag her, because he would not be
strong enough to carry her very far.


Building such a contraption would be
difficult, since all he carried was a knife.  Using her sword would make the
construction much easier.  Cutting branches with a knife didn't sound like his
idea of fun.  Reaching down, Baruek grasped the handle of her sword and tried
to pull it free, but it didn't budge.  Figuring that it was merely a tight fit,
he pulled harder.  When the woman's body shifted, she groaned in pain.  Baruek
quickly released the handle of the sword.


Well, shit.


Somehow, he would have to get her out of
here.  Just then, the unexpected happened; the young woman began to wake up.


 


-----


 


The two horses were obviously still
spooked by the attack, and they both slowed before each and every corner on the
path.  Kate flew around each of them and then back into sight, so that the
others would know it was safe.  Don didn't like this approach at all;
his sister was the least able of them to protect herself in a fight.


Well, maybe except for Julie.  The
girl he held onto as they rode along was terrified and unskilled.  Whatever
help she might have been in a fight before, she would probably be nearly
catatonic if they got attacked again.  He was holding her more tightly than he
needed to; he knew that.  Every time he loosened his grip, however, she became
shaky, and that wasn't good.  He kept his left hand wrapped firmly around her
abdomen while his right hand held the reins.  Under other circumstances, he
would certainly be enjoying this, as Julie was a knockout, but not today.  They
were both worried about what had happened to Annie.


 


-----


 


Annie, on the other hand, was wondering
who had buried an axe in her skull, for that's what it felt like.  As she began
to open her eyes, her vision was blurry, and she couldn't make out any
details.  She thought there was a person standing over her, but she couldn't
even be positive about that.  When the blob moved, she was reasonably sure it
was an alive something.  She groaned in pain, and raised her hand to her
forehead.  Even that small move introduced her to aches and bruises that she
was sure would only get worse.


Her vision eventually began to clear, but
it took a long time for her to focus.  What she eventually saw was a tall,
spindly figure, perhaps six and a half feet tall, wearing a brown tunic and a
green cloak.  She moaned again, wondering if it would snap her in half to try
to sit up.


"I wouldn't move around too much if
I were you," Baruek said.  "You had one nasty fall, apparently.  Do
you remember what happened to you?"


Annie grunted something, not yet able to
make her mouth create intelligible sounds.  She continued to mumble and groan
for the next five minutes or so, while Baruek kept away from her.  Finally, she
brought her hand down from her face, and turned her head to look at him.  Her
vision had cleared quite a bit, and she was ready, almost, to face the world
again.


"Where am I?" she asked.


"In the forest.  You must have taken
a fall."


"Hmph.  Yeah, you could say that. 
God, my head hurts."


"Do you remember what happened to
you?" he repeated.


"All too clearly.  I wish I didn't. 
How long...  How long have I been unconscious?"


"Well, I didn't see you fall.  I
only heard you rolling through the undergrowth.  But if that's when you fell,
then you've been out for only a little while.  I'm surprised.  Injuries from a
fall like that are usually much, much worse."


Annie nodded at that, and then looked him
up and down.  "Who are you?"


"I'm Baruek.  I was traveling
through the forest when I heard you, like I said.  I was just about to
construct some kind of sled to carry you out on.  As I said, if you fell from
where I think you fell from, your injuries should be a lot worse."


"I fell from the road," she
said, pointing upward, but in no particular direction, as she did not have her
bearings.  


"That's what I figured.  You got
attacked by the dragon?"


"Yeah, my friends and I... Oh, God,
Don!" her clouded mind finally realized that Don might also have been
seriously hurt.  "Did you hear anyone else fall?"


Baruek shook his head.  "No, only
you.  You were traveling in a group, then?"


"Yes.  I hope they're coming to look
for me."


"In that case, we'd better get back
onto the path as soon as we can move you.  It's the only large path through
these woods, and it's likely to be the path that they would search for you on." 
In his own mind, he was thinking, If I work this right, then perhaps I can
get some kind of reward out of her friends.  If nothing else, perhaps I can
walk with them in safety through these woods.  That would protect me from
Dan-Gelmer, and for the other... well, opportunities always present themselves.


Annie was only thinking about her
friends, and hoping that Don was all right.  She'd seen him thrown from the
horse with her, but she'd been a little too busy being unconscious to notice anything
after that.  She knew that Baruek was right: even if she couldn't walk, she
needed to be on the path, so they could find her easily.  She shifted herself,
trying to sit up.


Baruek saw what she was trying to do, and
offered her a hand.  She took it, and got first to a sitting position.  Even
that was tough; her head was swimming from the effort.


"Can you stand?" Baruek asked.


"I've got to try," she
answered.  With his help, she made it to a reasonably upright position, but it
took holding onto a tree to keep her that way.  Baruek looked her over, and
realized she wasn't going to walk very far today.  The day was well over
half-done, and the sun would be setting in a couple of hours.  After that,
walking in the forest wasn't a good idea.  They would have to find a place to
rest for the night.


"What I need," Annie said, "is
a walking stick."


"If your sword wasn't stuck, you
could cut yourself a good branch from this tree.  There are a few in reach..."


Annie reached down to her sword and
pulled it effortlessly from its scabbard.  "It's not stuck."


"I was going to use it to cut some
branches for that sled I was going to build, but I couldn't get it out." 
In his mind, he was rubbing his hands together.  The Hollie Sword!  If I can
get my hands on that...


Annie shrugged, and selected a branch. 
She didn't have much strength to her swing, but with her sword, it didn't
matter.  The branch came away cleanly, and she resheathed her sword.  Baruek
picked it up and used his knife to cut off the thin end and the twigs before
handing it to her.  Annie tested her weight against it and found that it would
hold her easily.


"I'm probably not going to make it
very far."


"I know.  But if we can at least get
to the path, that will be an improvement."  I don't want your friends
to miss us, or this could be a losing game for me.


"Well, let's go, I guess..."


 


-----


 


It took until just after sundown before
the group cleared the mountain and was once more in open grasslands.  They took
only a moment to rest the horses and allow them to graze.  They didn't even
dismount, though Katie did come to rest on the wagon's lid to give herself a
little bit of a rest.  She was surprised that she wasn't tired, but it seemed
that flying was easier than walking.


"Did you see anything while you were
up there?" Don asked her.  It felt awkward to him to still be holding on
tightly to one girl while he was talking to another that he was usually holding
onto, but he couldn't let go of Julie.


"Just some buffalo-looking animals
off that way," she motioned.  "I can't see the path into the forest
anymore.  The grass is too thick."


"That's okay.  We know it's there."


Gill rode over and allowed his horse to
graze next to Don's.  "You planning on going into that forest tonight?"


"No.  We'd never find her in the
dark, anyway.  We'll camp at the edge of the forest once we find the path."


"All right."  He said nothing
more, but looked out into the distance.  Kate and Don shared a look, but they
didn't say anything, either.  Julie shivered.


After a few moments of such an
uncomfortable pause, Don turned and said, "You had your fill yet,
Nightmare?"  The horse raised and turned its head to look at him.  A
single nod - there was no other word for it - told him the animal was ready to
travel.  Don patted the horse's neck in appreciation.  "You up for more
flying, Katie?"


"Yeah.  It's not very tiring."


"I'm glad.  Okay, let's move out. 
Try to stay parallel to the forest, but keep your distance; we don't know what's
in there."


Katie led off, and the rest of the team
soon followed.  He hoped that this experience would give Katie some confidence;
it was draining him to have to be confident for everyone.  He was glad that at
least Susan and Gill seemed to be settled about their journey.  He set the
thought aside, and they rode on.


 


-----


 


Annie didn't make it more than a quarter
mile before she was completely exhausted.  Even that was farther than Baruek
had expected her to go.  Upon inspection, he could tell that she had pushed
herself to the absolute limit.  Annie was covered with sweat, and her
complexion had paled in the strain.


"You need to eat," he said. 
She nodded, and reached around inside her own cloak.  She grabbed a small
pouch, and pulled it out to open it.  Inside were some treats that Yarice had
given her as more of a snack than a meal.  She looked into the pouch, and then
at Baruek.


"Do you have food?"


"I have some.  I doubt you'd want to
eat it, though.  It's pretty disgusting.  I'm used to it, but it might even
make you sick."


"Oh.  Well, as long as you have
something to eat... I didn't want to eat in front of you."


Baruek chuckled.  "Don't worry about
it.  Besides, there's a berry bush right over there that we can also eat."


As Annie ate, Baruek set about picking a
few berries and arranging things so they would be at least mildly comfortable
for the night.  He hoped this girl would be ready to travel in the morning, or
it would be a very long trip out of here.


Annie huddled against herself.  Nighttime
was closing in, and she didn't want to be in a forest, alone, at night.  Baruek
didn't count, because she didn't know if she could trust him to defend her or
if he would run away.  Besides, what could he defend her with?  What
kind of idiot wanders through the forest with only a small knife for
protection?


The two did not converse much.  Annie was
lost in her thoughts of what might have happened to Don.  Baruek was lost in
thoughts of what he might be able to get from her friends for her safe return.


After a while, Baruek sat down and began
his own meal.  As he ate, he said, "This is about the best we can do for a
campsite.  I don't like it; there are lots of cats in this forest, and they're
not opposed to eating raw human for dinner."


Annie nodded, and thought for a while.  "Are
there any big, nasty monsters in this forest?"


"Not in this one, no."


"But there are, elsewhere?"


"Sure.  Dragons, griffins, harpies...
there are a lot of nasty creatures.  They're not common, but they're around."


"So, if those cats heard a monster,
they'd avoid it?"


"Most likely."


Annie nodded again, and closed her eyes. 
She concentrated on one of the few spells she knew she could do.  She began her
chant, and kept the sound going over and over in her mind.  When she felt she
had it right, she raised her hands and pointed them upward.  Seconds later, a
bone-chilling roar echoed through the forest for many seconds.  Even after
Annie dropped her hands, it seemed as if the sound lingered for several moments.


Baruek had clapped his hands over his
ears as soon as she had started, and now he was staring at her in wonderment
and not a little fear.


"You're a sorceress?"


"A bad one, but, yeah, I guess. 
That's one of the only spells I know."


"That was a ghastly noise."


"I hope the cats will think so,
too.  I don't want them anywhere around."


"I imagine anything that heard that
will be going in the other direction."


"Good for it."


 


-----


 


"What was that?" Julie
screamed, upon hearing the noise.  Nightmare had stopped at Don's request. 
Gill and Susan rode up alongside to look at him.


"What the fuck was that?" Gill
asked, repeating Julie's question.


"A tyrannosaur," Don said
calmly.


"What?" Julie said shakily. 
Don wrapped both arms around her to calm her down.


"Wait just a fucking minute,"
Gill said.  "This is supposed to be fantasy-land, right?  Dragons, not
dinosaurs!"


"Would you rather face Dan-Gelmer?"


"Now that you mention it..."


"Besides, it wasn't real, anyway,"
Don said with a smile.


"Then what the fuck was it?"
Gill demanded.


"That," Don said with confidence
and with a squeeze for Julie, "was Annie."


"How can you be so sure?"


"You know anyone from this place who
would magically produce the sound of a T-Rex?"


Gill had to admit he had a good point.  "So
she's alive."


"Yeah.  And we're going in there to
find her."


"Okay.  I hope you know what you're
doing..."


"Katie, go ahead.  But be careful."


"Donny, I thought I saw something
moving, out that way.  But it was small, I mean too small for me to make out
what it was.  All I saw was the grass moving like there was something in there,
you know?"


Don nodded to her.  "Keep your eyes
open."


The team led the horses off at a trot,
but soon it was obvious; they were being followed.  Don encouraged Nightmare to
go a little faster, and she was soon in a slow run.  He knew she couldn't keep
up this pace for all that long with the weight she was pulling, and truth be
told, it was probably going to shake the wagon apart.


Then, Don saw them.  A dire wolf. 
Perhaps half again as big as the wolves ridden by the Wolfriders, these animals
were meaner, and they were obviously hungry.  He only saw six of them, so far. 
He was sure there were more.


He turned out to be right a few minutes
later when they rode into an area of shorter grass.  The wolves broke from the
tall grass, and there were more of them than he could easily count.  He
estimated at least fifty in the pack.  Don pulled up short, stopping
Nightmare.  Gill rode up beside him.


"What now?  Outrunning them is out
of the question with this wagon."


"How did Jeremy feel, following me?"


"Truth?  I don't know.  Susan?"


"He feels burdened.  I don't think
he could outrun them with us on his back."


"And without?"


"Easily."


Don wasn't so sure about the "easily"
part, but he had to take her word for it; she was the only one who knew horses.


"So, we have three choices; try to
fight them off here, ditch the wagon and go with the horses, or ditch the
wagon, let the horses draw off the wolves, and stay with the wagon."


"I don't think the first two will
turn out very well," Gill said morosely.


"Neither do I.  But can we continue
without the horses?"


"Can we continue without our heads? 
We started out here without horses."


Don sighed audibly.  He noticed that the
wolves were circling, but were not closing in.  He didn't know what that
meant.  It was almost as if they were waiting for the humans to make up their
minds.


Finally nodding in surrender, Don said to
Julie, "Jules, I need you to climb down off Nightmare, and then climb up
onto the top of the wagon, and you stay there."


"Okay," she answered, her voice
quavering with fear.  She did as he instructed, and he quickly dismounted, as
well.


"Susan, what about the saddles?"


"Remove them.  Any added weight will
slow them down."


Don looked it over, and figured out how
to take the saddle off, but he couldn't get it off the horse, because the
animal was too big.  He took off the horse's bridle, and unhooked her from the
wagon.


"You'll have to shake it loose
yourself, girl," he said to Nightmare.  Nightmare took three steps forward,
and then reared up.  The saddle flew off her back to land on the ground.  She
was immediately joined by Jeremy, and they whinnied together, charging toward
the ring of wolves.  When they were about ten feet away, they leapt.  Don swore
they both cleared a fifteen-foot-high jump, and probably fifty feet in length. 
They landed well outside the ring of wolves, and sped away.  All but two of the
wolves split off and began chasing the horses.  The two remaining separated and
began to circle in on the people.


"Susan..."


"Already on it."  She drew an
arrow with a large, serrated head and nocked it to her bow.  She drew the bow
and took careful aim at the moving animal.  This would be a tough shot, and she
missed with her first attempt.


"It's getting hard for me to see
him," she said.  Don immediately cast a light spell, and a large orb of
light filled the meadow with near-daylight conditions.  "Thanks,"
Susan said.


Fitting another arrow to her bow, she
aimed, and fired.  The arrow penetrated halfway into the animal's body, and it
was thrown onto its side.  The animal howled in pain, but it did not rise.


"Oh, shit!" Gill called, as the
other wolf charged.  He had his sword out already, and he held it before him,
hoping he could fend off the wolf, but this animal weighed more than he did. 
The first attack caused him no injuries, but it knocked him to the ground.


Don saw his friend in trouble and quickly
cast a spell, letting loose a red ball of magical fire.  The fire hit the wolf
square on the noise, and the animal's fur was quickly set ablaze.  The animal
yelped in pain, and continued yelping as it ran off into the distance, trailing
magical sparks that disappeared, rather than catching anything else on fire.


The entire group took a deep breath.  Don
went over to help Julie down from the wagon.  She embraced him as if he were
her lifeline.


"Does anyone else think that was way
too convenient?" Gill asked.


"Yes," Don answered softly,
since he was a little too close to Julie's ear.


"What?" Julie cried, pushing
herself away from him.  "This is convenient?"


"Not for us.  But that's his point. 
Those animals weren't really trying to kill us.  Something tells me that, if we'd
run away from the wagon, the other two wolves wouldn't have followed us.  They
weren't trying to kill us.  They were trying to take away all of our tools."


"And it worked," Gill said.  "Shit."


"Yeah."


"What does this mean, Donny?"
Katie asked.


"It means," he said, looking
around uselessly, "that we're being watched."


 


-----


 


Annie sat uncomfortably and watched
Baruek as he slept.  She couldn't manage to get to sleep herself; she couldn't
find a comfortable position.  She wondered what else she could do.  She'd used
the tyrannosaur call because she knew that her friends would recognize it as
something not of Zemlia Nov.  She didn't really expect it to ward off wild
animals, and that, too, worried her.


Sitting there, she thought about what she
could try to do to help herself.  She really wanted to know if Don was all
right.  She suddenly remembered that she wasn't just a sorceress: she was also
a psionic.  She wondered if she could contact him telepathically.  Surely
telepathy would be the easiest of skills, wouldn't it?


Annie closed her eyes, and she began to
concentrate.


 


-----


 


The team had waited to see if the dire
wolves would come back, but they didn't.  Then, they each got out their
backpacks and began sifting through the wagon's materials.  They had packed an
inordinate amount of equipment into the wagon, and there was no way in hell
they were going to carry even a quarter of it.  Katie couldn't carry anything
at all, save a few small pouches tied to her waist.  Julie was almost as
useless because she had no strength to carry a load.  Susan and Gill would pack
the heaviest loads.  Don also packed a somewhat heavy load, but he spirited his
backpack away into another dimension.


"Hell, if you can do that, why don't
you just disappear the whole fucking wagon?" Gill asked.


"Because it takes a certain amount
of energy to keep each object in place.  I'm trading magical energy for
physical energy.  I'm not in as good a shape as you guys are, and I don't want
to slow us down."


"Oh.  Damn.  I thought I had a good
solution."


"I wish."


After everyone had sorted their gear and
filled their packs to the maximum, they began to walk.  Julie walked right
beside Don, close enough that he felt it necessary to wrap his arm around her
waist to make her comfortable.  Katie flew beside them.


"You know, you can walk now, if you
want," he told his sister.


"I've found flying is actually
easier.  It takes less effort."


"Hmph.  Must be nice."


The group walked on in silence from
there, with Katie slightly ahead of everyone else, and Gill bringing up the
rear, as he watched Susan's rear swaying as she walked.  It made him horny, but
there was nothing he could do about that.


Suddenly, Don's head snapped up and
twisted to the left.  His eyes looked a little glazed, but he kept walking. 
This was a problem, because he needed to pay attention to where he was going. 
He stepped right into a gopher hole and fell, twisting around until he was
lying on his back.


Luckily for Don, his ankle did not get
caught in the hole, and so he didn't wind up with so much as a sprain. 
However, since he had been holding onto Julie when he'd fallen, she had lost
her balance and fallen right on top of him.  He had the presence of mind to
catch her, not that it improved the impact on himself any.  She lay on top of
him, looking him square in the eye for several seconds.


When their lips met, it was a long and
heartfelt kiss.  She was expressing her thanks to him for all he had done, and
he was expressing his caring for her, to make sure she was safe.  It lasted for
several seconds, and was long enough to bring a sarcastic comment from Gill.


"Would you like us to just erect the
tent around you two?"


The couple broke their kiss, and they
both blushed.  Julie lifted herself off of Don, and then helped him up.  He
tested his leg gingerly, to see if it was broken or sprained, but it was merely
sore.  He looked up at the sky and shook his head.


"Thanks a lot, Annie.  Like I really
needed that?"


 


-----


 


Annie opened her eyes.  Oops.  Sorry,
Don.  She smiled at what she had seen through his eyes, though.  Finally,
with a grin on her lips, she dozed off to sleep.


 


-----


 


The group traveled for another half-hour
before finally spotting the path into the forest.  Immediately, they all found
a place to sit down.  They'd forgotten what walking through this world had been
like.  The horses were so much faster...


Don called forth his pack from the
dimension he was keeping it in.  His pack was roughly twice as big as everyone
else's, because he felt there were some things that they just absolutely had to
have.  One of them was the tent that Gill had mentioned earlier.


While Julie and Katie began preparing
dinner, the other three began erecting the tent.  It was large enough for six
people to sleep in, and for a small fire in the center.  The material, Darnell
said, was non-combustible, and the tent was designed for this kind of use.  The
material also would not let light out, so that their campfire would not give
them away.  The tent packed away into a very small, light package, but that
only meant that assembly was a bitch and a half, and it took them until dinner
was ready to get it accomplished.


The five sat quietly for their meal, on
opposite sides of the fire.  Julie remained by Don's side throughout.  It was
something of a strained situation, which seemed odd to all of them, since they
had not been arguing or at odds, especially now that they knew Annie was
alive.  Gill was very surprised that she was, but knowing that, there was no
way he'd leave her here, either.


The meal finally passed, and then the
team had to decide what to do about the night.  Don had a suggestion.


"You guys rest first, and we'll take
the first watch.  We'll wake you in six hours."


"Six?"


"We're walking again.  That means we're
going to be more tired.  We're going to need more sleep."


Gill nodded, understanding.  He didn't
think they really needed six hours a night.  On the other hand, perhaps Don was
simply covering 'other things' with that six hours.  Gill grinned just
considering it.


"Jules, you better grab a jacket. 
It's getting windy out there."  Katie was already putting on her warmest
clothes.


"See you two in six hours," Don
said before heading out the flap of the tent and fastening it behind him. 
Susan was half-naked before Don had finished hooking the tent closed.


 


-----


 


Nothing happened during their six-hour
watch, and all three of them were thankful for that.  They'd stood far enough
away from the tent that they first could not hear what was going on inside, and
then so that they could not be heard from inside, so as not to disturb the
happy sleeping couple.  Once they'd fallen asleep, Don had gone over and
unfastened all but two of the hooks keeping the tent flap closed.  He did this
because he wanted them to be able to get out quickly if they were needed.


Once his timing orb, which was very dim,
had gone out, he sent Julie in to wake up the other two.  That left Kate and
him alone for the first time all day.


"Are you okay, Katie?" he
asked.


"Right now I'm cold and tired,"
she answered with a yawn.


With a little concern, he asked, "anything
else?"


"Nope.  I just want a warm bed." 
She smiled at him.


He stepped a little closer to her.  "Did
what happened between Julie and me earlier... did that bother you?"


Katie giggled.  "Nope."


He hugged her tightly.  "I love you."


"I love you, too."


In another minute, Susan and Gill made
their way out to the other two.  Don sent Katie back to the tent, but he stayed
for a moment.  "Susan, could you give us a minute, please?"


"Sure."  She walked off a
little ways, but not so far that they couldn't see her.


"What's up?" Gill asked.


"Is there going to be a problem
between you and me over Julie?"


"Hell no!  I never wanted her in the
first place!  Not that she doesn't have a great body or anything, but...  To tell
you the truth, I'm glad I don't have to deal with her anymore.  More power to
you."


Don released a sigh.  He had been worried
about that.  After all, she'd been the cause of the split in his group, and he
didn't want a repeat of that situation.


"You tell me now, is there going to
be a problem over what I said about not going to look for Annie?"


Don shook his head.  "No.  I could
see your point then.  I'm just glad you turned out to be wrong."


"Me, too, man.  Go get some rest. 
We'll see you in the morning."


Don cast another timing orb, since it
would probably be daylight before their six hours was up, and then he headed
back to the tent.  Susan, seeing that the conversation was over, came back to
her brother.


"Trouble?" she asked with
concern.


"No, just guy stuff."


"Mm.  I like your guy stuff,"
she purred.


Gill hugged her, but said, "Not
now!  Besides, it's much too cold out here for you to get naked!"  They
both laughed.


 


-----


 


Inside the tent, the three were settling
down for sleep.  Katie kissed her brother good-night, and slipped a little way
away from the other two.  She knew that Julie needed Don even more than she
did, and she accepted that.  She knew the toughest part would be for Annie to
accept it all when she was found.  It wasn't really Donny's fault; everyone was
depending on him, and he was so willing to give of himself.  Kate worried that
he would wear out before they got home, so she would try to take care of
herself as much as possible.


Don settled onto his mat next to Julie,
who had removed some of her clothes because they were simply impossible to
sleep in.  She had replaced them with a sleeping gown, and Don had not been in
the tent when she changed.  Now, she turned to him with fear in her eyes.


"Are we going to be okay?" she
asked.


"We'll be fine," he answered,
with more confidence than he felt.  He reached out to her, and she came to him,
snuggling against him.  He knew that his sister really did accept things; her
kiss had told him that.  Given that, he couldn't let Julie suffer her fear
alone.  He kissed her softly, and brushed her hair out of her face with his
hand.


"Try to get some sleep.  Tomorrow's
another day."


"Good-night," she said, laying
her head against him.


"G'night," he replied, already
half-asleep.


 


-----


 


Don was awakened a few hours later, but
at first he didn't know by what.  Then he felt her shudder again.  He looked
down at Julie, and it was obvious that she was suffering a nightmare.  Her
movements must have awakened him.  He wondered whether or not he should wake
her up or not.


The question was answered for him just a
few seconds later, when she let out a short scream, and sat upright on the
mat.  Don sat up next to her.  Her chest was heaving, and she had broken out in
a cold sweat.  Her nightgown clung to her, and Don had to try to ignore that
for the moment, since he was trying to calm her down.  He reached around her to
embrace her, pulling her to himself.  He brought his one hand up to her head,
and gently pulled it to his shoulder.  He brushed her sweat-dampened hair out
of her face, and he spoke very quietly to her, trying to comfort her.  He took
a moment to glance over at his sister, but she had not even stirred.  That
worried him: a scream could have meant an enemy.


He set that thought aside as he tried to
comfort the girl in his arms.  Julie began to settle after a couple of
minutes.  She shifted somewhat, however, turning herself slightly away from Don's
embrace.  That move caused Don's hand to slip upward, ultimately landing on her
breast.  Instinctively, he cupped her breast and squeezed ever so gently. 
Julie sighed at the feel of his hand on her body.


She turned her face to him, and their
lips sought each other out.  Don did not move his hand as they began to kiss. 
It wasn't long before her tongue slipped out, seeking and gaining entrance into
his mouth.  Her tongue slid along his, and the two of them remained lip-locked
as they lay back onto their mat, still kissing and with Don still fondling her
tit.


Don continued to squeeze and fondle Julie's
breast as they kissed.  After a minute, he rolled on top of her, supporting
himself on knees and his one elbow.  He allowed his hand to stray from her tit
and down her body, until he found the hem of her gown.  He pulled it up as far
as he could, and then slipped his hand underneath it, allowing his fingers to
dance along on bare skin.  When his hand reached her breast again, she moaned
into his mouth as his fingers found her nipple and brushed over it lightly.


Julie reached down, and finally found the
fastener for Don's robe.  She fumbled with it for several seconds before
managing to get it undone.  When his robe fell open, she pushed her hands
inside, to run up and down his bare sides, and feel his soft skin against her
hands.


Eventually, the couple broke their kiss. 
Julie moved her hips to pull her nightgown up far enough, and then she sat up
to pull it off.  Meanwhile, Don shucked his robe and pulled off his underwear,
something that Julie had not been wearing in the first place.  Now, with both
of them naked, they came back together, embracing passionately and their kiss
beginning anew.  Don loved the feel of her large tits pressed against his
chest, her nipples digging into his skin.  He once again carefully laid her
down onto the mat, with himself above her.  They continued to kiss as he now
brought both his hands to her tits, caressing and massaging her tender flesh.


After a few minutes of this, Julie had to
gently push him away.  She looked up at him, and then down his body, to his
hard cock.  She looked back up at him and gave him a certain look, which he
understood completely.


Don reached down and positioned himself
at her entrance.  Julie held completely still, waiting for him to penetrate. 
Slowly, tenderly, Don pushed his dick into her, allowing it to sink, inch by
inch, into her depths.  Julie sighed at the feel of his hard cock entering her;
it made her feel so much better than she had in days.


Don moved slowly out of her, and slowly
back in.  Julie was moaning lowly and running her hands along his chest.  He
continued to play with her tits, rubbing them softly and molding them in his
hands.  His cock moved in and out, without rush but with plenty of feeling.


After a few moments, the two of them
began to move more rapidly together.  It was still not hurried, but their
passion was growing.  Don leaned down and kissed Julie, their tongues entwined,
and soon were doing their own wet dance of pleasure.  Don rolled to the side,
pulling Julie with him.  They rearranged themselves slightly, and continued to
couple in this position.  Now, Don's hands were freer, and while one of them
cupped her head as they kissed, his other hand reached around to fondle her
ass.  Julie groaned into his mouth as she felt his fingers plying her butt. He
continued to press his cock deep into her cunt, and she was in heaven.


Don rolled once again, bringing Julie on
top.  Now she broke their kiss and sat up.  She continued to move on him,
though, allowing her tits to bounce freely, until he brought his hands up to
cup them and squeeze them.  Julie moaned at the wonderful feelings Don was
causing her.  She could feel her own orgasm coming, and she sensed that he was
close, as well.  She pushed herself, reaching down to finger her clit, raising
herself closer to her own climax.


Don bucked up at his lovely partner,
enjoying every second of their lovemaking.  He continued to fondle her breasts,
tweaking her nipples and rolling them between his fingers.  She began to grunt
in her passion, and he knew that she was ready.  He thrust harder, and tugged
on her nipples, hoping to bring her over the edge.  She reached down again and
frigged her clit quickly, and then she was there.  She cried out in her
passion, but softly, moaning lowly.  The squeezing of her pussy on his dick was
more than he could take, and he let loose, blasting his cum deep into her
cunt.  The two writhed together for several moments before they finally came
down.


When she came down from her high, Don
pulled Julie down into an embrace.  They kissed again, more tenderly this
time.  When they parted, Julie had a smile on her face.


"Thanks," she said softly.


"Any time," he replied, with a
smile of his own.  Julie rolled off him, and turned over, snuggling back
against him.  He could tell that she was asleep in seconds.


Don closed his eyes, but found that sleep
had deserted him for the moment.  Suddenly, he felt something warm and
wonderful engulf his dick.  He opened his eyes to see his sister's head bobbing
up and down on his hardening shaft.  Even after the wonderful encounter he'd
just had, his sister's mouth could raise his prick from dormancy.


Not wanting to be ungrateful, Don reached
over and gently pulled his sister's body around so that her pussy was over his
face.  He noted that she wasn't wearing any panties, and that was fine with
him.  He pulled her hips down until his tongue could reach its target.  He
began to lap at her pussy lips, and she moaned on his cock, sending shivers
throughout his body.


Don let his lips wander up toward his
sister's clit, and he pushed a finger deep into her cunt.  As his finger began
to move rapidly in and out of her, his tongue assaulted her clit in a most
pleasant manner.  They both moved rapidly against each other, their fever
growing.


Suddenly, Katie sat up, bringing her cunt
out of his reach.  She moved off him, and turned to face him.  "I can't
stand it," she said lowly.  "I need you to fuck me!"


As she lay on the mat, Don rolled over on
top of her.  She brought her wings around and upward, as if to block off the
rest of the world from view.  He looked down at her sweet pussy, and he slid
his dick easily into her waiting opening.  She mewled in pleasure at the feel
of her brother's wonderful dick.


There was no preamble for these two; Don
began to rut against his sister, and her hips were bucking upward to meet his
every thrust.  The two of them grunted and groaned in their pleasure.  Don
leaned down, taking his sister into his arms and kissing her hotly as they
fucked.  Their tongues were soon dancing, and their bodies became as one,
moving in unison toward the ultimate pleasure.


Don lifted Kate off the mat, and pulled
her with him until he was sitting back on his ankles.  She wrapped her legs
around his waist, and rode him for all she was worth.  They continued to kiss
as they screwed in this position, riding the wave higher and higher.


Eventually, the wave had to crest.  Katie
went over first, screaming her passion into Don's mouth.  Her cunt squeezed and
milked his cock, trying to pull the cum from his balls.  It worked, and he
spewed his load into her, his body jerking with the orgasmic pleasure of it.


The two held tightly to each other
throughout their climax, and when they came down, they continued to hold each
other.  Finally, they broke their kiss, and smiled, breathlessly, at each
other.


Don finally laid Kate back down on the
mat, and kissed her one more time.  She looked up at him with love.


"Sorry we woke you up," he said
very softly.


"I'm not.  That was wonderful,"
she answered.


"I love you, Katie."


"I love you, too."
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Chapter 10


 


Don woke up the next morning, his sister
cuddled up to one side of him, and Julie cuddled up to the other side of him. 
He was lying on his robe with no clothes on, but with two women this close to
him, he was far from cold.  He hugged them both.  Julie woke up first, and he
kissed her warmly.


"Good morning," he said
softly.  She smiled at him.


"Thank you so much," she said. 
"I don't know what I'd do without you boys... especially you."  She
kissed him again, more vigorously.


"You planning to share?" Kate
asked from his other side.  Don broke their kiss, but Julie didn't let him go
just yet.  She kissed him one more time before getting up to get dressed.


"Now you can have him," she
said with a smile.  Katie stuck out her tongue at Julie, but then Don took her
tongue into his mouth.  She kissed him hotly, and the two necked for some time
before bothering to get up.  Finally, though, they both felt the urgent call of
nature, and they had to break apart, rising to begin another day in Hell.


 


-----


 


After breakfast, Don and Gill discussed
how to handle the day.


"Did you spot anything last
night?" he asked Gill.


"Nope.  Not even any of those
wolves.  I did hear some of them in the distance.  I also heard a scream from
the tent last night.  Just what were you doing to her?"


"Bad dream," he said.  "I
hope she gets over it."


"Yeah.  So, we're going in
there?" Gill said, staring at the path into the forest.


"That's where Annie is."


"Okay."


 


-----


 


"Good morning," Baruek said to
Annie as her head came off her knees.  She moved slowly because she was sore,
stiff and quite disinclined to cause herself more pain.


She finally realized that Baruek was
holding a small cup of something under her nose.  She took it and thanked him. 
She didn't know what it was at first, but then recognized the taste of tea.


"How did you make this out
here?"


"I made a very small fire.  When you
travel alone, you learn to be very careful."


"I can imagine."


"Are you going to be up to walking
out of here today?  I'd like to meet up with your friends as soon as we
can."


"Only one way for us to find that
out, really."  Annie grabbed her walking stick and pulled herself up on
it.  She was surprised to find that a good deal of her strength had returned.  How
did I avoid getting hurt by that fall?  She marveled over her good luck,
but she knew she still needed the walking stick.  Her leg was hurting her, and
she would use the staff to keep some weight off it.  Turning to Baruek, she
said, "I think I'll be okay, for the most part.  We're probably going to
be slow, though."


"Slow is better than not at all. 
Which way do you think they would go to enter the forest?"


She pointed toward the south.  "Don
wouldn't go backwards unless he had no other choice.  They'll get down off the
mountain, and then come back for me from that way."


"Okay.  Then we'll walk that way,
and hope to meet up with them.  It would be only a day's walk out of here for
an uninjured person... it could take us a day and a half."


"Unless Don finds us."


"Exactly."


"Let's get going, then."


 


-----


 


After packing up their stuff, the group
gathered for a final meeting before heading into the forest.


"Susan, I want you to stay close to
Julie.  Kate, you're our scout again.  Gill, you get to protect our ass
again."  Gill chuckled at the joke.  "We need to keep our eyes open;
we all know how much fun forests in this place are."  They still
remembered Don nearly being killed by a forest cat on their journey to Castle
Ballor.  "Any comments or suggestions?"


"Only let's get this show on the
road," Gill said.


"Okay.  Katie?" Don asked,
motioning her forward.


Katie took off, and flew slowly into the
forest.  The group followed close behind her.


 


-----


 


The group walked for interminable hours. 
There was no conversation, only a fast walk.  They were still able to gauge
about how far they were from where Annie had fallen.  It was their hope that
she was still there, or, if she was moving, that she was moving toward them on
the path.  As such, they moved more rapidly than they normally would, hoping to
find her as quickly as possible in this dangerous place.


They did take the time to stop for lunch,
resting at a place on the path that had some larger rocks.  They picked some of
the berries they saw, which were familiar to them from their first journey in
Zemlia Nov.  Again, little was said among them; they were focused on the job at
hand.  That made hearing the approaching pair much easier.


Don was on his feet in an instant, and he
heard the soft sliding of steel against leather as Gill drew his sword.  Susan
had her bow in her hand, and her other hand was ready to grab an arrow, but she
hadn't drawn one yet; she needed to know which kind she needed first.


The pair cleared a bend in the path, and
the group saw them.  Don instantly recognized Annie, and took immediate note of
her limp, and the staff she was using to walk.  The other person was
unfamiliar, though the green cloak he was wearing did tingle in the back of
Don's mind, trying to awaken a memory.


Gill noticed it, too, and he stepped over
to Don, whispering something in his ear.  Gill's words helped Don's memory
click, and he nodded.  Gill stepped away from Don, further to the side.  None
of them moved, waiting for the pair to reach the clearing.


Annie smiled and waved when she saw Don. 
She had expected him to come forward to greet her, but figured he wanted to
wait until she had reached the small clearing they were standing in.  She
increased her pace as much as she could, and Baruek, eager to be under the
protection of an obviously well-armed group, followed suit.


Once she reached the clearing, Don
stepped forward, and she ran toward him, ignoring the intense pain that
caused.  She threw her arms around him, and hugged him furiously.  He kissed
her on the cheek as they continued to hug.


"Are you all right?" he asked
sincerely, after their embrace was over.  She nodded at him, wordlessly
thankful at being back with her friends.  He stepped back, helping her over to
a large rock, where she sat down.  Next, he turned to the man she had been
with.


"My name is Baruek, I-"


"Susan!" Don snapped. 
Instantly, her hand chose an arrow with a nasty-looking tip, and she nocked it
to her bow, aiming for the man's head.


"Don!" Annie said in alarm,
unaware of what was going on.  Baruek raised his hands in supplication.  Don
held up one finger to quiet Annie, letting her know without an explanation that
more was going on than she understood.


"Is this the way you thank people
for helping your friends?" Baruek asked, his voice quivering.


"The Elf-crystal.  Now."  Don's
voice was cold and calculating.  The Elves had helped him before, and more
importantly, they had saved Annie.  He would repay this favor to them.


Baruek wasn't going to make that easy,
however.  "I don't know what you're talking about," he lied.


"Susan, convince the gentleman to
cooperate."  Susan's response was an arrow that sang through the air and
embedded itself into a tree half a foot from where Baruek was standing.


"The only reason you're still
alive," Don said, "is because you helped Annie.  If you wish to
remain alive, you will hand over the Elf-crystal.  I can take it from you after
killing you, if you'd prefer."


Baruek could see that he had no way out
of this with both his life and his booty.  He slowly lowered his right hand,
and reached around behind his back.  Susan leveled an arrow at his head, and he
froze, gulping in fear.


"Go ahead," she said to him,
"but it had better not be a weapon you're reaching for."


Baruek nodded in little, jerky movements.
 He was terrified of these people, who were obviously willing and quite able to
kill him to retrieve the crystal for the Elves.  His hand moved past his knife,
which he had never been reaching for, since he was not that foolish, and to the
pouch that held the large gem.  His fingers fumbled with the tie on the pouch,
and he eventually managed to extract the crystal.  He slowly brought his hand
around front, to show the others what he was holding.


"Gill," Don said, nodding to
him to be careful.  Gill stepped forward and laid the blade of his sword on the
man's shoulder.  With his other hand, he reached for the crystal.  Baruek could
have been a statue for all he was moving.  Gill could tell he was barely
breathing at this point.  Gill took the crystal and stepped back away from
Baruek.  He moved in the direction of Don, never taking his eyes off his enemy.


Don took the proffered crystal, and as
soon as it touched his hand, the sapphire gem began to glow brightly.  Don
nearly dropped it in surprise.  Even Baruek looked shocked that it had done
that.  Don regained his composure, and turned back to Baruek.


"Because you saved Annie, and
brought her back to us, I'm going to let you go.  Don't ever let us meet again,
because this is the only time I'm going to let you go."


Baruek nodded.


"Get lost."


Baruek turned and bolted back down the
path.  It was only seconds before he disappeared.  Susan put her arrow away,
and Gill sheathed his sword, while Don went over to Annie and hugged her again.


"Are you really okay?" he
asked, concern filling his voice.  She nodded.


"He was a bad guy?" she asked.


"A thief."


"I didn't know... I..." she thought
about it for a moment.  "He might have tried to steal my sword, but he
couldn't get it loose.  He said he was going to use it to help him build a sled
to pull me out of here."


"No need to worry about him. 
Hungry?" he asked, offering her some food.  She grabbed for it; berries
were not something to live off.


 


-----


 


The group rested for a few hours at the
clearing, letting Annie recuperate from her morning's walk.  Don looked at her
leg, and cast a healing spell, but since he couldn't really find what was
wrong, the spell was very general.  Annie felt somewhat better, but it was
still tender to walk on it.


"I'm so glad you came back for
me," she said to Don.  "I was worried I'd be lost here forever."


"There was never any doubt about us
coming back for you," Don said, glancing at Gill out of the corner of his
eye.


"I was also worried about what
happened to you," she said quietly.


"I caught a rock on the way down.  I
was able to make it back to the road.  I'm sorry, I should have realized that
Dan-Gelmer or maybe even Denonia might attack us like that.  This was my
fault."


Annie brought her hand up to Don's
cheek.  "It's okay.  I'm still in one piece.  And you did rescue
me."  She leaned forward, and the pair kissed softly.  Everyone else
studiously ignored them, to give them a little privacy.


 


-----


 


When the group did finally start walking,
they did so slowly, so that Annie could keep up.  Don considered the idea of
creating a litter for her to be carried on, but he decided that she might be
offended by that, and it would be almost as slow, anyway.  Instead, he walked
with her, making sure she didn't stumble or trip on anything.  While they were
walking, Don related the events she had missed, so that she would be aware of
everything that had happened.


The group continued to walk after
nightfall, even though they knew this to be a dangerous thing to do.  They
wanted to be out of the forest, and they hadn't made it there yet.  Don figured
another two hours of walking before they'd reach the campsite they'd used the
night before.  He could see that Annie was horribly tired, and he worried about
that, but he needed to get them out of the forest for the safety of the entire
group.  There was no room here to fend off anything that might attack them.  At
least on the grasslands, they had room to maneuver.


Annie did not complain during their trek,
though she was dead on her feet.  Every step was painful, and it was difficult
to keep herself going.  Don's presence was a comfort, and she was pushing
herself because she knew that he wouldn't be asking her to if it wasn't
important.  She concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other, and
just kept walking.


When the group finally emerged from the
forest, Annie was ready to collapse.  Don led her over to a soft spot, and
helped her to sit on the ground.  She immediately lay down, and curled up into
a ball.  Within seconds, she was asleep.


"Katie, keep an eye on her,"
Don said.  Katie nodded, and went over to sit by Annie.  Katie was glad that
they'd found Annie, not just because she was a friend, but because she could
see the difference in Don's attitude.  Before he had been worried and anxious. 
Now, she could see the determination return to his gaze.  He was looking ahead
again, trying to get them out of here.  She stared lovingly at him while he and
Gill went about putting up the tent.  The two decided to literally erect the
tent around the two girls, so that Annie would not have to be moved far.  It
took them less time to do it this night, having learned the process the night
before.  Finally, it was up.  Don put a sleeping mat down on the ground next to
Annie, and he merely rolled her over onto it.  She didn't stir.
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Dawn broke the next morning with all the
signs of a stormy day ahead.  This weather was all too familiar to the team,
and each of them grumbled to themselves about it.  Katie was the most fearful,
and she got out her wet-weather gear and put it on.  She vividly remembered the
storm during their first walk, and the only good thing about it was how close
it had brought her to her brother.  Since she didn't figure she could get any
closer, she didn't want to be wet, cold, and miserable again.


Rousting Annie was difficult, though she
had slept all the way through the night.  There had been no suggestion that she
would stand guard duty like the rest had; she needed to recover from her
injuries.  When they did get her up, she was stiff, but found that her leg felt
a good deal better than it had.  The long period of restfulness had allowed
Don's spell to do its work, and she found that she could walk on it with very
little discomfort.  She knew, however, that it was likely to still slow her
down.  That meant that it would slow down everyone else, and that upset her
greatly.


Don, seeing the look on her face, walked
over and put his arm around her.  "Don't worry about it, Annie.  We'll be
okay."


"I'm causing you all sorts of
problems," she said.  It had been her worst fear, and it was coming true
in spades.


Don shrugged.  "That's life.  I'd
still rather have you with us."  He kissed her on the cheek, and she
smiled slightly.  He had a way of making her feel better just by talking to
her, and it only deepened her love for him.


Gill walked over to them, and said,
"So, where are we going?"


"Sheridan.  The Elf city."


"Why there?"


"We have to return the crystal to
them.  Plus, we need to get supplies, and it's the closest city to us."


"Fair enough.  Which way?"


"Katie?  Head for that mountain. 
Whenever you're ready."


 


-----


 


The group was only an hour into their
journey when the rain came.  It was another torrent, and it made their
traveling miserable.  Don stayed close to Annie this time, to make sure she
would not slip in the slick, muddy soil.  Katie kept her feet off the ground,
leading the group by about a hundred yards.  She occasionally flew back to make
sure everyone was okay, and then she would lead on again.


The group stopped for lunch when they
reached a small stand of trees.  Don did a very careful check of those trees,
since it seemed odd for such a small clump of trees to be out in the middle of
the grasslands.  Finding nothing, he decided to sit down and eat.  He sat with
Annie, while Julie and Katie sat together, and of course Gill and Susan were
chatting with each other.  The group was much more upbeat now that they were a
complete team again.  Even the rain didn't dampen their spirits entirely.


"How much farther to Sheridan?"
Annie asked Don.


"I'm not entirely sure.  I'm hoping
we'll reach it before dark.  Otherwise, we'll have to spend another night in
the grasslands.  I don't like being out here.  Dan-Gelmer can find us from ten miles
away out here.  And there would be nowhere to hide.


"Has he attacked again since that
first time?"


"No.  And that's really weird.  I
expected another attack on the mountain road... or especially out here on the
plains... but nothing.  It's very odd.  I don't know what to make of it."


"Maybe the dungeon master is busy
elsewhere," Gill called out with a laugh.  The group laughed with him, but
the thought actually stuck with Don.


What if he's right?


 


-----


 


The rain had continued for most of the
day, but it was now tapering off.  The group had continued their walk, silently
trudging along the muddy path to Sheridan.  Annie's leg was beginning to hurt,
though it had stood up all day.  Now, she was looking forward to sunset, when
they would stop for the day.


Suddenly, Katie flew up higher into the
sky.  She stayed there for several seconds, and then she swooped down on a path
that brought her back to them.


"There's a city in the distance.  I
can see the lights."


"How far, do you figure?" Don
asked.


"I'm not sure.  It's in a valley, so
I can see quite a ways.  Maybe another hour's walk."


"Well, that's got to be Sheridan. 
We'll keep walking until we get there."  He looked at Annie and asked,
"Can you make it?"


"Since I'm not letting you leave me
behind, you bet!" she said with more confidence than she felt.


Don laughed, and hugged her tightly.  He
then turned to Katie and said, "Let's go."


 


-----


 


It eventually took them an hour and a
half to reach the town, and everyone was growing tired by the time they got
there.  They were about to walk onto the main street, when they were accosted
by an Elf guard.


"Halt!" the guard said.


"Haialani," Don said to him. 
"We need to see your leader."


"Queen Neiela is not available at
the moment," the guard said harshly.  Don didn't understand his attitude,
but pressed on, anyway.


"Is there someone else we can speak
to?  Myrtacor, perhaps?"


"Yes, he is here.  What is your
business with him?"


"I have something to return to the
Elves."


"Very well, follow me."  The guard
walked down the street until he reached a small hut.  He leaned his head in and
said something in an indecipherable tongue, and then he continued leading them
down the road.  Don had expected something more intricate or magical from the
Elfin city.  The walk did not take them long, but they saw many people along
the route.  All of them looked worried.  Don didn't know if that was because of
their presence, or if something else was causing it.


Katie was greeted more than once by young
Elf girls.  She smiled at them and waved, but they were in a hurry, so they
couldn't stop to chat.  Even some of the shopkeepers smiled at her.  Don was
glad she was along, or the worried expressions would have been overwhelming. 
At least one of them was welcome here.


The Elf guard turned suddenly, and walked
into a larger building, made of stone and mud.  The group followed.  The inside
of the building was more ornate than the outside would have allowed one to
believe.  Standing on the far side of the large room they had entered was the
Elf they recognized as Myrtacor.  The Elf guard told them to wait where they
were, and he went over to speak with Myrtacor.


Myrtacor came over to the group.  He
looked up at Don with distaste.


"Haialani," Don said in
greeting.


"Now is not a good time for you to
be here, human.  Why do you wish to see Queen Neiela, anyway?"


Don quietly chanted a spell, and a small
pouch appeared in his hand.  "I have something to return to you.  Koatri
told me that this had been stolen."  Don reached in and grasped the
Elf-crystal.  When he brought it out, it was glowing brightly.


Myrtacor immediately took a step back in
awe.  The other Elves all turned to stare in shock.  The crystal sat calmly in
Don's hand, glowing as brightly as any lantern.


"How did you get that?"
Myrtacor asked, shielding his eyes somewhat.


"We ran across the man who stole it
from you and... asked for it back."


"I see.  Could you please put it
away?  It is hurting my eyes."


Don slipped the crystal back into the
pouch, and held it out for Myrtacor to take.  Myrtacor physically shrank from
the bag.  He shook his head.


"Only Queen Neiela can accept that
back from you.  Other Elves are forbidden to possess the Elf-crystal."


"Well... can I see her, or when will
she be available?"


"Queen Neiela has been kidnapped,
Human.  We are trying to devise a plan to rescue her now."


"Is there any way we can help?"
Don asked immediately.


"Don..." Gill protested.  Don
waved him off; the Elves had helped them, and he would help the Elves, if they
would let him.


"Not unless you can tell us where
she is being kept.  We do not know in which one of many keeps Denonia has
secreted her away."


"Perhaps I can help with
that.  Do you have a large black kettle?"


"Of course."


"If you fill it with water, perhaps
I can use it to find her.  I can't promise anything, because I've never done it
before, but I do know how."


"Very well, Human.  Come this
way."


The group was led back into the kitchen,
where a large cooking kettle was placed on the floor, and water was poured into
it until it was three-quarters full.  Don asked them to extinguish all but one
of the lanterns in the room, and then he closed his eyes to begin the chant.


After a full minute of chanting, he
opened his eyes.  He at first saw nothing, but he kept muttering the spell
softly under his breath.  Eventually, the image formed, and he saw the female
Elf that had been riding with the WolfRiders when they had brought Annie to
him.  He didn't know that she was the leader.


The image pulled back to reassure him
that he was seeing the right thing.  She was chained to a wall in what appeared
to be a dungeon, except that it had windows.  Looking out one of the windows,
Don saw that they were high off the ground: a tower.  He moved out, through the
window, and saw the land around it.  He saw a river, and mountains in the
distance.  He memorized everything that he saw, before the image finally faded
into nothingness.


Myrtacor was standing on the other side
of the room, away from the scene of magic.  Don looked up at him, and nodded. 
The lanterns were relit as the group left the room.


"Myrtacor, I thought Elves were
magical.  Shouldn't you have many people who could have done what I just
did?"


"Without the Elf-crystal, we cannot
handle magic.  When the queen replaces the Elf-crystal in the Chamber of Eyes,
we will once again be magical.  Until then, magic is dangerous to us."


"Oh.  Well, I found her, sort of.  I
saw the castle she's being held in, but since I've never seen it before..."


"Describe the surroundings to
me."


For the next five minutes, Don related
everything of the landscape he could remember.  Myrtacor eliminated castle
after castle as Don kept describing.  Eventually, they had only one option
left.


"Castle Shandor.  I should have
known.  It is protected by the griffin."


"Myrtacor, I know we are only
Humans, but we would like to help you rescue Queen Neiela."


Myrtacor looked at him for a long moment
in silence.  "Anyone who can wield the Elf-crystal's power is someone we
can make use of.  Your friends may also be of help.  The Elfling, however, may not
accompany us.  If she were to be hurt, my life would be forfeited upon return
to Sheridan."


"I would also like Julie and Annie
to remain behind," Don said immediately.


"Don," Annie said, beginning to
protest.  Don cut her off.


"You're still healing.  Going to
this castle and possibly fighting a griffin is not something you need to be
doing.  You need to rest."


Annie nodded, but still was not happy
with the decision.


"Don, how is this going to get us
home?" Gill asked, irritated at having his mission derailed, again,
by the idea of trying to rescue someone.


"Because I'm not going home with
this Elf-crystal, and I can't give the Elf-crystal to anyone but the queen, and
I can't give it to the queen until we rescue the queen.  Got it?"


Gill sighed.  "Fine.  Let's get
going."


"It's sort of dark outside,
Gill."  Don turned to Myrtacor.  "We leave in the morning?"


"Aye.  Duncan will show you to
quarters.  Get your rest; you'll need it."
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The team was truly tired.  After eating
their evening meal, all of them went immediately to sleep.  The physical
exertion of walking this land was hard enough, but the stress of always having
to be on guard took its toll far more quickly.  Don's last considered thought
of the night was that he hoped they'd be out of Zemlia Nov soon.


When he awoke in the morning, it was
still dark outside.  It was rare that he would awaken voluntarily before
sunrise, but then he didn't know how early he had gone to bed; it could have
been only eight o'clock.  He felt well-rested, and so he decided to get up.  He
dressed, and stepped out of their quarters into the still morning air.  He
sensed movement in the building across the street, where the Elves were
preparing for their rescue mission.  Don walked across and entered the
building.


Myrtacor was still there, preparing the
mission anxiously.  Don sensed that something was wrong.  He walked over to the
head elf, and asked him.


"We have a problem," Myrtacor
said.  "Dan-Gelmer is causing trouble in other parts of the lands we
protect.  The WolfRiders must work elsewhere.  I had hoped to use them to
rescue the queen, but now, I cannot even be part of that mission.  I am going
to have to count on you, Human.  I will send a team of Elves with you, but they
are second-rank fighters.  The trouble with Dan-Gelmer will require all of our
first-rank fighters to participate.  Denonia has brought the trolls down off
the mountains, and they are attacking villages.  If you cannot rescue Queen
Neiela, she will be stuck where she is for many months, I am afraid."


"Myrtacor, does it strike you as odd
that this all happened just at the point where we showed up in Sheridan?"


"What are you suggesting,
Human?"


"Might Denonia be doing this because
of us?"


Myrtacor glared at Don for a moment. 
"It is a possibility I have not had the time or energy to consider. 
Denonia does what Denonia wants.  Why she does these things isn't important to
me at the moment.  If she is doing it because of you, then it rests
squarely on your head to rescue the queen.  Now, this team will be ready in an
hour.  When will you leave?"


"We will leave when they are ready. 
Are we walking?"


"We have borrowed horses from a
nearby village.  Try to keep them alive, or we will have to pay for
them."  Myrtacor walked away to yell at some of the other Elves.  Don
stepped out of the building to roust the others.  He saw Gill standing outside,
and motioned him over.


"What's up?" Gill asked.


"Get everyone up.  We leave in an
hour.  Gill," Don called, stopping him, as he had already turned to go. 
"We're doing this alone.  The WolfRiders have to deal with the dragon. 
They're sending some Elves with us, but we'll be leading this mission."


Gill turned and stepped back up to Don. 
"Why are we really doing this?  Certainly they can rescue her
without us.  We could leave the crystal somewhere here in the city, and she
could pick it up when she gets back."


"Gill, don't you find it strange
that Baruek finds Annie, and walks right into our hands, which makes us come to
Sheridan just at the time when the person we need to give the crystal
back to needs rescuing just at the time when the WolfRiders can't rescue
her?"


Gill's eyes narrowed, and he remained
silent, thinking over what Don had just said.


"Don't you see?  All of this is our
fault!  Denonia is doing this to challenge us!"


"Why would she want to?" Gill
asked.


"I don't know.  Maybe she has some
plot to kill us in some ritual manner or something.  All I know is that all of
the shit that's happening to these people is because we're here.  Since that's
the case, it's up to us to fix it.  We also need to be aware that we are almost
certainly walking into a trap."


"Wonderful.  I'm going to go wake up
my sister, before you give me any more 'good news'."


 


-----


 


The team left just after the sun broke
over the mountains to the east.  The Elves seemed to be uncomfortable on
horseback, but the others were glad to have them.  It was supposed to be a
half-day ride to get to Castle Shandor.  That didn't leave Don with a good
feeling; it meant they would most likely spend the night somewhere in the
wilderness, with the queen.  That assumed, of course, that they rescued her.


The group rode on, mostly in silence,
though Don and Gill talked at length about ways to defeat a griffin.  It was
hard for them to come up with a plan, though, since they had never encountered,
or ever even seen, a real griffin.  The Elves rode behind the Humans in total
silence, gripping their horses and keeping their heads turning, looking for
trouble.  It was clear they did not like being in the forest, on a horse,
riding into danger.


Some fighters, Don thought.


The group stopped for lunch in a small
meadow, to allow the horses to eat.  They got out their own lunches, and sat
down in the grass, enjoying their meal.


"Damn sight easier going than the
last few days," Gill said.


"It will get harder," one of
the Elves said.


"What's your name?" Don asked.


"Devlin," the Elf answered.


"How big is the griffin?"


"It has the body of a lion.  It is
not an oversized animal, but it is fast, and it is fierce, and it is usually
hungry."


"What kind of tail does it
have?" Gill asked.  Don looked at him funny.  "The myths say that
sometimes the griffin has the tail of a snake, or even of a scorpion."


"Not in this case," the Elf
assured them.  "It has a normal lion's tail.  Its claws are longer than
normal, however, and they are very sharp.  Its beak is large, and razor-sharp. 
It can fly faster than these horses can run."


"Wonderful," Gill said. 
"How do we beat it?"


"To my knowledge, it has never been beaten. 
It has only been avoided or fought off long enough to get past it."


"More good news," Gill said
sarcastically.


"We'll think of something.  What
about Castle Shandor?"


"It is protected like any other
castle.  It has a moat.  It has guards.  We are unlikely to succeed, with such
a small force as this."


"Why the fuck did Myrtacor send us
out with this little bitty team?" Gill wanted to know.


"Probably to get rid of us once and
for all," Don said.  "He doesn't like us much."


"Well, we're only Humans,
after all, eh, Devlin?" Gill said.


Devlin twitched, but remained silent. 
Don considered everything, but kept his peace about it.
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The forest began to thin out during the
early afternoon, and soon they broke into the clear.  They could see Castle
Shandor in the distance, high on a hill.  Its twin towers rose like spires into
the sky, and Don wondered just how high they were.  More importantly, he was concerned
about knowing which tower Queen Neiela was in.


They were trotting along quickly when his
horse suddenly reared up in fear, nearly throwing Don to the ground.  He held
on for dear life, and screamed, "What's the matter?"


The horse wouldn't take another step, and
that's when Don realized what the problem was.  He jumped from his horse, and
motioned the others to do the same.  "Which way?" he asked the horse,
not really expecting an answer.  He was surprised when the horse turned to face
off to their left.  There was a stand of trees that way, and he couldn't see
anything past it.  He was just going to have to take the horse's word for it.


"What's up?" Gill said, coming
up beside Don.


"The griffin's here."  Those
words sent a wave of fear through their Elf warriors, and Gill drew his sword. 
Susan drew an arrow with her largest hunting tip on it.  The Elves drew their
swords, but he didn't know what use those would be against an animal like the
griffin.  Once again, it looked to be Susan and himself who would have to ward
off this creature.


The group heard a loud, menacing screech
from the direction of the trees, and Don knew immediately that it was no
eagle.  The griffin swooped at treetop level, coming over them at fifty miles
an hour.  The animal circled, and it landed a hundred yards away.  It screeched
at them again, and they could see the glint of the sun off the razor edge of
its beak.  Its wings were spread, up and out, to reveal a twenty-foot
wingspan.  Don moved over next to Susan.


"Susan, aim for a wing.  If we can
keep it from flying, killing it will be easier."


"Okay."


Susan took careful aim at the animal, and
let her arrow fly.  The animal quickly dodged to its right, landing fifty feet
from his original spot.  The griffin prowled back toward its landing site, and
returned to glaring at them.  It was clear that the animal was blocking their
path forward.


As Susan nocked another arrow, Don began
a speed chant.  He was enchanting the arrow with magical speed.  When he nodded
to Susan, she let the arrow fly, and it soared at three times normal speed. 
Still, the griffin leapt out of the way with plenty of time to spare.  Once
again, it casually sauntered back to its original spot.


"One more time, Susan.  This time,
aim for the head.  Perhaps we can nick it in one of its wings when it
jumps."


"You got it."  Susan strung her
third arrow, and let it fly.  The animal jumped aside easily.


"Well, who wants to go tackle it
with a sword?" Don said lightly.  Everyone could tell he was joking; no
one wanted to approach the griffin.


"Didn't you see the pattern?"
Gill asked.


"Huh?  What pattern?"


"The griffin always jumps to its right. 
It hasn't yet jumped left."


"Okay... let's see, how can we use
that?  Hmmm."


"We need a second archer,"
Susan said.


"Not a second archer, just a second
projectile," Gill responded.


Don nodded.  "Like a magic energy
ball.  Gotcha.  Okay."  Don began his chant, and held his hands just so. 
When he had enough energy formed, he nodded to Susan.  Susan let her arrow fly. 
This had to work, because it was the last large hunting tip she had.  The
griffin jumped to the right again, but this time, as the animal was in mid-hop,
Don let loose with his energy ball.  The animal saw it, and tried to take
flight, but it didn't have the time to build up lift.  The energy ball slammed
into the animal's front legs, and the griffin went down.


Don screamed, "Go!  Get it before it
can get back up!"


Gill led the charge, screaming,
"Let's get that sonofabiiiiiiiiiitch!"  The Elves followed behind
him, but it was clear that they were less enthusiastic about it than he was. 
Gill covered the hundred yards in less than seven seconds, just as the creature
was struggling back to its feet.  Gill dove toward the animal, holding his
sword out to his side.  The blade sliced cleanly into the right foreleg of the
griffin.  The animal collapsed again, unable to stand on only two good legs and
a shaky one.  It tried to rise, but the blast from Don's magic had left it
weak.  A small-tipped arrow found its way into the animal's neck.


The Elves, seeing their chance, charged
at the beast, hacking away at it crazily and clumsily.  Gill rose from his spot
on the ground, and marched up to the beast.  The Elves backed away to make
room, and Gill plunged his sword straight into the creature's chest, piercing
its heart.  The griffin let out one final, horrible screech of pain, and then
it fell, dead, on the grass.


"Can't be beaten, huh!" Gill
exulted.  "Take that you mythical pain in the ass!"


Even the Elves cheered that.  Don laughed
at his friend, who had finally gotten a taste of combat.  He was surprised at
the move that Gill had chosen; if he'd missed, he could have been seriously
hurt.  Still, that was probably the nature of a warrior, which Don was certainly
not.


"Nice job," Don said, coming up
to him.


"Hell, yeah!" Gill screamed,
still high on adrenaline.  His sister came over and they hugged in warrior
fashion.  The entire team was ecstatic about their victory.  Don was worried;
after seeing the way the Elves fought, or rather, didn't fight, he was
concerned about their usefulness when they got to the castle.  He tried to set
the thought aside, but it nagged at him constantly.


 


-----


 


It was only another ten minutes of riding
before the team reached the castle.  Strangely, they saw no guards, and no more
vicious creatures to greet them.  Don and Gill looked at each other fearfully.


"I guess they figured no one would
make it past the griffin," Gill said hopefully.


"But, c'mon.  That wasn't really that
hard."


Gill nodded.  "True."


"And we do still have to get across
the moat," Gill said.


"There is that.  Damn.  I could work
the mechanism, if I was touching the drawbridge, but not from over here."


The team dismounted, and stared across
the moat at the raised drawbridge.  Don scratched his head, trying to figure
out what to do.  The Elves, along with Susan, just stood, waiting for
instructions.


Gill wandered to both sides of the
castle, trying to see if there was another way in.  He thought to go to the
back of the castle, but found a rather dangerous drop-off there.  The moat
ended in a waterfall, which made Gill wonder where the hell the water was
coming from, but now was not the time for a geology lesson.


As he walked back to the group, he took stock
of the equipment they had with them, trying to decide if there was a way they
could cross the moat without the drawbridge.  It was then that he got an idea.


"Don!"  Gill moved quickly
toward him.  "Do you actually have to touch the drawbridge, or do you
just have to have direct contact with it?"


"What's the difference?"


"Let me show you the
difference."  Gill walked over to his horse and grabbed a length of rope. 
"Suse, give me one of your arrows."  She handed him one, and he tied
the rope tightly around the shaft.  "This is really going to fuck up your
aim, but all you have to do is hit that bridge."


Susan strung the arrow, and held her bow
sideways, to avoid the knot of the rope hitting the bow.  She aimed, and let
loose.  The arrow wobbled horribly, but the thrust was strong enough to project
it into the drawbridge.  Gill picked up the end of the rope, and handed it to
Don.


"Here's your direct connection.  Now
do your magic shit."


Don cocked an eyebrow at him, and then
turned back to the drawbridge.  He searched his memory for a spell that would
work, and then he began his chant.  He closed his eyes to concentrate on the
imagery, and he felt the rope tighten in his hands.  It was almost as if the
rope was going to pull the drawbridge down.  He continued to chant, and he
pulled on the rope.  The drawbridge gave a creak, and it inched down.  Don
pulled on the rope again, and the drawbridge creaked down another inch.


Again and again, Don pulled on the rope,
until he couldn't pull it any further.  At that point, The drawbridge was close
enough that Gill and Susan both grabbed it, and pulled downward.  With a
resounding slam, the drawbridge fell the remaining six feet.  Everyone jumped
back, startled.


"You could've warned us, you
know," Gill told Don accusingly.


"Only if I'd known it was going to
do that," Don said with a smirk.  "It's still unpredictable.  Okay,
Gill, you're the warrior, you get to take point.  I'll keep your sister back
here with me."  Don raised his eyebrows at him, and Gill laughed.


"She'll break your arm if you try
anything.  Okay, Elves, form up, and let's go!"


The group headed into the castle, with
Gill leading, and Don and Susan in the middle.  The Elves formed a diamond
around them, with Gill at their leading point.  They kept their heads turning,
and their eyes searching.  They didn't like being here, for they knew that
Denonia must have thought to guard the castle with something, and that
something was bound to be evil, and magical, and Elves didn't particularly like
magic at the moment.


The group raced into the heart of the
castle, but then they stopped cold.  Ahead of them were three Gorks, tall and
imposing.  And these Gorks did not look nearly as friendly as Malmot had been. 
It could have been the heavy metal armor they were wearing, or the iron maces
with heads the size of basketballs.  Don wasn't sure, but he certainly knew
that he did not like these Gorks.


The three immense creatures spread out,
covering the entire hall.  Don could see the Elves quaking beside him.


"Gill?  Can you take even one of
these guys?"


"Ummm..." Gill temporized.


"That's what I thought.  We're in
trouble, aren't we?"


"Ummm..." Gill repeated.


"You're not helping matters!"
Don cried.


Gill shrugged, and charged the Gork in
front of him.  The battle cry that left his throat was loud, and galvanized the
Elves into action.  Don held back, standing beside Susan.  


"Do you have an arrowhead that can
penetrate that armor?"


"I don't know.  Do you have a spell
that could make my arrow penetrate that armor?"


"I don't know that, either." 
The two looked at each other and, despite the situation, laughed.  Susan drew
an arrow, and aimed it at the Gork on the left.  She loosed her arrow, and it
buried itself into the Gork's arm.  The creature screamed in rage, and swung
its mace at the Elves confronting it.  The Elves were so short, however, that
the Gork missed them entirely.  The Elves attacked the creature's shins, which
were not protected with metal armor.  The beast screamed in pain.  Don, seeing
that the Elves on the right were not getting help, cast a fire spell on their
Gork, which did not destroy the creature's armor, but it made it far too hot to
wear.  The creature was screaming in pain and rage, attempting to get the armor
off, and burning its hands in the process.


One of the Elves used a bolo, and the
beast's feet were soon tangled.  It fell as it tried to get its armor off.  One
of the Elves rushed up and plunged his sword right into the monster's skull. 
Don lifted the spell, so that none of the Elves would be harmed.


Meanwhile, Gill and his group of Elves
were holding even with their chosen Gork.  They moved in and attacked, and then
would move back as the monster swung its deadly club at them.  The smaller
Elves danced around the Gork, almost taunting him, while Gill faced him square
on, his sword at the ready, looking for an opportunity.


In a few moments, Gill got the
opportunity he was looking for.  The Elves had so enraged the goliath that he
swung his mace straight down, trying to crush them.  His mace buried itself in
the floor stones, and it was stuck.  Gill, seeing his chance, rushed forward. 
He placed his foot on the top of the mace's head, and used it to push himself
off in a strong leap.


As Gill's body moved upward, he swung his
sword in an arc.  The move would have decapitated a smaller being, but the Gork
was far too large.  The fountain of blood pouring out of its neck, however,
indicated that it was mortally wounded.  The beast fell, hard, onto the floor
with a groan.  It didn't move again.


The Elves on the left, with Susan's help,
had managed to fell their opponent, as well.  The three Gorks lay dead; they
were huge corpses, and testament to the fighting skill of the team.  Susan
moved off to recover her arrows; these were precious, as she was beginning to
run low.  Don made a note that they needed to get more when they got back to
Sheridan.


Now that they had cleared the first layer
of defenses, the problem that Don had foreseen came home to roost.  Which tower
was the queen in?  He looked back and forth between the staircases, and then
pulled out his scrying crystal.  He held it in his hand, dangling from its
chain.  The crystal moved to the left, indicating the eastern tower.  Don
nodded, and then he turned to Gill.


Quietly, Don said, "We need to check
both towers, but I'm pretty sure she's in this one," he said, motioning to
the eastern tower.


"Okay."  Turning to Devlin,
Gill said, "Take two-thirds of the Elves, and go up the western tower.  We
will take the rest of the Elves, and try the eastern tower."


"As you wish," Devlin said.  He
chose his men, and they prepared to make their way up the western staircase. 
Don nodded to Gill, who then waved the Elves on.  Gill took the lead, and Don
and Susan took up the rear, with the rest of the Elves in the middle.


The team only made it around the first
corner of the stairway before being confronted by their new opponents.  These
were strange creatures, almost zombies.  Their eyes burned with a magical fire,
and were sunk deep into their heads.  The skin on their body was pulled tight
over bones; it was as if the muscle had long ago decayed away beneath the
skin.  The creatures wore leather armor and helmets, and they screamed in an
unholy manner as they began swinging their swords.


Gill let loose with a whoop that drove
the Elves forward.  Swords flashed back and forth.  Don could hardly follow
anything that was going on.  He kept one eye on the stairway behind them, to
make sure nothing would sneak up on them from below.  He had to trust Gill to
handle these creatures; it was too chaotic for him to attempt to help with
magic, and it would have been lunacy for Susan to try a shot in such tight
confines.


Don watched as Gill waded into the
creatures.  His sword flashed from side to side, parrying blows, and then
following up with a slash that would either decapitate the creatures or
dismember them.  Gill and the Elves made it through the first wave, but
everyone heard the scream that erupted above them.  Looking up, they all saw a new
wave of these beings running down the stairs.


Don, seeing a chance to be of help, let
loose with a massive magical blast.  Ten of the creatures were vaporized in an
instant, and two more were put out of action.  Gill, seeing that they had the
advantage, charged up the stairs, leading the Elves with courage and ferocity
that Don had never seen in his friend.  The zombie-things were dispatched as
they reached a landing.  Gill edge around the corner of the landing to look up
the remaining stairs, and nearly had his head taken off by a bolt of energy. 
He leapt back away from the stairs.


Turning to Don, he said, "This is your
department!"


Don nodded, and said, "What did you
see?"


"Something whizzing at my head!  Did
you expect me to stick around to examine it?"


Don smiled at him, even though it wasn't
really funny.  He cast a spell of protection, and then jumped into the
stairwell.  He was almost hit by another blast of energy, but he managed to
slide sideways, and his spell deflected it the rest of the way.  The blast
sizzled into the wall.


Looking up, Don saw what looked to be a
sorcerer, but then he realized he could see through him.


A shade!  And a magical one!


Don had to think quickly.  Shades were
hard to defeat, and there was only one real defense against them: light.  Don
rapidly began chanting a light spell, but he had to keep dodging the shade's
attacks.  Finally, he let rip with a blinding flash of light.  The Elves behind
him cringed at the power of the blast, and the shade above him screamed in
terror.  The creature went fleeing out a window.  Don didn't know where he was
going out there, but then, he really didn't care, either.


The team raced up to the final door, only
to find it bound with a heavy beam and lock.


"Can you break the lock?" Don
asked Gill.


"Are you nuts?"


"Just thought I'd ask..."  Don
turned back to the lock, and began to chant.  This lock was magically
protected.  He wasn't going to get through it that easily.  In fact, another
five minutes proved that he wasn't going to get through it at all, on his own.


Just as he was about to give up, a
thought occurred to him.  He chanted the spell to grab one of his items from
the place he hid them.  Out of the pouch that materialized, he withdrew the
Elf-crystal.  The Elves all stepped well back, but Don paid no attention to
them.


Leveling the crystal at the door, Don
began to chant.  He felt the crystal warm in his hands, and at the peak of his
spell, the crystal loosed an enormous beam of energy, vaporizing the door in a
loud explosion of energy and magic.  Don stared, wide-eyed, at the opening, and
then decided to walk through it.  Gill and the others remained outside, to
guard against any more attackers.


Don looked around in the now-dusty room,
and coughed.  Finally, as some of the dust settled out, he saw Queen Neiela
chained to the wall, just as he'd seen in his vision.  He walked over to her,
and noted that she was unconscious.  He wondered if his blast had knocked her
out, or if she was so injured that she didn't wake up even after such a large
explosion.


Don hesitated to touch her, but finally,
he reached out and cupped her cheek.  He rubbed her face softly, trying to get
her to awaken.  Finally, he saw some signs of life.  She twitched, at first,
trying to get away from his hand.  He removed it as she opened her eyes.


"You," she whispered.  "I
did not expect to see you again.  The young lady is well?"


"A little worse for wear, but yes,
she is doing fine.  She's waiting for us in Sheridan.  I didn't want to bring
her on this mission."


"You came to rescue me,
specifically?"


"Yes.  Now, let's try to get you out
of these chains."


Don examined the chains and was dismayed
to find that they did not even have locks.  They had been formed around
Neiela's wrists, with the aid of magic.  If such steps had been taken to
prevent him from freeing her, then his spells would be no match.  He pulled out
the Elf-crystal again.  He saw Neiela's eyes widen, but there wasn't time to
explain.  He began his chant, and hoped that it would be a little less violent
this time.


The crystal apparently understood his
concern, as the chains and shackles literally melted away, disintegrating into
nothingness without so much as a groan.  Neiela collapsed, and Don caught her. 
She was exhausted, and could not stand on her own.


Don picked up the Elf, and carried her
toward the door.  As he was walking, she asked, "How is it you come to be
in possession of the Elf-crystal?"


"Ask me later," he said. 
"Right now, we have to worry about getting out of here before Denonia
decides to throw something else at us."


 


-----


 


Getting out of the castle was far easier
than getting in.  They were only accosted by another ten of the zombie-things
before they made it back outside.  Queen Neiela was not strong enough to walk,
and so Don continued to carry her.  He figured she weighed perhaps as much as
sixty pounds.  They moved quickly away from the castle, and to where the horses
were tied.


Queen Neiela took one look at the
creatures, and shuddered.  "I can't ride a horse.  I certainly can't ride
one now."


Don considered for a moment.  "You
can ride with me, if you like."  Queen Neiela nodded.  Don helped her up
onto the horse, which did not object, and then he climbed up into the saddle
himself.  He pulled the queen against him, tucking her into his body to keep
her from falling off.  She didn't object to his handling of her at all, and
soon they were ready to ride.


Don turned his horse, and he noticed six
riderless horses.  Since the Elves were traveling in pairs, it meant they were
missing twelve people.  Don looked at Gill, who looked back with a nod.


Damn.


The Elves redistributed themselves so
that all of the horses had riders.  As the sun began to sink toward the
horizon, Don led out at a gallop.  He didn't want to be caught in the open
after sunset; not after the job they'd just pulled.


 


-----


 


The team traveled rapidly until they made
it to the edge of the forest.  Once there, they slowed their pace.  They
continued their journey until they reached the meadow in which they had eaten
lunch.  They were still several hours away from Sheridan, and it was already
later than they should be riding.  They dismounted and allowed the horses to
graze, while they rested and ate.


"How did you kill the griffin?"
Neiela asked Don.


"I didn't.  Gill did.  I hurt it
with an energy ball, and then he and the Elves fought it with their swords.  He
killed it with a thrust to the heart."


"That is... no one has ever killed a
griffin before."


"Really?  It wasn't that hard."


"Says the guy who was fighting it
from a hundred fifty feet away," Gill said good-naturedly.


"Hey, no one told you to dive
head-first at the thing!" Don countered.  The two laughed.  Turning back
to the queen, Don asked, "Aren't you awfully young to be a queen?"


"I am twenty-four.  My parents were
killed by Denonia over a year ago."


"I'm sorry."


"So am I.  I don't like ruling, and
I'm not very good at it."


Just then, Devlin came up with a
mortified look on his face.


"What the hell is the matter
now?" Don asked.


"Your majesty," Devlin said,
"We've forgotten to bring a shelter for you!  I can't believe we didn't
consider this!  We will make something from the trees..."


Neiela was about to reject that plan when
Don started chuckling.  Devlin whirled on him.  "You find this amusing,
Human?"


Don stood up to tower over the Elf. 
"Don't take that tone with me, you little dickweed.  I've had enough of
your superiority complex.  Maybe you didn't notice, but we won that
battle today, and we probably could have done it without your help. 
I'll only put up with so much of your shit before I kick your ass all the way
back to Sheridan.  Now, since you've managed to forget your duty to your queen,
I will provide her with shelter.  Now get the fuck away from me before I
actually lose my temper!"


Devlin wilted, and scurried away like a
half-drown rat.  Don sat back down next to the queen.  "Sorry about that,
but I was getting a little fed up."


"Some of the Elves do feel that
way.  The loss of the Elf-crystal has been a serious blow to their national
ego.  Personally, I think they needed to be taught a lesson.  We have depended
too much on magic, and not enough on our integrity."


"Yeah, well, I'm just tired of being
looked down upon by someone half my size," Don said.  "No
offense."


"None taken.  How, though, will you
provide us shelter?"


Don did notice she'd said
"us".  He ignored it, however.  Instead, he brought forth his pack,
and unstrapped the package that held their tent.  Looking to Gill, he said,
"One more time, eh?"


"I hate this tent," he said. 
They both laughed, and started to erect it.  The queen watched with interest,
but stayed out of the way.  It took them only five minutes this time.  Once
they'd finished, Don motioned the queen inside, and she gladly accepted.  Don,
Gill, and Susan accompanied her.  They all sat down on their sleeping mats. 
The queen sat on the mat next to Don, though he had purposely set out two
others.  Gill started a fire, as the night was growing colder.


"Will that not damage the
tent?" the queen asked.


"No, it was designed for this,"
Don answered.  To Gill, he said, "You want first watch, or last?"


"Why not let the Elves stand watch
tonight?" Gill asked.


"Because I don't trust them to get
it right, that's why."


Everyone noticed the queen did not
protest this insult to her people.  Gill sighed.  "Okay, we'll take first
watch."


 


-----


 


"Your Elfling did not accompany
you.  Why?" the queen asked.  The two were alone now, as Gill had just
left to stand guard.


"This was too dangerous.  I didn't
want her to get hurt."


"The young woman we brought to
you?"


"Is also waiting in Sheridan, along
with one other girl.  I had to come rescue you, but I wasn't going to risk
getting them hurt over it."


"Why did you have to rescue
me?" she asked curiously.


"You were the only one I could give
the crystal to.  Besides, I have a feeling your kidnapping was Denonia's way of
punishing you for being nice to us Humans, or perhaps her way of trying to get
back at me for something.  I couldn't let that go by unanswered."


"I see," she said, her voice
soft and quiet.  Don yawned, and then he lay down on his mat.


"Anyway, we'll be back in Sheridan
around lunch time tomorrow.  You might want to get some rest; we'll have to
ride out of here early."  Don closed his eyes, and was soon asleep.  The
queen looked at him, and then she stared into the fire, letting it mesmerize
her to help drain off the stress of the past days.


 


-----


 


Don was awakened by a cry of pain about
an hour later.  He turned over, and saw the queen holding her leg.  Her face
was contorted into a grimace of agony.  He sat up quickly.


"What's the matter?"


"Leg cramp.  I can't straighten
it," she said through gritted teeth.  Don knew those could be nasty.  He
also knew that you needed to get the leg straightened in order to ease the
pain.


"Let me help."  He moved over
in front of her, and took her leg into his hands.  He began to massage her
thigh muscle, working his fingers deftly into her leg.  She winced several
times as he kneaded the muscle and pulled on her leg.  He worked at the knot in
her leg, and gently pulled on her calf until the leg was straightened out. 
Once he'd managed to get her leg straight, he could see that the pain lessened
somewhat.


With her leg straight, Don could use both
hands to massage her leg, working out the cramp and loosening up the muscle. 
The pain was easing, and Neiela was finally smiling a little at him.  It took
him several more minutes of kneading before he felt the muscle loosen
completely.  He eased off on the strength of his massage, now just rubbing the
leg to allow for better circulation, and to make it feel better.


In his concern for her well-being, Don
had paid little attention to the position his actions had put the pair in, but
now that he was almost done, he noted that Neiela was facing him with her legs
spread, and nearly sitting in his lap.  Her position had been necessary for him
to work out the cramp.  He also noticed how close his hands had come to her
private areas, and that she had not had even the slightest objection to his
motions.  He looked into her blue eyes, and found more than just friendship
there.


As his hands eased off on their massage
of her leg, Neiela pushed herself forward.  While she had almost been
sitting in Don's lap before, now she was completely there.  He smiled down at
her as he brushed some of her fine blonde hair out of her face.  She wrapped
her arms around his neck, and looked up at him.


"That's twice you've helped me out. 
Three times, if I count having to ride that damned horse."


"My pleasure."


"Pleasure?  Hmmm.  I think we can
come up with something better for your pleasure."  With that, she pulled
his head down to kiss him.  Their lips met, and Don wrapped his arms around
her, gently pulling her against himself.  Her tongue slipped out, and against
his lips, until he opened his mouth to admit it, and allowed it to slide across
his own tongue.


Don began to caress Neiela's back,
rubbing the skin through the soft fabric of her tunic.  Holding her was like
holding a small child, only she had the curves, and obviously the drives, of a
woman.  Don didn't know how far she wanted him to go, however, and his inherent
insecurity meant that he waited for her to lead.


And lead she did.  Leaning away from him
and breaking their kiss, she wiggled her behind until she got her tunic free of
her ass.  She then lifted it off her body, exposing her chest to him.  She
pulled on his robe until it opened enough to allow her to run her hands across
his bare chest.  She marveled at the feel of his body.  Don slowly moved his
hands up to cup her tits, gently massaging them.  Neiela moaned in pleasure. 
He lightly brushed his fingers over her nipples, which caused her to inhale
sharply at his touch.


Neiela was growing more excited, and her
hands pushed more vigorously at Don's robe.  "How do you get this damned
thing off?" she asked in frustration.


Don chuckled, as he reached down to undo
the clasp.  In doing so, his hands brushed her inner thighs.  She sighed at his
touch.  He reached around to lift up her ass, so that he could pull his robe
open all the way.  She helped him, and then settled back down into his lap.  He
was still wearing his briefs, and she was still wearing her tights, but still,
the contact felt more intense.


The two embraced again and kissed for
long moments before they felt the need to move on.  Finally, Neiela broke their
kiss, and slipped off him.  She stood up, and then bent over to remove her
tights.  As she was bending over, Don cupped her cheek with his hand.  He ran his
fingers up along her ear, noting how they were pointed, like his sister's.  He
pulled her head down and kissed her again, while he reached out with his other
hand to help her remove her tights.  It didn't take long before the two had
managed to get them off her legs.


Once free of her own clothing, Neiela
knelt to pull Don's briefs off.  He lifted his hips to help her, and she yanked
the offending garment down off his legs.  She then returned to gaze at his
cock, which was far larger than anything she had ever had inside her.  She
stroked it a few times, but it was already fully hard.


Neiela straddled Don, and placed the head
of his dick at her pussy lips.  He brought his hands up to cup her tits again,
and squeezed gently, arousing her.  She let herself sink downward, pressing his
prick into her waiting cunt.  She sighed at the full feeling of her body.  She
had to move slowly, allowing her pussy to accept his size.  Don was in heaven,
as her cunt gripped his shaft, rippling along it in very sensuous ways.


After a long moment, and several
retreats, Neiela was finally fully impaled on Don's cock.  She sighed as her
hips ground against his.  Don slipped his hands around to her back, and pulled
her to him.  He kissed her hotly, their tongues immediately tangling again.  He
didn't make any moves, wanting her to be ready, since it was obvious this was a
new experience for her.


Neiela did take a minute to adjust, but
Don's cock showed no signs of softening.  The pulsing of her cunt muscles had
kept him quite hard.  Eventually, she grew used to the sensation of his large
cock, and she began to move, very slowly, on his shaft.  Her mind was assaulted
by the sheer pleasure of the sensation as she moved up and down on him.  Don
began to caress her back, letting his hands slip down onto her ass
occasionally, and fondle her ass cheeks.  Neiela was lost in pleasure.


After a few minutes, Neiela's body had
not only adjusted, but was crying for more.  She began to slide faster on his
dick, squeezing him with her cunt and caressing his chest with her dainty
fingers.  Their tongues continued to dance, and Don's hands were now resting
permanently on her ass, kneading and fondling the flesh beneath his fingers.


Their pace grew more and more frantic,
and their kissing stopped as Neiela threw her head back, awash in the ecstasy
of the moment.  Don was using his hands and his hips to help move her on his
dick, and he was marveling at the wonderful tightness of her cunt.  Neiela was
panting now, occasionally moaning loudly in pleasure.  Don continued to fight
off his impending climax, because he knew that she, too, was close.


Neiela cried out first, her orgasm
washing over her and causing her to thrash her body from side to side.  Her
cunt began to milk Don's dick, trying to draw his spunk from inside him.


The sensations on his dick were finally
too much for Don, and he let loose with a torrent of cum, which splashed up
into Neiela's cunt, and drove her even higher into pleasure.  Her screams grew
louder as Don grunted out his climax.  It was a long moment before either of
them came down from their high.


 


-----


 


Outside the tent, the noises were clearly
audible.  Devlin made to enter the tent, but Gill stopped him.  Devlin looked
at him crossly.


"One of the people in there is your
queen," Gill said, "and the other possesses the Elf-crystal.  Do you
really want to piss off either of them by interrupting?"


Devlin looked at him for a moment, and
then backed off, going back to the other Elves.


Gill turned to Susan, who had a smirk on
her face.  "Geez, is there any girl he won't sleep with?" Gill
asked her quietly.


"Are you concerned, or just
jealous?" Susan asked with a playful look.


Gill walked over to her and hugged her
tightly.  "You're the only girl I need, Suse."  The two kissed hotly,
but had to break it off before they grew too passionate.  They, unlike their
friend, were supposed to be on guard duty.


 


∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼


 


In the morning, it was clear that Devlin
wanted to make an issue out of what had happened the previous night.  Neiela,
seeing the look on his face, put an end to the conversation before it started.


"Mind your own business,
Devlin," she said sternly.


"Yes, Your Majesty."


Don, on the other hand, completely
ignored the Elf, who continued to stare daggers at him.  He packed up the tent
with Gill, and then shared breakfast with the queen.  He was fully awake,
having stood the last watch on his own.  Two of the Elves had stayed awake with
him, but he didn't really consider them very helpful.


They were soon mounted, and riding
through the forest.  The queen again rode with Don.  The two chatted about
small things as they continued their journey, and the time passed quickly. 
Soon enough, they were riding into Sheridan.  Don was surprised that Denonia had
not sent anyone after them.  Then again, he figured she might have something
else in store for him and his team, and so he would certainly keep his eyes
open.  At the moment, he allowed himself to be greeted by the cheers of the
crowd that welcomed them.  He saw the rest of his team standing off to the
side, and he waved to them.  They all waved back with a smile.


The queen instructed him to take her to a
specific building, and he did.  Once he dismounted, he helped her down off the
horse.


"You still have the Elf-crystal with
you, right?" she asked.


"Yes.  What is this place?" 
The building seemed more ornate than the others, and it had three guards in
front of it.


"This is the house of the Chamber of
Eyes.  Come with me."


 


∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼
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Chapter 11


 


Don followed quietly behind Neiela, who
walked past the guards without a word.  The guard at the door opened it for
them, allowing them to enter the rough stone building unimpeded.  The interior
of the building was lit by an ethereal glow that Don could not locate; it
seemed to emanate from the very air, yet it didn't cloud his vision.  He
stepped carefully, as the stone floor was rough and uneven.


Neiela led him to a long, winding
stairway that descended, and headed down into the recesses of the building.  He
knew they were going below ground level, but how far was a mystery to him.  The
stairway curved in a wide spiral, and he couldn't see its bottom as he followed
behind the Elf Queen.


By the time they reached the bottom of
the stairwell, Don estimated they were a solid fifty feet below the building
they had entered.  They stood before a door with an ornate design on it. 
Neiela softly spoke some words, and the door clicked, and then creaked open
slightly.  She pushed on it, to open it wide, and then they entered a massive
room.  The glow was more brilliant in here, and Don saw glints of light off
crystalline objects set into the walls.


"This is the Chamber of Eyes,"
Neiela said quietly.  "In here rests the source of Elfin magic.  By taking
the Elf-crystal, the thief stole from us our ability to have any control over
the magic, and it has been lost to us."


"Why weren't you actively looking
for the Elf-crystal?" Don wanted to know.


"I was.  No other Elf could have
held it outside of this room.  Of course, when I was captured, my search
stopped."


"Oh.  Now what do we do?"


"Give me the crystal."  Don
pulled the pouch out of his robe, and dumped the crystal into his hand.  Here,
in this room, the crystal glowed far more brightly, and he couldn't even look
at it while he held it.  He reached out and found Neiela's hand, and placed the
crystal into her grasp.


As soon as Don's hand left the crystal,
its light dimmed.  It still glowed, but not nearly so brightly.  Don was
surprised by that, but it didn't seem to faze Neiela at all.  She held the
crystal tightly as she walked to the far side of the room.  She walked up a
short set of stairs, and stood before a fixture that stood on a pedestal, away
from the wall.  He heard her utter some words, but couldn't make any of them
out.  She reached out and affixed the Elf-crystal to the fixture.


Immediately, the light suffusing the room
grew intensely bright for several seconds.  Don had to close his eyes to avoid
being blinded.  He could feel the light dim, and he opened his eyes to see it
shifting colors, through all the hues of the rainbow.  Each of the glints of
light he had seen now glowed brilliantly, and it was clear why this was called
the Chamber of Eyes.  Though they were mere crystals, each one seemed to be
pointed directly at him, as if it was peering deep into his soul.


Neiela remained by the pedestal, only now
she was kneeling, almost as if in prayer.  Don noticed that the light from the
crystals flowed upward, forming an almost-tangible river, and then continuing
up, until it entered a shaft that led upward.  Don could sense that the light
was making it to the surface.


After a full minute, the light dimmed,
returning to its previous calm shade of light blue.  Neiela stepped down off
the pedestal, and came back to him.  "The Chamber wishes to speak with me
alone.  You must wait outside, at the bottom of the stairs."


Don nodded, and walked out the door.  The
door closed behind him without Neiela's help.  He went and sat on one of the
bottom steps to wait for her.


It wasn't long before Neiela came out of
the chamber.  She motioned for them to leave, and he followed her.


"Neiela, how did the thief manage to
steal the Elf-crystal, all the way down here?"


"Once a year, the crystal is brought
to the surface for a ceremony.  The ceremony must take place in the noon
sunlight.  The thief managed to steal it from us at that time."


"Oh."


"It has happened before.  It is a
time of weakness for the Elves.  Usually, we are able to protect ourselves, but
occasionally, bad things happen during this time."


They made it to the top of the stairs,
and then they walked outside.  Don nearly stumbled, and could not breathe, as
he looked around at what the city of Sheridan had been transformed into.  All
around him, there were buildings of the finest architecture, rising to the sky
some thirty feet.  All were highly decorated and glistening with the hand of
magic.


"My god," he said in awe.


"Yes, it is brilliant.  Of course,
it's all an illusion, but an illusion so real you'd never be able to tell the
difference.  Even magicians can't tell."


The two walked in awe down the street,
moving toward the largest building in the city, which now was very clearly a
palace of lavish decoration.  The building had gilded columns and shone with
highly polished marble and granite.  Neiela motioned him to follow her inside,
which he did.


Rather than heading to the throne room,
Neiela walked Don back to the kitchen, where the staff snapped to attention as
she entered.  She nodded at them and said, "We'd like some lunch, please."


"Yes, Your Highness," the
kitchen staff said in unison.  The two went over and sat at the small table. 
Don got the impression she ate in here a lot; the staff didn't seem all that
nervous to have her here.


"I should tell you that the Chamber
said thank you.  Its magic is a living thing, and it felt incomplete without
the final Elf-crystal in place."


"Well, it, and you, are welcome,
though I must say we more or less stumbled across it."


"How did you find it?" she
asked.  Don's explanation of their little adventure took until the staff had
served lunch.  The staff departed to the other side of the room, to give them
privacy, but be close enough if needed.


"Dan-Gelmer sounds very angry at
you.  Of course, easing his brother's suffering would make you his enemy.  I'm
surprised he hasn't been more active in coming after you."


"I am, too, but I'm rather thankful
for it."


"Well, you still need to leave
Zemlia Nov quickly.  When you are gone, you won't have to worry about him
anymore."


"But what about the rest of you?"


"We have had to deal with Dan-Gelmer
for hundreds of years.  I'm sure we will manage."


"True, I suppose.  Of course, I have
no idea how long it will take us to get out of here.  We don't really know
where to go."


"You must travel to the Siratis
Gates.  You'll find Vernior there."


"How do you know that?  I was told
that no Elf had ever seen Vernior."


"I haven't.  The Chamber told me. 
It is... a reward, to you, for helping it."


"Oh.  Where are these Siratis
Gates?  Is it far from here?"


"No, but it will be a dangerous
journey, and it will take you through some very unpleasant country.  And it is
Denonia's domain."


"Where isn't?" Don groused.


"True enough.  She is becoming more
and more powerful.  I dare say that you will be fortunate to reach the Siratis
Gates.  Could you not... stay, in Sheridan, or elsewhere in Zemlia Nov?"


Don shook his head.  "I've only been
able to keep everyone going because they know we're going home.  Gill
would kill me if he thought I wasn't going to lead them home.  Not literally,
of course," he added hastily at the look on her face.  "The others...
would be just as upset.  I dare say they'd run off without me, and try to make
it home anyway.  I can't let them go alone.  I'm not sure how much help I'll
be, but if we die, we die together."


Neiela nodded.  "You are very loyal
to your friends.  You are a good magician, Don.  Use your strengths, and you
will make it out of here.  I only regret that we won't be able to see each
other again."


Don reached out and took her hand.  "I'm
sure there's a nice Elf prince out there just waiting to make your life happy."


Neiela smiled at him, but said nothing. 
They finished their lunch in silence.


 


-----


 


Around mid-afternoon, the group was
summoned to the palace.  Don had been glad to be reunited with his sister, and
with Annie, and he was glad to see that Julie was also beginning to have a
little confidence in herself.  He wondered if Annie had something to do with
that, but he wasn't going to disparage any good thing on this trip.


The six walked into the palace, and were
escorted directly into the throne room, which was now one of the most elegant
rooms that Don had ever seen in person.  The six walked in a two-up, four-back
posture, with Don and Gill leading the girls, who had automatically fallen in
behind them.  As they approached the queen, Don looked over at Gill with a
questioning glance.  Gill nodded very slightly in answer.


The pair, reaching the bottom of the
steps up to the throne, immediately dropped to one knee, bowing before the
queen.  There was something of a stir in the room; it was apparently not common
for Humans to bow before an Elf.  They heard the chuckle of amusement in Neiela's
voice when she spoke, however.


"You may rise."  As both teens
rose from their kneeling posture, she said, "It has been a very long time
since Humans and Elves have worked together in any meaningful way.  When we
took Zemlia Nov under our protection, the Humans were happy about it, with few
exceptions.  After the immediate danger passed, the Humans grew restless, and
were less and less inclined to listen to our advice.


"Since we are not a warrior race,
and were thus not willing to enforce our will upon others, the treaty between
the Humans and the Elves fell into disuse.  Since those times, we and they have
not cooperated.


"The actions of these outsiders, who
come to us from another land, teach us that there is still hope for the
relations between our kind and theirs.  These Humans have returned to us the
Elf-crystal, and the use of magic."


"Not to mention our queen!"
someone in the room shouted, to a resounding cheer.  Neiela blushed, as it was
not part of her prepared speech.  She waited for the cheer to die down before
continuing.


"For all they have done for us, it
is only appropriate that we repay them in kind.  Don White, Gill of the Blade,
what do you request of us, in gratitude for your service to the Elfin Kingdom?"


Both of the boys were amused that Neiela
refused to attempt to pronounce Gill's last name, Stelwicht.  A silent thought
traveled between them, and Gill nodded agreement.


"Your Majesty," Don began, "service
is its own reward.  We are glad that we were able to help, and honored to be of
service to the queen.  All we ask are some supplies and perhaps the loan of
some transportation."


Queen Neiela nodded, having expected
their request.  She was glad she had judged Don correctly.  "The supplies
you need, you will have.  We cannot, I'm afraid, provide you with transport.  The
only pack animals we possess are the wolves, and you are all much too large to
ride them.  Perhaps the nearby village of Sinclair, a Human village, would have
the horses you would need to continue your journey.  We may be able to provide
you with some items with which to barter such transport."


"Thank you, Your Majesty.  That
would be... most kind," Don said, awkwardly.  He wasn't used to this formal
dialogue, and would have been just as happy to have foregone this little
ceremony.  The queen then got up from her throne and walked toward them. 
Standing two steps above him, and thus nearly equaling his height, she leaned
over and kissed him once on each cheek.  She then bowed slightly to both him
and Gill, before motioning them to turn to face the audience, at which point a
loud cheer erupted in the hall.


 


-----


 


After the ceremony, Gill and Don got
together to discuss what supplies they would need.  Having decided that, Don
left Gill to gather them, while he and Katie traveled to Sinclair to check on
getting some horses.  The walk took them an hour and a half, and it was
beginning to get dark when they arrived.


As they walked along the market street of
Sinclair, they could sense that people were whispering about them.  Don figured
it was Katie they were surprised by, or maybe the fact that she was in the
company of a Human.  Either way, it wasn't important to him unless it caused
them grief.  He needed to find someone who could rent or sell them horses. 
Finally, they came to the stables.  A tall man with long black hair was
brushing one of the animals when they arrived.


"Excuse me," Don said to the
man.  The tall man turned around, and his eyes widened at the sight of Katie. 
Still, it would have been impolite for him to comment, so he tried to focus on Don.


"Yes, sir, what can I do for you?"


"We need three horses, strong and
fast as you've got."


"I have the horses you need.  They
do not come cheaply."


"I thought as much.  What would be
their cost?  While I may not have anything with me to barter at the moment, I
can get it."


"I see.  Can I ask, is she a real
Silver Elf?"


Don cocked an eyebrow at him, and then
looked at his sister.  "This is Katie.  She's my sister.  She's an
Elfling."


"An Elfling, you say?  That is
astonishing."  The man stood for a long moment in thought, then he leaned
forward.  "My name is Tibob.  Maybe you and I could talk privately for a
moment?"


Don motioned for his sister to wait with
the horses while he and Tibob moved toward the back of the stable.


"It is said, and I believe, that the
hair of a Silver Elf is magical, and that a Silver Elfling can do wondrous
things.  For a sample of your sister's hair, you can have the three horses you
want."


Don was surprised, but took only a second
to consider.  "I don't see as that's a problem.  I'm sure she wouldn't
mind a haircut..."  Don saw an embarrassed look on the man's face.  "What?"


"It... must be... her nether hair.  The
hair on her head is only useful to her.  It is her nether hair which can help
others."


It took Don a second to translate 'nether
hair' into 'pubic hair'.  His eyebrows arched in surprise.


"I know it may be an odd thing to
have to request of your own sister..."


A smile spread across Don's face.  "You'd
be surprised.  Is there any ritual necessary to collecting the hair?"


"Only a special lotion you should
use to perform the removal.  If you will wait here, I will retrieve it from the
apothecary."


"I'll wait out with my sister."


"As you wish."


Don headed back out to wait with Katie. 
She had a questioning look on her face, but Don waved her off for the moment. 
They waited in silence while the man ran the errand.  In a few minutes, he was
back.


"This is what you need.  When you
have what I require, you may have the horses."


"Is there an inn here?" Don
asked.


Tibob pointed down and across the
street.  "There.  I dare say you will find their rates quite reasonable."


"Thank you.  We will see you in the
morning."


"Very well.  Good day to you."


"And to you."  Turning to his
sister, he said, "C'mon.  We need to get a room.  Crap, I thought that guy
was going to break out in 'thee's and 'thou's."


"What about the horses?"


"I'll tell you later.  You hungry?"


"Starving."


"Then we should eat, which we can do
at the inn."


 


-----


 


The two shared a good meal of pork and vegetables
and bread together.  It was very pleasant, and it was the first time they had
ever eaten alone, without the others around.  It allowed them to just relax and
be together.  They chatted about not much; Katie told him about the things that
had happened while he was gone from Sheridan, and Don related to her the story
of his trip.  They avoided discussing the future, since neither of them really
had any idea about what was to come.


After dinner, they returned to their
room.  They had explained to the innkeeper that they only had enough money for
a single room, which took care of the need to explain their relationship to
him.  He had merely grunted and shown them to their quarters.


Now, alone in the room, Katie stretched,
trying to relax and ease some of the tension in her body.  Don enjoyed the view
as she raised her arms high above her head, which pulled her breasts up and
pushed them tight against her shirt.  He walked over to her and ran his hand
along her bare midriff, leaning in to kiss her on the neck.  Katie mewled, and
then wrapped her arms around her brother tightly.  She loved the feel of him
against her.


The two remained like that for a few
minutes, with Don's lips wandering over her neck and cheek, making their way up
to her earlobe and sucking on it.  Katie was writhing against him by now, and
it was clear what she wanted.  He figured now would be a good time to discuss
their payment for the horses, since she would probably agree to anything at
this point.


"Katie," Don said, stepping just
slightly away from her, "we need to talk.  In order to pay for the horses...
we have to give him some of your pubic hair."


"What?" she said, shocked.


"It supposedly has some magical
properties.  Don't ask me what they are, but he said if we gave him your pubic
hair, he'd give us the horses."


"I'm not letting him shave
me, dammit!"


Don shook his head.  "He won't.  I
will."


Katie's look changed at that.  Having her
own brother shave her private parts... she got chills just considering the idea. 
She ran her hand along his chest and said, "You'll be gentle?"


"I promise," he said with a
smile, knowing he'd just won.  Of course, he knew what she'd demand afterward,
and he was fully ready to pay that price.


"I don't have any shaving stuff,"
she said.


"I do.  I've got a straight razor,
and the guy at the stable gave me a special lotion we're supposed to use for
this.  I hope it's not uncomfortable."


"Me, too.  Well, let's get it over
with, then."


Don nodded.  He went into the bathroom to
get a small bowl of hot water.  How this inn made hot water, he didn't know,
but now was no time to concern himself with it.  He grabbed a rag, and returned
to see his sister, completely naked, on the bed with her legs opened wide. 
That sight caused him urges that had nothing to do with the task at hand, and
he had to remind himself that he would ultimately get to that part, but not
right now.


He pulled the night stand over to where
he could reach it, and then he sat on the bed.  He dipped the rag in the water,
and began to wash Katie's private area.  He wasn't worried so much about dirt
as he knew that the hot water would soften the hair and open the follicles,
making the shave less painful.  Katie wriggled slightly, and a soft moan
escaped her lips.  Don smiled, realizing just how ready she was.


Don picked up the bottle that Tibob had
given him.  He opened it, and smelled spearmint.  He arched an eyebrow, but
poured some of the lotion into his hand.  He began massaging it into Katie's
pubic hair, and her writhing increased.


"Does it burn?" he asked.


"Oh, god, no... but... Mm, it is warm..." 
There was a smile playing across Katie's face, occasionally replaced with an
open-mouthed sigh.  Don figured that was okay, and continued what he was
doing.  He could see that Katie was already dripping with arousal.


Picking up the razor, he said, "You're
going to need to try to be still for this part, or I might accidentally nick
you."


"If you do, you'll pay for it..."
she said, a smile still firmly planted on her face.  Don shrugged, and he set
to work.  He applied the blade very tenderly to Katie's skin, and pulled
downward.  Katie immediately groaned.  He looked up at her, but her eyes were
closed tightly, and it was clear that it was not pain she felt.  He took the
razor and wiped it off on a very soft cloth, which collected the hair and the
lotion.


Don proceeded carefully, having to pause
repeatedly because Katie simply could not keep still.  When he got down around
her pussy lips, he had to be more careful still.  By the time he was done,
Katie was moaning and rolling her hips.  He put aside the shaving utensils, and
looked down at his sister.  Seeing her cunt cleanly shaven was interesting, and
very arousing.  Don quickly removed his own clothes, not that Katie noticed.


She did notice, however, when he climbed
back onto the bed and positioned himself over her.  She looked up into his
eyes, and then down at where his dick was standing at the ready, about to enter
her pussy.


"Do it, Big Brother," she said
forcefully.  Don pushed his way into her well-lubed hole, and Katie cried out
in pleasure.  She was still tight, and Don still had to take his time to fully
penetrate.  He finally was buried inside her to the hilt, and Katie was nearly
bucking beneath him.


"Fuck me!" she cried.  Don began
moving his hips, sliding in and out of her hot pussy.  There was no point in
finesse; both of them were already fully aroused.  He thrust deeply into her,
moving rapidly.  Katie was moaning and screaming out her joy, her hips rolling
upward in time with his thrusts.


Don reached down and caressed his sister's
tit, gently rolling her nipple between his fingers.  Katie's body shuddered at
that point, and she came.  Her juices flooded his cock, and her back arched,
pushing her tit tightly into his hand.  Don kept thrusting throughout her
orgasm, sending her as high as he could.  He only stopped moving when she began
to come down from her peak.  He kept his cock inside her, but he rolled her
onto her side, so that they could cuddle.  The contractions of her cunt kept
him rock hard, however.


When Katie finally settled down, she
looked at her brother with something close to awe.


"God, that felt good.  Hmm. 
Actually, it feels good, since you're still fucking me..."  Katie
giggled, and then she pushed her brother onto his back.  She rolled with him,
keeping his cock firmly inside of her.  Now that she was on top, she began to
ride him, her pace already a furious one.


Don reached up and took hold of Katie's
rolling tits.  He molded them and fondled them, sending shivers of pleasure
throughout her body.  Katie's pussy was doing similar things to his cock,
rippling along his length as she rode him.  His hips were already bucking up at
her, pushing the pair higher and higher.


Don had managed to settle some from his aroused
state, and so the pair were on roughly equal levels, riding the wave together. 
As Katie felt her wave about to crash, she leaned over, forcing herself against
her brother's body and thrusting her tongue deep into his waiting mouth.  As
the two kissed, their waves crested, and crashed.  Their bodies slammed tightly
together, and the two thrashed about on the bed as their moans were lost in
each other's mouth.  The two rolled back and forth, lost in their passion, lost
in each other.


After a while, they finally were able to
settle down, and they once again returned to their sides, still holding each
other tightly.  Don's softening dick was still trapped in his sister's loving
cunt, and they continued to kiss.  Neither of them felt the need to separate. 
As their kissing died off, they remained tightly embraced, and they both
eventually fell off to sleep, embraced by their sibling.


 


∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼


 


Don awoke to find his sister still lying
beside him, and that was just fine with him.  He wondered if she had gotten
cold during the night, since they had not thought to cover themselves with a
blanket.  He reached down and caressed her ass, which didn't seem to be all
that cold, so he figured she'd fared okay.


His caresses brought Kate to consciousness
with a smile.  She leaned back slightly to kiss her brother on the lips,
snuggling even more tightly against him.  The two cuddled until it was
necessary for Don to get up and make a trip to the bathroom.  They didn't
really say much to each other, instead enjoying silent companionship.  Don
began to wonder what it would be like between them if and when they got out of
here, but decided he shouldn't try to look that far ahead.  He knew that trying
to keep his eyes on the horizon only guaranteed that he would stumble over his
own feet.


 


-----


 


After cleaning up and getting breakfast,
the couple headed back to the stables.  They saw Tibob brushing out a tall,
black horse with a silver mane.  When he caught sight of the pair, he stopped
and walked over to the fence.


"Do you have my payment?"


Don held out the cloth that he'd wiped
the lotion and hair onto.  "You never told me how to store it..."


"This is fine, lad."  Tibob
opened the wrappings, and Don was shocked to see that the lotion had dissolved the
hair into a creamy silver substance.  Tibob nodded approvingly.  "Well,
you lived up to your part.  These three are the swiftest horses I have.  Better
watch out, though.  The brown one's a little on the wild side."


"We'll let Susan ride that one,"
Don said to Katie, who smiled.  Turning back to Tibob, Don said, "Thank
you.  We'll be taking our leave now.  I hope you get... whatever it is you want...
from that."  Don indicated the cloth containing the silvery substance. 
Tibob chuckled as he led the three horses out of the corral.  Don helped Katie
up onto hers, and then he grabbed the leader rope for the wilder horse, known
as Champ, before climbing up onto the black horse.  Tibob waved to them as they
headed out of Sinclair, hoping to make it back to Sheridan well before lunch.


 


-----


 


The rest of the team was waiting for them
when they rode into Sheridan, as were several of the Elves, who had apparently
packaged a significant amount of supplies.  Don led his horse, Nightwalker, up
to where they were all standing, and climbed off.


"You think these supplies are going
to be too much for the horses to carry along with us?" Gill asked
immediately.  Don looked over at the bundles, trying to divide them up into
three piles in his mind.  He then realized that it would make sense for Katie
to fly as much as possible, and that meant that his horse, the largest of the
three by a fair margin, could carry significantly more supplies.


"I think we'll do okay.  The main
trick will be getting the supplies to stay on the horse."


"We have ways to fix that," one
of the Elves said.  They set about tying the bundles together so that they
would sit securely and comfortably on the horses' backs, while the team got out
of their way and began to discuss their plans.


"We're supposed to head for the
Siratis Gates."  Don opened a map, and pointed to them.  "On
horseback, only a few days from here.  The question, of course, is whether or
not we'll be able to do the entire thing on horseback... you know what happened
to our last set of horses."


"Yeah.  And there's the question of
what Denonia will do to slow us down.  She's got to be after us.  I don't know
why she is, though.  What the hell did we ever do to her?"


Don shrugged.  "I doubt we'll ever
figure that out.  Anyway, is everything ready for us to get going?"


Gill looked over to see that the Elves
had finished up.  "I guess."


"Good.  By the way, you and Susan
are stuck with Champ.  He's a bit wild.  I figured, since Susan was the only
rider among us..."


Gill nodded.  "Yeah, I'll let her
keep it under control."


The girls had essentially removed
themselves from this planning meeting until Don and Gill had come to their
decision.  Katie quickly went to her brother's side when the boys separated.


"You going to be okay flying most of
the time, Katie?"


"Sure.  It's not really tiring.  It's
a lot better than walking... and riding."  She giggled, which was a
noise he hadn't heard from her in a while.  He gave her a hug and a kiss,
before turning to the other girls, who had come up to talk with him.  "Your
horse is named Cloud."  This was an obvious name, given the horse's light
gray coloration.  "He's pretty docile, so you shouldn't have any troubles."


The two girls nodded, resigned to the
idea of being back on a horse.  He pulled out the map and showed them where
they were going, and where they planned to stop for the night.


"That assumes we get going soon, and
don't run into problems, though."


"When have we not run into problems?"
Gill said, coming back into the conversation.


"I hear you.  All the more reason to
get our asses in gear."


"True.  Okay, let's saddle up, then."


It was at this point that Don realized
that Neiela was standing off to the side, waiting to wish them farewell.  He
walked over to her, and knelt, so that he wouldn't be towering over her.


"I guess this is good-bye, Your
Majesty."


Neiela embraced him, and then gave him a
kiss.  "Good luck.  I hope you find the dragon."


"Thank you so much for the supplies."


"It was the least we could do. 
Thank you for all your help.  Have a safe journey."


"Somehow," Don said, rising, "I
don't think that's entirely up to us."


 


-----


 


The team rode purposefully through the
forest, following the path the map said led to the Siratis Gates.  Katie flew
alongside her brother's horse, occasionally flying up above the trees to take a
look ahead.  She didn't see anything that should trouble them, but none of them
was going to relax.


They stopped for lunch in a small meadow,
to allow the horses to eat and drink from a pond there.  They talked about how
soon they might be out of Zemlia Nov.


"What do you figure, Don?"


"Two days from now, if nothing goes
wrong."


"Which it will," Julie chimed
in worriedly.


"Probably," Don agreed.


"And if it does?" Gill asked.


"Then there's no telling.  We've got
enough food with us for four more days of travel.  We'll have to hope that's
enough, or we'll be back to roughing it."


"How far do you expect to go
tonight?"


Don pulled out the map, and unfolded it. 
He pointed to a clearing next to a river.  "I'd like to get to here
tonight.  It shouldn't be a strain on the horses.  How about you, Katie?"


"I'm fine."


"Yes, but how are you feeling?"
Don asked.  Everyone laughed, while Katie stuck her tongue out at him.


"What do you think we'll run into?"
Gill asked.


"Dan-Gelmer, at least.  He's not
done with us.  And something tells me he knows where we're going."


"You think the Elves snitched on us?"
Annie asked.


Don shook his head.  "No.  I think
he probably knows where Vernior is, too.  He's a dragon, after all."


Annie nodded in surprise.  "I hadn't
thought of that."


"So we're likely to have to fight
our way to the Gates," Gill said with determination.  "We can handle
that."


Don gave Gill a hairy eyeball.  "Fine,
you can lead the charge!"


Gill drew his sword theatrically.  "Tally-ho!"


The group laughed again.  They all felt
more settled about their journey now that they had some idea of where they were
going.  Don picked up the remainder of his things, and put them away.  "We
need to get going if we're going to make camp by sundown.  I don't want to
travel at night."


They all agreed, and in only a few
moments, they had packed up their lunch remains, and were back on their way.


 


-----


 


As the afternoon wore on, the team
started to ride into a thicker portion of the forest.  Though none of them
really had any rational reason to, they each became more anxious, and more
alert.  They couldn't see as far now, and Katie made more frequent trips both
upward, and ahead of them, to see if she could spot trouble.  Don didn't like
that, but didn't see any other option, either.


Despite all their alertness, when the
attack happened, it was a complete surprise to them.  Katie was on her way back
from another trip forward, and she screamed at something she saw behind them. 
Don pulled his horse to a stop, and turned to see what was wrong.


What he saw was, at first, very
confusing.  He saw a mass of wings and necks and tails, brightly colored in
pinks, lavenders, and violets.  It took him a long moment to realize that this
was a swarm of wyverns.


I thought wyverns were bigger than
this... what the fuck am I saying!  These will be bad enough!


As he thought it, the attack began.  The
mini-wyverns swarmed around Julie and Annie, knocking them off their horse. 
Both of them tumbled to the ground, and tried to get up.  Julie managed it,
running forward, toward the others.  As she passed Don, he hopped down off his
horse.  He could see that Annie was just now getting up.  He cast a spell of
bright lights to try to confuse the wyverns.  This worked, but it unfortunately
disoriented almost everyone else, as well.  Annie was staggering, and Gill
slipped getting off his horse, falling face first into the mud.  That would
have been funny any other time, but now Don was merely concerned that he would
be attacked.  An energy spell zapped the two mini-wyverns that tried it before
Gill was able to rise.


Gill drew his sword as Susan let loose
with her first arrow.  A high-pitched squeal indicated that Susan had found her
mark.  Gill swiped viciously, taking out three of the little devils, but there
were countless more of them remaining.  They continued to swarm, though they
seemed to be avoiding Don, who was zapping them left and right with short but
powerful blasts.


Julie hunkered down behind Don, and Katie
dropped down to cover her.  Annie, meanwhile, was still disoriented, and the
creatures were viciously buzzing her.  She couldn't get her bearings enough to
use any of her skills, and merely swatted at the beasts as they whizzed past
her head.  Each was roughly the size of a housecat, but resembled a dragon
without front legs.  They squealed and screeched as Don, Susan, and Gill took
them out by the numbers.  It seemed, though, that there was an endless supply
of them.


Suddenly, three of the beasts slammed
into Annie from behind, knocking her down.  One of them sunk its teeth deep
into her neck.  She screamed in pain, and that caught Don's attention, though
he'd been looking the other way when the assault happened.


Don was furious now, and his spell
reflected that.  The three creatures on Annie's back were vaporized, along with
any of them within a five-foot radius of her.  Before Don could recast the
spell to blast more of them, the swarm scattered back into the trees, leaving
behind bruised and battered people, and a lot of echoing screeches.  For now,
the danger was over.


Don immediately went over to Annie.  She
was struggling to get to her feet, but he stopped her.


"Don't move.  Let me look at that
bite."  Don bent to examine the bite, which was deep and oozing blood.  He
didn't want to stop the bleeding too soon; he knew that the bleeding could wash
out infection, and he really had few other methods for doing so.  He didn't see
anything really wrong, so he called Julie over.


"See if you can bandage that without
strangling her, okay?" he said, trying to lighten the mood.  Julie smiled
at him, and nodded.  He went to check on his sister, who was fine, and then to
make sure the others were all right, before returning to Annie's side.


"Sorry I couldn't catch that in
time," he told her.


"It's okay," she said, her eyes
closed in obvious pain.  "I would have been all right, but I think I hit
my head when I fell off the horse.  I'm still woozy."  She raised her hand
to her head, but couldn't find any bumps to indicate where she might have hurt
herself.


"You going to be able to travel, or..."


"I'll be all right.  Just give me a
few minutes."


"Okay.  Jules, you stay with her."


"You know it."


He gave Annie a gentle hug, and he kissed
Julie on the cheek, then returned to talk to the others.


"We'll have to wait here... give it a
half-hour.  She's got a doozy of a headache."


"I can imagine.  My head don't
exactly feel wonderful," Gill said, rubbing a sore spot on his forehead.


"Next time learn how to dismount a
horse," Don said with a chuckle.  Gill grumbled at him good-naturedly, and
then went to sit on a rock.


"Is she going to be okay, Donny?"
Kate asked.


"I don't know for sure.  I hope so. 
We'll just have to see.  If she's got a concussion, it'll clear in a day or
so.  We'll need to take it easy until then, though.  This will slow us down."


"But you expected that."


"Yeah.  Doesn't mean I have to like
it, though."


 


-----


 


After some rest and a little water, Annie
felt well enough that she didn't want to delay them any more than she had. 
Julie and Don both helped her up onto her horse, and Don made sure that Julie
was capable of keeping her safe.  He trotted back to his own horse and mounted
quickly.  With one more look back to check everyone, he kneed Nightwalker into
a walk.  They had been traveling at a trot, but he didn't want to risk it with
Annie's problems.


It wasn't very long before Julie called
up to him to stop, and he reined in his horse.  Julie moved her horse past
Susan and Gill, and up to Don.  Before she said anything, it was obvious to him
that something was wrong.


"Annie?" he asked, concerned. 
Her complexion was pale, and she looked as if she was barely conscious.  She
turned to look at him, but he could see the confusion written on her face.  "Annie,
can you hear me?"


Annie nodded, but her motor skills were
obviously impaired.  Don looked around, and decided that this was not a good
place for them to stop or spend any amount of time.  They were still too close
to mini-wyvern territory, and there was no way to shelter properly here.


"Keep a tight grip on her Julie.  We're
going to keep moving until I can find us a place that's safer than here.  We'll
go slow.  You stay between me and Gill."  Julie nodded, and Don set off
again, keeping to a walk and frequently looking back to see how Annie was
faring.  That doesn't look like she just hit her head.  Something else is
going on, but what?


 


-----


 


About an hour later, with sunset still
over an hour away, Don stopped.  They had entered a small clearing, and there
was soft grass and water close by.  He immediately got off his horse, which
stepped away from him to munch on grass.  He moved back to Julie's horse, and
tried to help Annie off the horse.  Her coordination was so shot that she fell
into his arms.  Don grunted at the sudden weight, and he had to struggle not to
drop her.  She was so weak that she couldn't even wrap her arms around his
neck.  At this point, he was growing increasingly worried.


Don carried Annie to a soft patch of
grass, and laid her down.  He took the dressing off her neck, and peeled back
the cotton cloth that had covered her wound.  Immediately he stepped back.  The
stench was overpowering.  He could see that the skin around her wound was
already beginning to rot away.


Venom.  It hadn't occurred to Don
that the wyverns might be poisonous.  It was obviously a nasty poison, a
neurotoxin.  The problem was that he had no way to cure it.  He'd learned a bit
of healing magic, but nothing he'd learned would heal a continuing problem. 
Unless he could clear the poison out of her body, he had no way to make her
better.  He didn't know whether it would be better to let the wound breathe, or
cover it up.  For the sake of everyone else, he covered it back up.


Julie was already at his side, and he
looked up at her.


"Is she gonna be okay?" she
asked nervously.


"I don't know," he said
honestly.  "I've got to get things together so we can camp here.  Stay
with her."


"Okay."


 


-----


 


About an hour later, Don came back to sit
down beside Julie, who was cradling Annie's head in her lap.  He stroked Annie's
hair, getting no reaction whatsoever.


"I should have protected her more. 
She fell off the horse, and I should have caught her, or something."


"Julie, you were falling yourself at
the time.  There was nothing you could have done at all to save her.  If there's
anyone to blame for this, it's me.  I could have used that spell immediately,
but I was saving my strength, not wanting to use it all up on a couple attacks. 
If I'd used that spell first, there wouldn't have been enough of them to be a
problem.  So, no, it wasn't your fault, it was mine."


"You couldn't know, Don."


"Couldn't know what?  That this
place is dangerous?  We've had every warning of that we could get.  No, Jules,
I fucked up big time, and Annie's paying the price for it."


Julie reached out to caress Don's cheek. 
He smiled slightly, but was too upset to react in any greater way.


"You need to go help Katie make
dinner," he finally said.


"She can't make it alone this once?"
Julie asked, clearly not wanting to leave Annie's side.


"Not if you want to be able to eat
it," he responded.  Julie managed a little giggle.  "I'll stay with
her."  He leaned over and kissed Julie softly, and embraced her.  The two
stayed like that for a long moment before Julie slipped out from under Annie,
letting Don take her place.  She got up, and looked down at Annie once more for
a full minute before finally turning to go.


Don stroked Annie's hair continuously,
unaware of the passage of time.  After several long minutes, Annie's eyes
opened, and she struggled to focus on the face above her.  Don kept stroking
her hair, and smiled at her.  He could tell she was trying to form words, and
he leaned down slightly to hear her.


"Am I going to die now?" she
managed to whisper out over three breaths.


An instant lump formed in Don's throat,
and he was temporarily unable to speak.  He finally managed to croak out, "No." 
Annie smiled ever so slightly at him, in a way he didn't understand, and then
she closed her eyes again.  It was only her ragged breathing that assured him
that she had not passed away on the spot.
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It was a long, tense, and mostly
sleepless night for the team.  Julie and Don huddled together, watching over
Annie while the others kept watch for any further dangers that might come their
way.  When morning broke, it was a shock to Don, who had only managed to doze
throughout the night.  Looking down, he could see how much worse Annie looked,
and he knew that if he didn't find an answer today, she wasn't going to
survive.


The team moved to get their breakfast
together, all of them a little slow in moving, for each was tired and groggy. 
It took an entire minute before they noticed they had company.


Gill whirled when he heard Susan gasp,
his sword almost leaping to his hand.  Don had also turned with a raised arm,
an energy ball ready to leave his hand.  Both of them were just looking for
someone to lash out at, and any stranger was likely to do at this point.


The elderly gnome before them raised his
hands immediately in supplication.  "I mean you no harm," he said in
a soft tone.  "I am a traveler along this path.  I didn't mean to startle
you."


Don closed his hand around the energy ball,
and lowered his arm.  It took Gill a moment longer to sheathe his sword.  The
gnome came further into the clearing to squint at the group.  His eyesight was
apparently failing him.


"You are travelers, also?"


"Yes," Don answered.  "Please
excuse our somewhat cold welcome, but we've had something of a bad journey."


The gnome nodded, and then he saw Annie
lying on the ground, shivering.  "Your lady friend looks to be quite ill."


"She was bitten by a wyvern... a very
small wyvern."


The gnome's eyes widened.  "You must
treat her immediately!  When was she bitten?"


"Yesterday afternoon.  We'd like to
treat her, but we don't know how."


"You must go to the Sacred Swamp.  There you can retrieve a magical medicine for her."


Don opened his map, but did not find
anything labeled a swamp on it.  "Where is the Sacred Swamp?"


"I will tell you, for... breakfast."


Don nodded.  "Fair enough.  Julie,
could you make the man some food?"


 


-----


 


The team was moving as fast as they
could.  Don was now holding Annie on his horse.  He didn't think Julie would be
strong enough to hold her at the pace they were now traveling, which was rather
fast.  The Sacred Swamp was a couple hours of riding, and Annie was getting
worse by the minute.  It wasn't a very big swamp, but they had to make their
way to the very center of it, and it was much slower going once the horses had
to walk through muck rather than gallop on easy trails.


Finally, the horses came around a corner,
and Nightwalker reared up.  It was only through the greatest concentration that
Don was able to keep himself and Annie on the horse.  He couldn't much blame
Nightwalker; right before them was a rather large, resting dragon.  Don
prepared a spell, but didn't raise his hand.  He wouldn't fight unless he had
to, and the dragon had not yet moved, though it did turn its head to look at
them.


"You have come for the potion, yes?"
the dragon hissed.


"Yes.  This young woman was bitten
by a wyvern.  We were told the potion could cure her."


"It can, it can!  But there is a price
to be paid.  Nothing in the Sacred Swamp is ever free."


Don climbed down off Nightwalker, and
then pulled Annie off into his arms.  He set her down on a solid patch of
ground.


"What is it you want, dragon?"


"It is not what I want.  I am
merely a guardian of the potion.  The Swamp demands its due."


"Then what is it the Swamp wants?"


The dragon lifted itself from its lying
position, and stepped aside.  With one of its forelimbs, it pointed to a tree
some four hundred feet away.  "In a nook in that tree, you will find the
potion of life that you seek."


"But...?" Don asked, waiting for
the catch.


"But no one that has ever gone in
there has ever come out again.  The Swamp will take your life in exchange for
the potion."


"Whoa, whoa, wait a goddamned minute!"
Gill said, stepping forward.  Don held him back.


"There is no other way?" Don
asked the dragon.


"There is not.  From the looks of
her, your friend will not make it out of the Swamp alive without the potion."


Don's expression hardened, and it was
clear he was thinking things over.  Gill was aghast at the very idea.


"Don, are you nuts?  That's just a
trade of one life for another!  Where's the benefit to that?  I mean, I don't
want to see her die, either, but I sure as hell don't want to see my best
friend die!"


"There's a difference, though,"
Don said, obviously having come to a decision.


"Yeah, what?"


"Annie didn't get to choose.  She's my
responsibility, Gill.  I asked her to come with us.  If she hadn't been with
us, she might have been safe."


"I doubt it.  Look, she would have
had to travel these roads to find Vernior..."


"What if she decided just to stay in
Zemlia Nov?  Paul did.  You don't see him stuck dying in the middle of
some stupid swamp..."


Gill had no answer to that.  He stared
hard at his friend.  "There's nothing I can say to change your mind, is
there."  It was not a question.


"No."  Don turned and walked
the few steps to his sister.  She already had tears in her eyes.  "When
she wakes up, Katie... tell her what happened.  I love you."


"Donny!"  She wrapped her arms
tightly around him for a long moment.  Then, unwillingly, she let go as Don
gently pushed her away.  He turned to face Julie.


"Take care of Annie for me, would
you?"  He leaned in and kissed her.  She kissed back, wrapping her arms
around him tightly.  The kiss lasted for a long moment, before they both broke
it off.


Finally, Don turned to the dragon. 
Before his resolve left him, he nodded.  "How do I do this?"


"You will find going in is not
terribly difficult.  It is the coming out that you will have a problem with."


Don nodded, and waded into the darker
portion of the swamp.  The ground did, in fact, seem somewhat firmer here,
though it was very bumpy and tangled with roots and low-growing plants.  He
fought his way through this tough material, working hard to reach the tree at
the center of the swamp.


After several minutes, he finally reached
it.  He had to walk all the way around the tree to the other side before he
found the nook, but sure enough, there was a flask of yellow liquid there, with
a heavy stopper on the container.


Good, I won't spill it that way.


Don took the container out of the nook,
and he could hear the change in the swamp immediately.  While there had been
crickets and birds chirping, now there was silence.  Don looked around
nervously.  He was deathly afraid at this point, but he'd walked into this
situation with his eyes open; a luxury that Annie had not had.  He took a deep
breath and began walking out of the swamp, holding the flask high for the
others to see.


The going was much rougher on the way
out.  The ground had turned soft and mushy, and his feet sank into it about
four inches with each step.  He couldn't tell for sure, but it almost seemed as
if he was sinking just slightly deeper as he went.


It turned out not to matter, as he
stepped around one plant only to find a vine suddenly coiling around his leg. 
Soon, another vine had his other leg, and he could no longer walk or move his
lower body.


The dragon, seeing his difficulty, called
out, "If you drop the flask, the Sacred Swamp will let you live."


Don ignored him, trying to tug at his
legs.  He was only sixty or seventy feet from the others.  He struggled, hoping
he could beat the odds and make it out alive.  After a minute of struggling,
during which he had been pulled another foot deeper into the muck, he realized
that he didn't have a chance.  There was only one thing for him to do.


"Katie, CATCH!"  Don
hauled his arm back, and with the strongest throw he could muster, he flung the
potion toward the group.  He knew his throw would be off, and he definitely did
not want the flask to break.  Katie leapt for it, catching it about fifteen
feet off the ground.  She got it safely back to the others, and they uncorked
it.  Don watched as Julie poured the liquid very carefully into Annie's mouth. 
It took a full two minutes for her to swallow all of it, during which time, Don
had sunk another two feet.  He was buried beyond his waist now, and all that
was left was for him to wait for the end.


The rest of the team turned to watch in
horror as their friend, their leader, was sucked under.  The dragon lay on the
ground, watching impassively as events unfolded.  Don could see the tears in
everyone's eyes, though he was strangely relaxed about the whole thing now. 
Perhaps the swamp contained some kind of toxin that was inhibiting his nervous
system, or perhaps he had simply resigned himself to this fate.


For you, Annie, he thought to
himself.  I'm sorry I got you into this.


At about that point, the dragon raised
its head.  Don only had his head and arms above the surface now.  The dragon
lifted off and flew at an impossible speed, circling around the big tree in the
center of the swamp, and heading back toward the group.


"Hold your arms up, boy!" the
dragon hissed.  Don raised his hands as high as he could, and the dragon
grasped them on his way by.  The muck pulled and tugged at Don, and he worried
that his shoulders would be dislocated, but with a final effort, the dragon
pulled him free.  Don held on for dear life, not wanting to fall back into what
was probably a very angry swamp at this point.


Short seconds later, the dragon dumped
Don unceremoniously on the ground, and then landed back in the spot he had been
laying initially.  Don, sputtering and very confused, stared at them all, and
then back at the dragon.


"Why did you save me?  I thought the
Swamp had to have a life."


"It was a test, you see," the
dragon hissed.  "What the Swamp really requires is the devotion necessary
to give up your life for that of another.  No entity of light or kindness could
ever require your death just to save that of another.  As your friend said,
there is nothing good in that form of trade.  However, if the potion were
readily available to just anyone, then how would anyone ever die here?  The
cost of the potion must seem very high, or there would be no end of people
coming here to use it.  I warn you, traveler; tell no one of this secret, or
the effects of the potion will instantly be reversed.  That is the final price
you must pay for your friend's life."


"That's a price I can live with,"
Don said.  The others nodded in agreement.


"Your friend will recover in a day
or so.  I suggest that you take her somewhere to rest.  The village of Mintauri is on your way, just outside the Sacred Swamp."


"Thank you," Katie said to the
dragon.


"I am just performing my duties,
Elfling.  Good luck to you all."


 


-----


 


The team, relieved that all of
them were leaving the Sacred Swamp alive, got on their horses and rode out,
turning to wave at the dragon.  It was only an hour's ride before Mintauri was
in their view, and they rode slowly into town, hoping to find the inn.


As they tied the horses outside the inn,
Don looked around with a slightly new perspective.  If what we'd been told
was the truth, I would never have seen this village, or anything else ever
again.  Life is good.
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Chapter 12


 


Don woke up slowly, his mind trying to
figure out where he was.  The warm, soft bed beneath him almost made him think
he was home.  That impression ended when he rolled over, and ran into the soft,
sleeping form of his sister.


Zemlia Nov.  You're in Zemlia Nov. 
God how I wish I was home.  Then again, he thought, running his hand
over Katie's side, and getting a sleepy mewl for his trouble, this place
does have its benefits.


He continued to rub his sister's skin
until she woke up.  She, also, woke slowly, and by the time she was fully
awake, there was a smile on her face.  She turned over, and faced her brother.


"Morning, Donny," she said
sleepily.  She leaned into him, and they kissed tenderly.  Neither of them was
in the mood for anything more intense this morning.  Don was still a little
worn out from his trial the day before, and Katie was recovering from the shock
of almost losing her brother.  They clung to each other for a while, but then
they both began to feel the need to eat.  With a final kiss, they got up and
readied themselves for the day.


 


-----


 


Don ran into Julie and Annie on his way
to breakfast.  Kate was still making herself presentable, and had told him to
go on ahead.  He smiled at the other girls, letting his eyes roam Julie's form,
but taking a more evaluative glance at Annie.


"Good morning, guys," he said
quietly.  "How did you sleep?"


"Okay," Julie said.  She sidled
up to him and gave him a quick kiss.  "Not as good as some nights,"
she whispered with a wink.  She headed off to breakfast, leaving the two of
them alone.


Annie didn't say anything at first, and
Don wondered if she was mad at him.  "How are you feeling?" he asked,
figuring this was a safe question.


"Okay, I guess.  Tired, still."


"We'll take it easy today."


"Good," she said, yawning.  "Sorry."


"Annie, is something wrong?"


"Yes," she said, suddenly
forceful.  "Don't you ever do something that damned foolish again!"


Don stepped back, befuddled by her
suddenly irate tone.  "What did I do?" he cried plaintively.


"You nearly got yourself killed!"
she said.  "I'm not worth that!  The team needs you, and you nearly
threw away everyone's chances to get home, over..."  Her voice broke, and
she started crying.  Immediately, he went to her, pulling her into his arms. 
She came willingly, readily seeking the support he offered.


"I could no more leave you to die
than I could Katie.  You're my responsibility.  I got you into this mess."


"Starting the game was my idea,"
she sniffled.


"Taking this path, you coming with
us, those were my ideas.  Whatever happens to you is my fault, so I've got to
take the risks to see you get home safe."


"But don't you get it?  Without you,
none of us will make it!"


"I have a hard time believing that. 
You're stronger than you think you are."


She kept her peace at that.  There was no
point in this argument before breakfast.


"Promise me you won't risk your life
like that over me again."


Don shook his head.  "I can't make
that promise.  I won't make that promise, because it would be
meaningless.  I would do what I did again in a heartbeat."


"Damn you," she said, turning
away from him.  He let her go, standing and watching her walk away.  Just then,
Katie came up behind him.


"What's the matter?"


"I'm... not sure," Don said.  "She's
upset because I helped her.  I don't get girls."


"She's afraid, Donny."


"Who isn't?"


Katie hugged her brother, and kissed him
on the cheek.  She couldn't tell him that she'd never really seen him scared. 
It wasn't the time.  "C'mon," she said.  "I'm hungry."


 


-----


 


"How come they get milk, and I don't?"
the boy whined.  He looked to be about twelve or so.


"Because they paid for their milk,
and you haven't done your chores all week, now hush!" the woman
said.  "I'm sorry," she said to the group.  "Things haven't been
going well here, and he sometimes gets a little upset."


"What's the trouble?" Susan
asked.  Don was surprised that she would be interested in someone else's
problems.  Has this place changed her?


"The witch, Denonia.  She has
wreaked her havoc on our land.  Also the dragon, Dan-Gelmer.  He seeks revenge
on someone, and he must think they are here."


Don and Gill shared a look; now would
probably not be the best time to talk about that.


"What is Denonia doing?" Katie
asked, her concern evident.


"She poisons our crops.  Two of the
children died last week, because they didn't listen, and ate things they
shouldn't have.  She sends ugly creatures to scare the children and kill the
hens.  She hurts us in any way she can."


"Why?" Katie asked plaintively.


"Denonia has never needed a reason,"
the woman's husband said, coming in just then.  "She has tortured us for
years.  She has increased her wrath in recent weeks, but why that is, no one
can say."


"And then there are the others,"
the woman said.


"Lenielle..." the man said to
his wife.


"Others?" Don asked.


"We shouldn't burden you with our
troubles," said the man.


"Please," Don said.  "We're
travelers, and it is better if we're aware of the things we might run into,
rather than stumbling upon them unaware."


The man looked at Don for a long moment. 
"I guess that's right.  Over the past week, there have been some...
incidents.  Hauntings, goblins.  Things moving about on their own.  One of the
women was nearly killed when a flying scythe frightened the horse she was
working with.  It was very odd behavior."


Don and Gill looked at each other.  "Sounds
like a psionic," Gill said nastily.


Don shook his head.  "No proof."


"Tell them about the sightings,"
Lenielle ordered.


The man nodded.  "Some of the
children say they have seen an evil couple in the forest, doing... things."


"Things?" Don asked with a
raised eyebrow.


"Things best left to the bedroom,
and not where children can be frightened by them!" the woman snarled.  She
was obviously upset.


Don and Gill shared another look, and
then Don looked at Julie.


"Has anyone," Don asked the
man, "gotten a good look at them?"


"A fair-haired woman and a tall man
with black hair.  Dresses all in black, both of them do."


Don was still staring at Julie.  She was
trying to keep her face under tight control.


"We don't know it's him, Jules."


"It's him," she said shortly.  "He'd
do something like that.  I can't believe I loved him!"


"What is the young lady on about?"
the man wanted to know.


"We may know the stranger who is
upsetting your children.  He is a former member of our traveling group." 
Don had emphasized former, in an attempt to keep any anger at Paul from
leaking over onto them.


"Well, what the devil is he doing in
our forest?" the woman demanded.


"I don't know.  It's possible he's
trying to find us, but I wouldn't have thought he'd have that much trouble
doing that."


"And why would he want to find you,
if he is a former member of your party?" the man asked.


"He doesn't like me much,"
replied Gill.  "We had a fight.  Don had to come to my aid," Gill
said.  "So if he is looking for us, it's not going to be a happy reunion."


"You've brought this down on us, by
being here!" the woman screamed.


"Lenielle!" the man said.


"No, Solen!  I'll not be quiet.  If
he is looking for them, I say let him have them!  It will save our children!"


"A life for a life, Lenielle?  What
evil do you speak?"


"We'll be leaving today, anyway.  We're
heading toward the Siratis Gates."


The man paled.  "That is deep within
Denonia's territory.  You should steer as far clear of there as you can."


"Unfortunately, we can't.  We're
looking for Vernior," Don said.


The woman stepped back, away from them.  "You
deal with witches and dragons!  The devil is what you are!"


"Vernior is the only one who can get
us home," Don explained.  "We're not from Zemlia Nov.  We were
brought here through magic.  We're only trying to find our way home."


"And the best thing for us if you
do!" the woman said with finality.  "I'll pack you two days' food,
and I'll replace that broken bridle, if you promise to be out of the village by
noon!"


Don and Gill turned to each other, a
question in each other's eyes.  Gill nodded.


"Very well," Don said to her.  "But
we will pay for our provisions.  We've caused enough trouble already.  We don't
want to add to your hardship."


"I'll not take money from the likes
of you.  You just keep your promise, and be gone."


The rest of breakfast was very quiet.


 


-----


 


After breakfast, the group went back to
their horses, where Don and Gill began the argument that they both knew was
coming.


"No," Gill started with, just
to lay down his position.


"He's one of us," Don
countered, getting to the heart of the matter.


"He was one of us."


"He's here because of us.  He's
causing these people grief because of us.  It's our fault."


"No, it's his fault.  I'm not
taking responsibility for a choice he made."


"And if he goes on tormenting these
people?"


"Then eventually someone will come
along and kill the bastard."


"Two psionics?  At once?  How do you
expect someone to do that?"


"How do you expect us to deal
with him!" Gill demanded.


"We have a better chance than anyone
else," Don shot back.


"No.  We've already taken enough
goddamned detours.  Going after them gets us nowhere.  It won't get us home,
and it very well could get one or more of us dead."


"But..." Don said, and was
interrupted by Julie.  He found this very disconcerting; the girls almost never
interrupted conversations between the boys these days.


"Don," she said softly,
stepping next to him and hugging his arm to herself.


He stopped, and turned to look at her. 
The pain in her eyes was manifest.


"Let him go," she said, a tear
running down her cheek.  "He's lost to us now.  I don't want to lose...
anyone else," she said, squeezing Don's arm very hard.  It was clear who
she was worried about losing.  Don turned and fully embraced her, and she came
to him readily.  He took a deep breath, and surrendered.


"Okay.  But don't ask me to like it."


"I don't give a shit if you like it,"
Gill said.  "So long as we get home."  Don shot him a dirty
look, and he backed off.  Don and Julie stood there, embracing, for a long
moment without anyone imposing on them at all.


 


-----


 


The group rode for the entire afternoon,
putting some distance between themselves and the small village.  Luckily, their
progress was unimpeded.  This only made Don more wary of what was around each
bend.  Katie was acting as their scout, as she was the most mobile of them. 
She traveled around each corner well before everyone else.  Don hated this
technique; it put his sister in grave danger.  As he was being told more and
more often, however, there was nothing he could do about it.


By the time they stopped for dinner, Don
was in a truly foul mood.  He didn't know if there was something about this
place that was affecting him, or if it was just the feeling generated by the
things happening to him.  He ate his dinner in silence, not even talking to
Katie, who sat beside him anyway.  When the meal was over, he walked away from
the fire, finally settling onto the stump of a tree.


"What's the matter with him?"
Julie asked Katie quietly.


Katie shook her head.  "I think
things are starting to bother him."


"I just don't think he really wants
to get home," Gill muttered.


"Don't start, Gill, or so help me..."
Katie warned.  Gill held up his hands in surrender.  Everyone seemed to be on a
short fuse.  Don was merely the only one acknowledging it to himself.  He sat,
staring out at the grasslands they were skirting on their journey.  He looked
up at the stars, but found no comfort in them.  He soon felt a presence next to
him, but didn't look to see who it was.


"Don?  I'll stand watch with you, if
you like."  It was Julie's voice.  Don turned to her, and he realized that
she was as upset about not going after Paul as he was.  She had more reason to
be upset, as well.  He was being selfish, and that stung him very badly.  He
opened his arms to her, and she came to him.  He pulled her close, and the two
of them tried to gain comfort in each other.  What happened next surprised them
both.


They cried.


Their frustrations poured out of each of
them, being released by necessity, and the closeness of a like mind.  Julie
felt the strength and support of her partner, and Don felt Julie's compassion
and sensitivity.  He had always seen her as little more than a slut, but at
this moment, she was his perfect companion.  Each silently poured out their
anguish, releasing it to the other.  It was a very long time before they needed
to say anything at all.
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The morning came unwanted to everyone in
the party.  It had not been a good night, and the morning sun glowered at them
beneath low, ugly clouds.  The sky was red, blazing its warning of bad weather
across the heavens.


Don looked at it, frowned, and then
stared back down at his breakfast.  Lenielle had provided them with decent
food, and he should be enjoying his meal.  He was not, however.  He was alone,
by his own request, though both Katie and Julie had asked to eat with him.  Of
significant note to Don was the fact that Annie had not made any such request
or offer.  He looked over at her, watching her talk quietly with Susan. 
Neither of them noticed his attention, and he watched for a while.


"Couldn't be helped, man," Gill
said, coming up behind Don.  Don wanted to lash out at him, but he knew that
Gill was trying to do the sensible thing: get them home.  "Look, when we
get out of here..." he said.


"I don't even want to think about
that," Don said sourly.  He threw his food to the ground, only
half-eaten.  His thoughts about after were very dark and ugly, and he
didn't want to consider it all just now.  "Get everyone ready to move.  It's
going to rain today.  If we want to make any progress, we need to be on the
horses before it starts."


"Right," Gill said.  He walked
a few paces, then turned.  "Don?"


"Yeah?" Don said, glancing up
at him.


"Sorry."


Don nodded, and Gill walked off.  Truth
was, Don wasn't mad at Gill; he was mad at the world.  Why does all of this
shit have to happen?  Why is Paul being such a prick?  If, in fact, it is
Paul, which it probably is...  What do I do if he finds us?  Should we go
looking for him?  Should I go looking for him?  Don knew that would
be a bad move.  It would split the group, and he wasn't sure just who would go
which way.  For the first time since entering Zemlia Nov, he wasn't sure
everyone trusted him.


Get moving.  More work, less thought. 
He got up and went to his horse, preparing to move out.  I'm never buying
another computer program.  Ever.


 


-----


 


The group rode all morning, though they
got only two miles before the rain started coming down.  It was a long, slow,
soaking rain.  They each made adjustments.  Katie rode with Don so that she
could use her wings to shield herself against the rain.  In truth, she was able
to shield both of them by riding behind him.  She didn't enjoy this as much,
since he couldn't hold her as she liked him to, but she didn't think he would
have been terribly affectionate, anyway.


As they rounded a corner, a bolt of
lightning flashed in front of them.  Don's horse was spooked, and it reared up,
throwing him to the ground, he rolled, expecting to have landed on Katie... but
he couldn't find Katie.


"Katie?" he hollered.  When he
didn't get an answer, his voice rose noticeably.  "KATIE!"


An answering call met his, but it wasn't
what he wanted to hear.  "Annie?  Where's Annie!"  It was Julie's
voice.  She had not been thrown from her horse, but Annie was also nowhere to
be found.  Don got up, looking now very anxiously for his sister.


The forest was soon filled with an
ominous feminine cackle.  "Follow the bouncing ball, boys and girls,"
the voice called out mockingly.  Suddenly, a glowing blue orb appeared in front
of them.  It was, in fact, bouncing up and down on the ground.  Don jumped back
on his horse, which had settled after its initial fright.  The team rode
furiously to follow the quick-moving orb.


Coming around another corner, Don had to
yank hard to pull his horse up short.  There, in the road, was a woman.  She
had long, jet-black hair flowing down past her buttocks.  It flowed in the
wind, as did her crimson robe, marked with magic symbols and signs.


Denonia, Don knew instantly.  He
jumped down off his horse and moved toward her.


"What have you done with my sister,
bitch?" he snarled.


"Please, that's witch.  Such
mispronunciation could get you killed," she said, her tone slipping into
the more dangerous versions of sarcasm.


"Where is Katie?" Don demanded.


By this time, the rest of the group had
also dismounted.  Denonia waved her hands upward, and the mists which had
enshrouded the area behind her began to lift.  This didn't really help much,
since they were now confronted with a green, living wall instead of a white,
featureless one.  The area before them stretched on for some distance in either
direction.  An opening directly in front of them showed only more green.  Don
thought it looked remarkably like a hedge maze.


"This is the Maze of Choice,"
Denonia pronounced.  "Your two girlfriends have been placed within!  Only
you may enter, magician."


"What the fuck is this?" Gill
snapped.


"The two beauties are trapped,
imprisoned within the maze.  The first one you find and touch within will live. 
The other girl will die.  You must choose."


Don paled at the thought.  "What
about Susan and Julie?  What happens to them?"


Denonia looked at him with a disgusted
snarl.  "The maze has no power outside its walls!  Only those within the
maze will be touched!  You have until the sun sets, or both girls will die. 
Good luck, you pitiful excuse for a mage."  Denonia cast a sign, and
transformed herself into a bird, flying off into the distance.  Her voice
echoed throughout the clearing.


"Until sunset, you fool!"  Then
she was gone.


Don stared for just a moment at the
entrance to the maze, and then nodded to himself.  As he stepped forward, Gill
grabbed his arm.


"What the fuck are you doing?"


Don whirled on him.  "I am going in
there to rescue them."


"You know it's a trap!  They're
lost already!  You go in there, and we're down three instead of two!  We should
move on-" Don's fist connected soundly with Gill's jaw, interrupting his
sentence as he went flying to the ground.  Don stood over him, a look of pure
rage on his face.


"I wouldn't leave you in
there, either!  I will rescue my friends.  Or I will die trying.  Either
way, I'm going in there.  I'm not sure if you just have no sympathy, or if you're
really a coward.  Don't get in my way again."


Gill would have retorted, but he realized
that he was now glaring determinedly at Don's back as he marched toward the
maze.  He struggled to his feet, and found his sister next to him.


"What do we do?" she asked,
concerned.


"We sit down and wait for him.  What
else?" Gill snapped.


 


-----


 


Don was just about to enter the maze when
Julie yelled to get his attention.  She came running up to him, something in
her hands.  She tried to hand it to him; it was Annie's sword.


"You might need it," she said,
concern filling her gaze.  Don touched the sword, but didn't take it.  It didn't
feel right.


"I wouldn't know what to do with it,
anyway," Don told her softly.  He kissed her on the cheek, and then he
turned to go in.


As Don stepped into the maze, he felt a
wave of deep emotion wash over him.  It was almost subliminal, and he couldn't
tell just what he felt, only that he now knew he was under the influence of the
maze.


"All right, bucko, you've been in
these things before.  Yeah, right, in a computer game... this is real. 
But I can't actually act that way, can I?  What's that they say about military
training?  'Drills are bloodless combat, and combat is bloody drill.'  I have
to pretend this is the same... do the same things.  But shit, in a
computer game, if something jumps out and eats you, you're not dead. 
Dammit... okay, okay, step one is what?"


Don stood and looked at the choices
before him for quite a while.  "Step one," he said to himself, "is
to leave a trail, so I know where I've been.  Step two is to hope like fuck
that something doesn't come along behind me and erase my trail.  Still, I can
only do so much."


Hoping that a magic trail would be the
least likely to be wiped out, Don left a small glowing symbol at each corner as
he turned.  The symbols would only last a few hours; he'd have to be quick
about this if he wanted to succeed.


The next thing he did was to take out a
scratchpad.  He then realized he had no pencil with him.  Another conjuring
spell managed to turn a piece of charcoal he was carrying into a usable
pencil.  He tried to mark his paces as he walked.


Suddenly, an eerie feeling crept up the
back of Don's neck and took root in the top of his skull.  He couldn't put his
finger on what was bothering him, but he put his pencil and paper away for the
moment.  He looked all around him, but he heard nothing.


That's odd... I was hearing the
animals outside before...


It came from the left.


Detaching itself from the wall of the
maze, a green, lizard-like creature leapt at him.  Don dodged to the front, and
the creature missed him, crashing into the maze wall, and disappearing.  Don
watched intently, but the little bastard never reappeared.


As Don turned, something hit him hard on
the back, throwing him to the ground.  He rolled, and felt something trying to
cling to him.  His weight crushed it, however, and it squealed in pain, letting
go of him.  As he got to his feet, he turned and looked, seeing the
lizard-thing writhing on the ground.  It had moved through the maze walls silently. 
He moved over and brought his foot down soundly onto the creature's neck,
making sure it was dead.  He would have to be more careful.


As he rounded the next corner, he
realized that he wasn't being careful enough.  He was hit in the arm with a
sharp, barbed spike by a strange dragon-like beast that, upon further
reflection, looked similar in shape and color to the dead lizard he'd just
left.


Related?  Was that a baby?  Is this
its mother?  He yanked the barb out of his arm, screaming as it tore more
flesh coming away than it had going in.  He chanted a healing spell to himself
over and over, waiting for the wound to heal.  It took much longer than usual. 
Magic wounds.  Crap.  I'm going to have to get around this thing.


Don poked his head around the corner, and
nearly got a spike in the eye for his trouble.  He yanked his head back, and
plastered himself against the wall of the maze.  This isn't good.  And
standing like this is bad, too.  There could be more of those lizard-things in
these walls... I can't hear them coming.


As Don contemplated his next move, he
could hear the creature shifting around behind him.  Is that some kind of
clearing in the maze, like a plaza or something?  How can it have so much room? 
This thought made Don wonder if he was actually seeing what he was seeing.  He
pulled out a small medallion he'd bartered for because he liked the design.  He
was saving it as a going-home present for Katie.  The back was shiny enough to
work as a mirror.  He held it out so that it just cleared the corner, and he
could see the reflection.


It sure looks big enough.  Don
then formed a ball of energy.  He didn't hurl it, but let it float around the
corner.  He moved it slowly, so it would not appear to be a threat.  The
dragon-beast-thing looked at it curiously, and then snarled, lunging at it. 
The beast grabbed the ball....


...or tried to.  It went right through
it.


Ah-ha!  It's not really there!  Or it's
much smaller than the image it gives off!  That seemed more likely, since
he had a very real pain in his arm.


Knowing now that the creature was faking,
Don felt more confident.  He put away the medallion, and he cast a shield
spell.  His shields were still a little shaky, but he hoped it would hold.  He
turned quickly around the corner, and immediately, spikes were bouncing off his
shield.


Don turned his head slightly, because the
image before him seemed to shimmer.  Looking out of the corner of his eye, he
looked toward the ground.  He could suddenly see a small, furious little
creature, slightly larger than the lizard he had killed.  This one was jumping
and shaking.  It's tail emitted spikes, growing new ones as it threw the old. 
Now that Don could see it, the illusion faded into almost-transparency.  A
well-placed energy blast vaporized the vicious little creature, and Don let
down his energy shield.


"I hope there aren't any more of
those things," he said to no one in particular.


"You never know, do you?"
Denonia's voice answered back with an evil laugh.  Don shuddered.  He hadn't
realized she was watching him.  He moved on, hoping to make it through this
ordeal in one piece.


 


-----


 


Don encountered three more rather nasty
creatures before finding a clear spot.  He felt now that he was deep within the
maze.  He hoped he would find one of the girls soon; the afternoon was wearing
on.


Coming around a corner, he was suddenly
staring at Annie, her arms pulled up and fastened to a metal grate with a very
sturdy-looking vine.  Don gaped for a moment, and then turned his head away in
embarrassment; Annie was completely nude, and fully exposed for him to see.


She looked at him, her mind still
churning over all that had happened.  "Am I that ugly to look at?"
she asked, a little hurt by the quick aversion of his gaze.


"No," he said, keeping his head
to one side.  "It's just that... I mean, I'm not... shit.  Dammit, I'm not
supposed to stare at naked girls who don't have a choice in why they're naked,
okay?"


"Oh," Annie said, a little
sheepishly.  She was punishing him for her own fears.  She knew it, she knew it
was wrong, and she did it anyway.  Suddenly, her fear was quite real.  "Look
out!"


Don immediately rolled.  He had no idea
what was coming, but figured his best chance was simply to move in the
direction he was already looking, since he knew there was nothing in that
direction.  Once back on his feet, he turned to see.


Aw, shit, not another one of these
things!  In front of him was another of the nasty little mini-wyverns that
had nearly killed Annie in the first place.


"Oh, no you don't, you son of a
bitch!" Don snarled.  A blazing-hot flash of white light erupted from his
hand, enveloping and vaporizing the snarling dragon-like beast.  Don watched it
fade with some satisfaction.


"Seen many of those?" Don
asked, still not looking at her.


"First one," she said.  "I
think they're following you, not hunting me.  Could you let me down, now?"


"I can't."


"What?" she said
incredulously.


"Katie's trapped in here, too.  If I
touch you, Katie dies.  If I touch Katie, you're dead.  I have to find a way to
get both of you out of here."


"Just go rescue your sister,"
Annie said.  "Don't worry about me."


Don's head snapped around, and he glared
at her, completely ignoring, for the moment, her nudity.  "Let me figure
this out, would you?  I'm not giving up on either of you, dammit!"


Annie was taken aback by his
forcefulness, and she kept her peace.  Her mind churned over everything she had
seen.


"I'll be back for you," he
said.  "I have to go find Katie now."


"Okay," she said.  Before she
could say any more, he was gone.


 


-----


 


Don moved carefully, back the way he had
come.  He had the sneaking suspicion that, if Annie was at one end of the maze,
Katie would be at the other.  He also had the horrifying thought that she was
right around the corner, and he did spend a good amount of time looking.  When
he realized he wasn't being bothered, he knew he was on the wrong track.


An interesting thought, he told
himself.  He'd learned to keep his thoughts quiet, since Denonia was listening
in.  If she has set the maze to encourage me to go the wrong way, then the
more grief I run into, the more likely I am to be on the right path.  But is
she really that dumb?  Well, everyone has blind spots.  Even me, I'm sure.


Don made his way back to the start of the
maze, and began to move in the other direction.  The first thing he noticed was
the light level changing.  How close am I to sunset?  He pressed on, but
then he realized the light level was changing much too quickly to be real.  Another
obstacle.  Chanting into existence a small orb of bright light, he kept
moving.  He continued to leave his marks behind, and he still tracked himself
on the map he was drawing.  He had very carefully laid out the route back to
Annie.


So long as Denonia doesn't move her
while I'm finding Katie.


Don was now walking down a long, straight
section of the maze.  This worried him.  No place to dodge to the side. 
What's coming?


Suddenly, Don felt an odd sensation of
danger.  He immediately recognized it, and he jumped back just in time.  The
ground beneath where he had been suddenly liquefied.  He had to backpedal
rapidly to clear the area before the maze got him.


If my hunch is correct, I have
to make it past this corridor.  So, how am I going to do it?


Don stared at the ground for a long time,
and looked at the maze walls, and then finally at the sky.  Nothing came to him
immediately.  He leaned against the maze wall, and was shocked at just how
solid it was.


I wonder if this could hold my weight. 
Don grasped the wall of growth up high, and pulled himself up.  It held for a
bit, but then let out a loud snap! And broke, tumbling him to the
ground.  About ten seconds, at most.  I'm not sure if that's enough. 
Don looked back down the corridor, which was about four feet wide.


Don't even think it.  You're not
goddamned Spiderman.  Still, the idea intrigued him.  The corridor is
about fifty feet long.  To do it would mean moving sideways for fifty feet,
supporting my own weight the whole way.  I can't do it.


Don sat down to consider what to do.  He
tossed some rocks down the corridor, watching them get caught and disappear
into the mud.  Suddenly, he started throwing them faster and harder.  He found
that the far edge of this pit was only twenty feet from him, and he was a good
five feet from the edge nearest him.


Fifteen feet.  Can I do it for fifteen
feet?  Figure I can move about one foot with each... uh... 'step'.  That means
fifteen 'steps.'  How long for each step?  Maybe... twenty seconds?  So, five
minutes.  Hold myself up tightly for five minutes.  Can I do that?


If I don't, Katie and Annie are both
history.


But I also have to get back. 
Shit.  That means a total of ten minutes.  There has to be another way.


Just then, Don considered something.  He
pulled out one of his spell books, and looked up a particular section.  After a
few minutes, he put the book back, and raised his arms, chanting.  He continued
to chant for three minutes before anything happened, and it took another two
for it to complete.  When he put his arms down, sweat pouring off him, he saw a
series of branches; limbs grown from one side of the maze corridor to the
other.  They were paired off and twisted, so they were strong.  They were about
two feet off the ground, and about two feet apart.


Stay near the edge, and no fancy
tricks.  Don hopped up onto the first one, which was well ahead of the
dangerous edge of the trap.  He could feel the trap's energy as he entered its
area of influence, and he saw the ground below begin to churn.


If I fall, I'm toast.  He continued
to move carefully from limb to limb until he had crossed the entire trap, and
was safe again on the ground.  I hope my little bridge doesn't evaporate. 
That spell is tiring.


Turning, Don headed on down the corridor
until he reached the corner, with three paths leading off from it.  He chose
the center path.


 


-----


 


It was clear, twenty minutes later, that
the central path was probably the correct one.  He'd already had to ward off a
large cat and two more lizards.  He was now faced with a choice of two paths. 
One turned and would lead him back toward the other side of the maze, and the
other led deeper into this side.  He took the one that led further away from
Annie.


Immediately, Don was plunged into total
darkness.  He strengthened his light orb, and carried on.  He walked gingerly,
trying to listen for any sounds approaching.


He never heard the vines as they
stretched their way across his path.  He also couldn't see them in the shadowy
light of the orb.  When he tripped, he screamed as the vine instantly wrapped
itself around his leg.  He could feel the blood being forced out as the evil
ivy squeezed tighter and tighter.


"All right, you sonofabitch,"
Don grunted through clenched teeth.  He knew he didn't have time for anything
fancy.  He raised his hand and uttered a sharp bark of a spell.  Instantly,
flame leapt from his hand and burned away all of the foliage within ten feet of
him.  The vine around his leg evaporated, and he only had some singe marks on
his robe.  He got up and brushed himself off.


"Little bastard.  I'm in a hurry."


Don turned and made his way down this
stretch of darkening maze.


 


-----


 


Two turns later, and Don suddenly was
confronted with his sister, attached spread-eagle to a large tree.  Don took in
her body, checking for marks and injuries.  He saw Katie blush at his
examination.  He was surprised how much more comfortable he felt ogling his
sister than he had just glancing at Annie.


I wish I knew what that meant... but I
don't have time right now.  Unthinking, Don moved toward his sister,
ostensibly to let her down.


"Watch yourself, Big Brother,"
she cautioned.  Immediately, he remembered.  Shit!  I nearly killed someone! 
Then a thought hit him.


"You know about the rules?"


"The bitch told us."


"But... Annie acted..."


"She was in shock.  Hell, I'm
in shock!  Get me out of here!"


"One thing at a time.  Now I know
where both of you are.  I have to figure a way to get you each out of here
without killing someone."


Don looked at the sky.  He couldn't see
the sun, but the light that was now fairly easily penetrating the maze seemed
to indicate mid-afternoon.  Has it only been a couple hours?  It seems like
I've been here all day!


"I'll be back for you, Sis.  Has
anything been... uh, bothering you?"


"My arm itches.  I'd ask you to
scratch it, but..."


Don smiled at her.  He knew she was
joking.  "Seriously.  Has anything been around to... do anything?  Guard
you, attack you, just bug you..."


"Nope."


"Okay.  Then I'll have to come up
with an answer.  Keep good thoughts, Katie.  I'll be back."


"'kay.  I love you, Donny."


He looked up at her and gave her a soft
smile.  "I love you, too."


 


-----


 


Don didn't get more than a hundred feet
before he turned around and went back to Katie.


"What's the matter?" she asked
fearfully.


"Just exactly what did
Denonia tell you about this maze?"


"She said that we would be stuck
here until you found us.  She said that the one of us who could seduce you into
touching us first would live, and the other would die."


"Anything else?"


"No, not really... just that our
clothes would be returned to us when we were outside the maze's power... if we
were alive, anyway."


That phrase triggered something in Don.  Outside
the maze's power... why does that sound famil- ah-ha!  Is that the key?  Okay,
but how do I use it?  What do I know about magic that can... okay, I know how
to teleport things, but I have to be able to see them, or have some kind of
serious connection...


Annie.


Annie's a telepath.


I can get her out of the maze without
touching her.


Don looked over to his sister.  "I
think I have an idea.  I don't know if it's going to work or not.  If it doesn't...
shit... this could get you both killed."


"I have faith in you, Donny,"
his sister said supportively.  He smiled at her in thanks.


"If I think of anything else before
I get back to Annie, I'll try it, but... if not... well, we'll know when I see
you again.  If I see you again..."  He longed to reach out to
embrace his sister, but that would solve the problem in a very final way for
Annie.  Don turned resolutely, and headed back out of the plaza.


 


-----


 


Don had run most of the way back to
Annie.  His bridge had still been intact, and once over it, he knew he needed
to hurry.  He didn't know how much time he had, but sunset wasn't getting any
further away.  When he finally rounded the corner, he stopped abruptly again,
faced with the naked woman.


Don quickly averted his gaze, staring at
the wall of the hedge.  He wondered just how far he really was from the outside
wall.  Perhaps he could burn through... but no, that would probably take way
too much time, as his fire spell was pretty limited.


"It's okay, Don... I know you don't
want to stare at me, but could you at least look at me when we talk?"  Her
voice was pleading.  After the past day or so, he was totally confused about
Annie's feelings toward him, and this only made things worse.


Don didn't look her way when he said, "I
think I have a plan, but it won't work without your help."


"Sorry, I'm a little tied up at the
moment," she said playfully.  Don shot her an angry glare.  "Sorry. 
What do I have to do?"


"I need you to use your psionic
powers.  I need you to make a connection with me, and keep it solid.  It'll
take me about twenty minutes to get back to the maze entrance."


"What good will that do?" she
asked.


Don looked up and around, indicating
without words that he was worried about being heard.  "You'll see.  Can
you do it?"


"I think so."


"Annie, this is important. 
If it doesn't work, you or Katie will die.  Can you do it?"


She stared at him, and he was now looking
her dead in the eye, oblivious to her nudity.  She swallowed hard; she could
see the concern in his eyes, could see his worry.  She wanted to alleviate it,
but didn't know how.  She nodded.


"I'll do my best," she said. 
Don nodded.


"You should make the connection now,"
he said.


Annie closed her eyes, and she reached
out with her mind.  It was one of the easiest of psionic activities, and yet it
caused her a fair amount of difficulty.  After a few seconds, though, she felt
she had hold of his essence.


"Okay," she said.  Don moved
ten feet to the side.  She felt him slipping away, but she managed to keep a
tenuous grip on him, and latched on firmly.


"Still got me?" he said.  He
could feel her in his mind, but he needed her to have a solid lock.  She
nodded, not saying anything.  "Okay.  I'm going to go a little slower than
usual, but I'll try to get there as fast as I can, so you don't tire out.  When
I get there... well... you'll know."  Again, she nodded, and then he
turned to leave, heading out of the plaza.


<Good luck, Don,> she said
in his head.  He grinned to no one in particular.


Moving carefully, Don made it to the
entrance in just over twenty minutes.  He was surprised that he wasn't being
accosted by more nasty surprises, but he would take whatever blessings he could
get.


If her clothes don't reappear on her,
she's going to be awfully embarrassed.  Don called out to the people
outside the maze.  "Julie!"


Julie came running over, but didn't come
near the entrance.  "What is it?" she said fretfully.


"I need you to have a blanket or
something ready.  If it's needed, you'll understand why.  Just... stand over
there."  Don remembered about where he had felt the first beginnings of
the maze's power, and he was going to teleport her twenty feet beyond that.  So
long as he could see the spot, he could do it.


Closing his eyes, he tried to focus on
the feeling of Annie in his mind.


Can you hear me, Annie?


<Yes.>


I need you to concentrate as hard as
you can, to make this connection rock solid.  I need to be able to see you,
here in my head.


<Okay.  Give me a minute.>


Take your time.  Let me know when you're
ready.


After a long pause, he heard.
<Okay, I'm ready, Donny.>


That last bit actually shook him, but he
tried to shrug it off.  He focused his mind on the connection with Annie, and
followed it back, back, back... to where she was tied in place.  He envisioned
her in his mind, and in here, he looked at her every curve.


<Why didn't you look like this when
you had the real me?> she asked with a mischievous chuckle.


Stop that! he snarled.  He focused
on her body, her mind, her soul... he felt he had as solid a grip on her as he
had ever had on anything.  Raising his hands, he gestured, and began the
incantation.  In his mind, he nearly panicked as he felt Annie's presence slip...
then realized that it was slipping because she was fading out of position.  He
continued the spell, and turned to face the direction where she would -
hopefully - appear.  He was beginning to tire, but he kept his arms raised, and
continued to concentrate.  At this very moment, the only place Annie existed
was in his mind.  Then, slowly, ever so slowly, she faded into existence at the
far side of the clearing, near the trees.  Luckily, she was wearing the
clothing she had been wearing that morning.  He felt far more comfortable
seeing her clothed.


Annie waved to him from across the way,
and he nodded.  Swiftly, he turned, and made his way at a dead run back to
where Katie was, he hoped, waiting.  He ran into one lizard beast, but he was
moving so fast, the creature panicked and scampered away from him, rather than
attacking.


When he rounded the final corner, Don let
out a loud sigh of relief to see his sister still in one piece, waiting where
she had been.  He stopped for just a moment, and raised his hand.


Annie, are you still here?  He had
a feeling she might be.


<Yes.  Do you want me to leave?>


No.  I'm about to touch Katie... I...
need you to keep talking to me, so I know you're all right.


<Okay.>


As Don reached for Katie, Annie
started talking.  <I'm sorry I snapped at you the other day,> she
said.  Don's hands touched the rope holding Katie in place, but he hadn't
touched Katie yet.  <I didn't mean to blame you for what had happened. 
This place scares me so much...> The other rope parted under his touch,
and Katie was nearly freed.  <I... we... there's something I need to do
when you get back.  Please remind me.> Just as she said this last bit,
Katie wrapped her arms around her brother and hugged him tightly.  She was
weeping with joy.


Annie? Don asked somewhat
panicked.


<I could use one of those
myself,> she said, referring to the hug.  <Please hurry out.  The
sun will be setting soon.>


We're on our way.


 


-----


 


The brother and sister walked happily out
of the maze together.  Katie had wrapped her wings around herself to cover her
nudity, but only as they rounded the last corner, where she might be seen.  She
had walked happily next to her brother, completely naked.  As they cleared the
maze, her clothes reappeared on her body, and she was able to fold her wings
back up.  She hugged her brother tightly, and they walked to meet the others.


When they got there, Don let go of Katie,
and he looked at Annie.  Wordlessly, he opened his arms, and she immediately
came to him, melting into his embrace.  She hugged him hard, relishing the
strong embrace.


After a full minute, she leaned back and
looked him in the eye.  There was a slight smile playing on her lips.


"What was it you needed to do?"
he asked.


"This," she said, and plastered
her lips to his.  He kissed back, trying to keep up with her, but her tongue
was already forcing its way into his mouth.  He let his hands run over her
back, and the two kissed passionately for some time.


"How very touching," a
sarcastic female voice said.  They broke their kiss suddenly, to see Denonia
glaring at them from across the way.  "So, you figured a way around my
little test.  I don't like losing, magician!"


"Then maybe you should leave us the
hell alone!" Julie countered.


"Mind your manners, you untalented
little whore, or I'll turn you into a real bitch!" Denonia
snarled.  She whirled on Don.  "You haven't seen or heard the last of me,
Magician!  No one toys with Denonia and lives!"  She was engulfed in a
bright cloud of mist, and when the mist was gone, so was she.


"Fuck," Gill said, to sum it up
for everyone.


"Let's get the hell out of here,"
Don said.  Everyone agreed, and they were quickly back on their horses, heading
for the Siratis Gates.
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The group traveled for only a couple more
hours before they stopped for the night.  They had wanted to get as far away
from the maze as possible, more for the sanity of the girls than anything. 
They were at least ten miles beyond the edge of the maze - a huge structure -
when they stopped.


Katie still shivered at the thought of
it.  "Being tied up like that..." she shuddered.


"Okay," Don said lightly, "so
bondage is out of the question?"  She smacked him playfully, but strongly,
on the arm.


"Cool solution, by the way,"
Gill said, nodding.


Don shrugged.  "Only thing I could
think of.  The key was when Denonia told us that the maze couldn't hurt
anything outside itself.  I still wasn't sure it would work..."


Gill shrugged.  "All's well that
ends well."


"I suppose.  Still, we've got
another... day's travel, according to the map, to get to the Siratis Gates."


"What the hell are they?" Gill
asked.


Don shrugged.  "Beats me.  The map
doesn't come with pictures."  Gill snorted.  "Anyway, I'm sure we'll
find them.  I just hope we find Vernior when we get there."


"What do we do if we don't?"
Susan asked quietly.  Don and Gill shared a worried look.


"We'll cross that bridge when we
come to it," he said determinedly.


"Let's just hope the bridge ain't burning
when we come to it," Gill muttered.  No one had a response to that.
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Don awoke the next morning to someone
shaking his shoulder.  He rolled over and looked up, to see Annie staring down
at him.  She didn't look worried, so he didn't panic, but he did sit up more
quickly than usual.


"Something the matter?" he
asked.


"Can we talk?  Alone?"


"Sure.  Just give me a minute." 
She walked off to let him take care of his morning necessities.  He found her a
few minutes later staring down the path they would take in about an hour.  He
put his arm around her, and she snuggled quite readily.


"What's up?" he asked.


"I really needed to apologize for
the other day.  I was so bitchy to you... I'm just... this is all so scary, and
I..."


He squeezed her more tightly.  "It's
okay.  None of us is having fun.  You're entitled to one really good bad mood
per adventure.  Dungeon Master's Rules."  Don smiled at her, and she
giggled.


"Seriously.  I'm sorry.  It wasn't
fair to blame you, you were doing what you thought was right... I just... I
wouldn't want to lose you like that..."


He turned to face her, putting both hands
on her arms.  "You think, when we get out of here..."  He couldn't
finish the question.


"You'll be hearing from me,"
she said.  "But I'm not sure I want to compete with the others in the real
world."  She smiled at him.


Don blushed.  He leaned in, and kissed
her.  She kissed him back, strongly.  When they broke the kiss, Don noticed a
funny look on her face.


"What?" he asked.


"That's the first time you haven't
said if we get out of here."


Don shrugged.  "I'm trying to be
optimistic.  Hopefully, by the end of the day, we'll know if we're on the right
track, anyway..."


"I hope we are.  I like being with
you... and your friends... but right now I just want to go home."


"I know," he said.  He kissed
her again, and then held onto her for a while.  "What say we get breakfast
before we go home, though?" he said with a smile.  She nodded in
agreement, and they headed for the fire, where Julie was making pancakes.


 


-----


 


The team rode through the woods for two
hours, and then they came out onto a clearing.  Spread before them was a wide
expanse of grassland.  Off in the distance rose three immense spires of rock,
taller than they had any right to be, and looking remarkably like pins stuck
into the ground.  Don knew immediately that he had seen his destination.


"The Siratis Gates," he said to
the others.  Katie smiled at him, and Julie nodded with a grin.


Gill, however, had his gaze slightly
lower down.  "We have company," he said.


Don shifted his gaze.  Standing about a
hundred yards away were two people Don recognized instantly.


Paul and Carysta stood defiantly before
the team, their looks intense and hostile.


"What do you want to do?" Gill
asked.


Don looked intently at Paul, whose gaze
was almost manic, but showed extreme hatred.  What the hell did I ever do to
him?  He looked, hoping to see some sign of willingness to compromise.  He
noted that Carysta was, in fact, less hostile than their friend.  Don made up
his mind just then.


Looking past Gill to Julie, he saw tears
in her eyes.  He turned back to Gill, and his voice was harsh.


"If they won't let us go past them,
then we go through them.  Understood?"


Gill drew his sword, but kept it down at
his side.  "That I can do."
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Chapter 13


 


Don dismounted his horse.  He felt Gill
at his side, and the two walked forward, leaving their horses in the care of
Susan.  She knew she wouldn't be of any real use in the coming battle, if there
was to be one.  Psionics can protect themselves from flying objects; an archer
doesn't stand a chance.


The two boys walked steadily forward,
sharing sidelong glances.  It was just hitting them; this was not a movie. 
This wasn't Wyatt and Doc on their way to the OK Corral.  Whatever happened
here, they knew that someone was probably going to get hurt.


"Just keep it cool, Gill," Don
said quietly.  "Maybe we can talk our way through this."


"Fine with me, man.  I don't have
any of those nifty powers to protect me."


"I hear you.  Just don't piss him off
any more than he already is, okay?"


"Yeah, yeah."


The two walked the remaining way in
silence.  Don studied Paul's body language, and didn't like what he saw.  His
former friend was obviously angry, and Don wondered if he wasn't slightly
insane.  Looking to Carysta, he saw her fade backward a little, and wondered
what that meant.  The look on her face was more one of worry than anger.


She's worried about Paul?  Or worried
that we've got the ability to beat them?  Which?


Don kept his gaze steady, hoping that his
mien was impassive as he approached.  He and Gill stopped when they were about
twenty feet away from the other two.


For a long moment, no one spoke.  There
was a tension in the air that no one dared to break.  Paul glowered at the
others, and Don and Gill looked back at him pensively, wondering what he'd do.


After about a minute or so, Don couldn't
stand the silence.  He didn't know what to say, but finally, from the recesses
of his brain, came a line from a Mel Brooks movie.


"I say, would you mind terribly
getting out of the way?" Don asked in his best Robin Hood voice.  It was a
movie that the boys had watched together a dozen times; he hoped it would break
something loose in Paul.


"Yes, actually, I would mind,"
Paul snarled back.  Obviously he didn't care about their past relationship; he
wanted - what?  Vengeance?  For what?


"Look, what the hell's your problem?"
Gill demanded.  Don put his hand out to stop Gill, who was about to step
forward.


"You're my problem, you...
sister-fucker!  I'm going to kill you for stealing Julie from me!"


Don stepped intentionally in front of
Gill.  "Actually, Paul, Julie is my girl, not Gill's."


"What the fuck are you doing?"
Gill whispered.


"Saving your ass," Don replied
in kind.  "Now, step back, and go protect the girls!"


"I'll be damned if I'm letting him
run me off!" Gill rasped.


"He isn't.  I am. 
Now, move it!"


Reluctantly, Gill backed away.  Don
needed him gone, because that was the only way that Don could hope to calm Paul
enough to let them pass without a fight.


"So, you're the fuck she's
sleeping with?  God, and I thought you were my friend!"


Don raised his hands in supplication.  "Paul,
believe what you want, okay?  Julie came to me after she gave up on waiting for
you.  You were ignoring her.  What did you want her to do?"


"She's mine, god damn you!"
Paul bellowed.


At this point, Don felt a presence at his
shoulder.  He turned to bark an order at Gill, only to find Julie looking past
him at her brother.  "I'm not yours.  And I never will be yours. 
What happened to you, Paulie?"


"My name, you little whore, is Paul!" 
Julie stepped back involuntarily.  Don put his body mostly between them, though
Julie could still see around him.


"Why did you have to abandon me?  I wanted
to be with you!" she cried.  "But you wouldn't have anything to do
with me!  So, yes, I went to someone else!  It was your fault!" 
Don turned and hugged her, and she gripped him.  It was the wrong thing to do
in front of Paul, though it was necessary.


"So, you've brainwashed her into
believing I did all this shit to her.  Good trick.  I suppose that kind of
magic can come in handy.  You're not likely to be able to use it on me, you
piece of shit."


Don leaned down and whispered in Julie's
ear.  "Go back to the horses.  Jules... I love you."  He didn't know
why he'd said that, or if it had any more significance than simply to comfort
her.  She looked up and smiled through her tears, and nodded, then ran back to
join the others.  Don turned to face his now-enemy.


"Like I said.  Believe what you
want.  Obviously, you've already made up your mind.  The truth isn't likely to
sway you at all.  You've always been a little pig-headed.  What do I have to do
to get you to go away and leave us alone?"


"Die," Paul spat.  "That's
all.  Would you like to kill yourself, or will you allow me the satisfaction?"


"I'm going home, Paul.  If that
means I have to go through you two to get there, then so be it."


At this point, Don could feel someone new
approaching.  He turned his head just enough to catch red hair out of the
corner of his eye.  That told him who it was; Annie was coming to join him.  He
worried as much about that as he felt grateful for it; she wasn't confident
with her skills.


Finally, realizing he couldn't reason
with Paul, he turned to Carysta.  He asked her, "Why did you turn him
against us?  What the fuck did we ever do to you?"


"You leave her out of this!"
Paul snarled.  Don continued to look at Carysta, and he saw his pleading look
returned.  She doesn't want to be here at all.  She'll support him, but she'd
just as soon be somewhere else.


"You know what?" Paul growled, "If
you want that little cunt, go ahead and have her!  She's too stupid for me,
anyway."


Don stepped back, his right fist down at
his side.  It was clenched tightly into a fist.  When Don realized that, he
consciously relaxed it.


"Fucking slut, is all she is.  She's
fucked every member of the senior class, far as I can tell.  Guess you were the
best she could manage, in this place... though I'm surprised she's not flirting
with her horse."


Don knew when he was being goaded.  He
could tell that Paul was trying to taunt him into action.  He was
getting angry, and he realized his hand was clenching and unclenching
rhythmically.


Paul continued.  "Hell, I bet she
slept with you just to get even with me!  Yeah, that sounds like
something she'd do.  Vindictive, stupid little cow that she is.  Spread her
legs for anyone to suit her needs."


Don lifted his left hand ever so
slightly, and he felt Annie shift beside him.  He didn't dare look at her; he
was afraid Paul was hoping to catch him off guard.


"But it doesn't matter.  I'm not
going to let you boss me around anymore.  You can have the silly little slut,
though."  Paul sneered at Don, but then he glanced down.  He saw a light
shining from Don's clenched fist.  As the fist relaxed, he saw a tight ball of
crimson energy hidden there.  He knew that meant trouble; he had pushed too far
now, and if he didn't take the first action, he might not get a chance.


Paul lunged, his attack hurried and
disorganized.  Still, it caught Don by surprise, since he'd been expecting a
continued verbal tirade.  Don lifted his left hand, forming a ward-off sign to
create a weak shield, and then he brought his right hand up.  It wasn't until
that point that he even realized there was already a ball of energy in his
hand.


Don looked at it for a brief moment, and
then, shrugging, decided that he wouldn't worry over why it was there.  Looking
into Paul's eyes, Don's right hand shot forward, releasing the highly charged
ball of magic.  He watched as first Paul impacted his shield, which gave way,
but didn't break under the strain.  Then, the energy spell impacted Paul in the
side, throwing him violently sideways, and tossing him to the ground.  Paul
rolled for a dozen yards, but Don wasn't watching that.


Sensing that she would enter the fight
now, Don turned to face Carysta, who was already forming a ball of mental
energy.  She loosed it just as Don turned.  He began to chant a stronger shield
spell, but Annie didn't give him time.


Annie knew that Don would be caught
unaware, and she had been watching Carysta.  As soon as the psionic ball left
Carysta's hand, Annie leapt forward.  As she moved through the air, she drew
the Sword of Hollie from its sheath.  As her feet landed lightly, she swiveled
and brought her sword around in an arc.  The ball of energy was right where she
had expected it to be, and her sword cut deeply into it.


Mental energy and magical energy cannot
meet without some reaction.  In the case of opposing forces, that reaction is
most often quick and violent.  The ball of energy split in half, then
exploded.  Annie was hurled off her feet, thrown thirty feet backward by the
blast.  She barely missed hitting Don, not that she had any control of her
flight path.


Don cursed at seeing what had happened,
and he turned to go to Annie.  He knelt down as she raised up to her elbows,
shaking her head to clear it.


"Are you okay?" he asked in
deep concern.  She nodded, still a little woozy from the landing.  She could
feel some bruises, but nothing hurt too badly.  She turned her head, and saw
the attack coming, but had no time to say anything.


Paul had risen from his position in the
grass, and he had taken the opportunity of Don's inattentiveness to fire a
blast of mind energy at him.  Like a particle beam, it lanced through the air
and contacted Don's back, throwing him a dozen feet away.  Don rolled in the
grass, cursing himself and then chanting a spell to protect himself from further
attacks.


Paul advanced on Don, but as he came
across Annie, struggling to get to her feet, he looked down and scowled.  He
delivered a kick to her midsection as she tried to rise, and she collapsed back
on the ground with a loud whoosh! as the air rushed out of her lungs.


"You stupid bitch.  Don't you know
you're no match for us?  Get in the way like that again, and Carysta will vaporize
you!  Do you think I'm afraid of you?  I know how weak you are.  You depend on him! 
First, I will kill him.  Then I will have my fun toying with you, before you d-"


At this point, Paul went flying.  A
massive burst of unfocused energy washed over him.  The rage contained within
the blast was enough that Paul could not resist it, and was thrown off his
feet.  He looked down, as he flew fairly high above the ground, to see Don
using both hands in a major attack.  He could hear his former friend clearly,
however.


"You will not touch her!"
he screamed.  The energy actually increased, and Paul struggled to get free of
the beam.  Finally, Don let him loose, and Paul was falling.  He tried to right
himself, but the blast had disoriented him badly.


Don didn't pay much attention to what
happened to Paul after that.  Once he released his beam, he ran to Annie's
side, kneeling quickly to look at her.  She was already struggling to get back
to her feet, so he grasped her hand, and hauled her upright.  She reached down
to grab her sword, and then shook her head to clear away the last of the
cobwebs.  Only then did the two look for their opponents.


Carysta thought to attack Don as he
rushed to his partner's aid, but she was more worried about saving her own
mate, who didn't seem to be able to stop his rapid descent toward the ground. 
She reached out with her mind, and gripped him.  It was a struggle; he was
falling rapidly.  Finally, only twenty feet from impact, she managed to slow
his descent so that his landing was nothing more than an unpleasant tumble in
the dirt.


The two groups once again faced off,
about twenty feet apart.  Paul was breathing hard, but Don didn't think it was
so much from effort as anger.  Annie was rubbing her arm where she'd fallen on
it.


"This is pointless," Don called
out.  "Look, you don't have to do this!  You know, we know where
Vernior is now!  All you've got to do is come with us, and we can all be home
in a little while!"


Carysta looked at Paul.  This was the
thing she feared; would he leave her here, alone again?


Paul looked at him.  "Why the fuck
would I want to go back home?  Home I'm a nobody.  The nerds don't like me, the
jocks hate me, everyone teases me, and you push me around!"


"I have never pushed you around!"
Don spat back.


"Oh, yeah, right.  Like this whole
thing isn't just your fucking power-trip.  No thanks.  Here, I have a good
life.  I've got a girl, I've got some respect, and I've got power. 
Power I'm about to show you, asswipe, so I'd advise you to say a prayer!"


Don moved closer to Annie, but he wasn't
sure if he was protecting her, or if he just wanted someone else close.  Annie
tightened her grip on her sword, and put her free hand on Don's shoulder. 
Carysta, Don noticed, stepped away from Paul slightly, as if to give him room
to work.


Paul was concentrating, trying to form a
ball of mental energy.  Don saw this, and quickly weaved his own spell.  The
spell had little power, but it flashed and popped and twinkled in front of
Paul, distracting him.  The spell lasted for longer than it took to chant it,
and while Paul was confused, dealing with the sparkles, Don formed a more
powerful spell.  He lanced a shot of lightning from the tip of his finger,
heading right for Paul.


Carysta saw this, however.  She used her
kinetic ability to shove Paul out of the way, and the spell zipped harmlessly
past.  Paul lifted himself up off the ground, using his power to levitate.  Now
he zoomed straight at Don, a ball of energy crackling between his hands.


Don was caught by the sight of Paul
diving at him, and it took Annie tugging on him to bring him back to reality.  "Go
right," he told her just loud enough for her to hear.  As he shoved her,
she dove to the right, rolling along the ground and then running.  Don moved to
the left.  This way, he knew that Paul would have to choose, and he was hoping
there would be a moment of hesitation.


Paul was not going to be fooled that
easily, however.  He swerved, aiming right for Don.  Don turned and, at the
last moment, swung himself first to the right, and then the left.  He spun
about just as Paul was trying to correct his flight path, and he put up a
magical tripwire in front of the flying teen.


Paul's body contacted the tripwire and
went tumbling.  He hit the ground hard, and got a face full of mental energy
ball.  Blasted by his own attack, Paul went rolling along the ground, dazed. 
He was also extremely angry, and by the time he'd gotten to his feet, it was
clear that he was enraged.


Paul paused, and closed his eyes, tilting
his head forward and bringing his hands to his temples.  Don was worried now;
he couldn't easily distract him in his current pose.  When he felt Annie at his
side, he was more comforted.


Suddenly, before them were three Pauls. 
Then five, seven... they were multiplying rapidly, forming a circle around the
two.  Don tried to keep his eyes focused on where he knew Paul to be standing,
but then a problem developed.  Paul lifted himself and his copies off the
ground, and they all started rotating around the two.


Don and Annie stood back to back, not
sure of exactly how to deal with this attack.  Don raised a shield around both
of them just as Paul took his first shot.  The mental energy impacted on the
magical shield, causing sparks and bright auroral colors in the air for a
second or two.  Don considered how to beat an enemy he couldn't see.


Well, if I can't see him... no, it's
not that I can't see him, it's that I don't know which one is real.  Okay,
good.


"Annie, can you create a wind,
flowing left to right?"


"I'm... I'm not sure."


"Try.  Please.  I need your help."


"I'll do what I can," she said
self-consciously.


"I believe in you, Annie," he
said, keeping his eyes on the Pauls in front of him.  Annie closed her eyes,
and began a chant.  He could hear the quaver in her voice as she tried to
concentrate.  He reached back and grabbed her free hand, the one not involved in
the spell.  She squeezed his hand very tightly.


Slowly, uncertainly, as if it wasn't
really sure it felt like going anywhere, the air began to move across the
field, causing a slight wind.


"Heavier, Annie.  C'mon, you can do
it.  I need a stiff breeze."


Slowly, agonizingly slowly, the wind
speed picked up, until Don could feel it tugging at his clothes.


"Good!  Now hold it, keep the wind
going!"


Don looked now at the spinning images of
Paul before him.  The wind was whipping their hair around... but the key was
that only one of the images had hair going in the right direction for
the wind.  Don focused his mind, casting a spell of seeing, and his vision
became vastly more acute.  He could now tell with a glance which Paul was the
real one.  He dropped his shield and dumped all of that energy into a beam
spell, lancing it out at Paul.  The beam connected, because Paul didn't even
try to dodge, figuring there was no way Don could correctly guess which one was
him.


Paul was thrown violently to the ground. 
He rolled in the grass in agony.  He was outraged that his trick hadn't
worked.  Still, he wasn't really injured.  He pulled himself up off the ground,
and looked across the grass.


"Okay, Annie, you can let it go
now.  You did great."  He could feel her whole body trembling as she had
struggled to hold it together.  As the spell faded, she nearly collapsed. Don
had to turn to hold her up.  He wasn't paying attention to Paul.


Paul noticed this.  A ball of mental
energy went sailing, and Don caught it in the small of his back, throwing both
himself and Annie to the ground.  Don went rolling, tumbling so that he would
not land on Annie and hurt her.  He got up, dazed and shaken.


Stupid mistake, Don.


Squaring himself, he looked at Paul. 
Paul was glaring maniacally at him, in a way that made Don really wonder about
his sanity.  Paul lunged, and once again, the fight was on.


For the next ten minutes, four powerful
individuals battled.  No one seemed capable of getting the upper hand.  Near
the end, Annie seemed to retreat from the fighting.  Don didn't mind; he was
more worried about her getting hurt than needing her help.  He focused on the
two before him, ducking Paul's next attack.  He feinted to the left, flashing a
beam of light in that direction.  Had it hit Paul, it would have done no more
than dazzle him.  Paul didn't know this, of course, and he swung right to avoid
it.  Don was ready for him, and arced a blue laser-like beam from his fingers
through the sky.  Paul almost ducked it, but the edge caught him in the side. 
He went spinning through the air, heading straight for a tree.


Carysta screamed in panic, and rushed for
Paul.  She was throwing every ounce of strength she had at him, to try to slow
him down.  When she realized that wasn't working, she pushed at him, shoving
him off course.  She watched, hoping he'd miss-


Annie had been waiting for an
opportunity.  She knew that she couldn't take Carysta in a head-on fight, but
now Carysta wasn't paying attention.  Annie summoned up all the psionic power
she could, and channeled it along the blade of her sword.  It was the only way
she knew to point her energies in the right direction, and the blast shot out
the tip of her blade, lancing deep into Carysta's body.


The blast was, truly, feeble, and it
would not have been more than an annoyance if Carysta had been ready for it. 
She was, however, watching Paul too intently, and the blast caught her
completely by surprise.  She crumpled to the ground, rolling in pain.


In the meantime, Paul had crashed to the
ground, missing the tree by a good three feet.  He struggled to get upright,
and shook his head to clear it.  The world still seemed to be spinning. 
Looking over, he wondered why Carysta wasn't occupying the other two's
attention so he could recover.  At that point, he saw her writhing on the
ground, and he ran toward her, his feet barely touching the ground.


When he got closer, he saw the scorch
mark on her clothing, and he knew from experience that it was a psionic blast. 
He leveled his gaze at Annie, and the rage burned within him.


"You stupid cow!  How dare you!  I
will crush your skull!"


As Paul was readying for his attack, he
learned why anger is a weapon only for one's enemy.  Don saw what was about to
happen, but he'd been waiting to see what Paul would do.  Now knowing that it
was necessary, Don let loose a massive gout of magic flame.  When it reached
Paul, it not only began to burn his clothes, but it threw him backward... right
into the tree Carysta had worked so hard to make him avoid the first time. 
Paul's body bowed when it hit the tree, his back arching ominously.  Don was
sure he would have to have something broken.  When Don let the fire die away,
Paul crumpled to the ground.  That's when Don saw the blood oozing from the
back of his head.  Don's stomach churned as he thought about what might have
happened.


By this time, Carysta was getting shakily
to her feet, having recovered from the blast.  She was about to turn on Annie,
but then saw what had happened to her lover.


<Paul!> she screamed in her
mind, running to his side.  The blood began running more freely from his head,
and she pressed her hands against the wound.  She sent her energy into him,
trying to heal the damage.  She managed to stop the bleeding, and she prevented
the inevitable swelling, but she couldn't get him to wake up; too many other
injuries had occurred.


As she felt a presence near her, she
looked up, terrified.  Anyone who could do this to a friend...


She looked into Don's gaze, and was
confused to see concern.  "Is he dead?" Don asked.


<No,> she said, her mental voice
a harsh whisper.  <Are you going to kill him now?>  She thought if
he said yes, she would surely die trying to save him.


"I didn't want to fight him in the
first place."


<What are you going to do with
us?>


Don noticed the total lack of will left
in her.  "Why did he do this?" Don wanted to know.


Carysta shook her head, crying.  <It
might have been my fault.  I only wanted... it's so lonely here, and he was so
like me... I only wanted a companion.  But he... changed...>


"We're leaving Zemlia Nov.  We're
going back home."


Carysta looked up at him.  <Are you
going to take him away from me?>


Don snorted.  "Hell, no.  I don't
know what we're going home to... we've been gone for like two months or
something.  I do know that I don't want to put up with him for the rest
of my life."


The rest of the group had come over, now
that the fight was over.  Don could feel Julie pressing behind him, and he
turned to let her in, so she could see her brother.  She looked down at him,
worry creasing her face.  She turned to Carysta.


"You'll take care of him?"


Carysta nodded.  <I'm sorry.  I
never wanted to hurt any of you.  Least of all, him,> she said, looking
down into his unconscious face.


"Maybe things will ease up for him
when we're gone," Don said.  "Tell him... shit, nothing you tell him
that I said is going to be helpful.  Just let him know we left, and that we
wish him luck."


<Thank you... for sparing me.>


"I didn't want to fight you, either,"
Don said plainly.  "Something tells me that between here and home is
something nasty.  I didn't need this little battle to wear me out."


<I'm sorry.>


"We should be gone by day's end...
or at the very latest, tomorrow.  Don't let him follow us."


<I'll try.>


"That's all I ask.  C'mon guys, we've
got a long way to go yet."


As the group began to walk to their
horses, Don held Annie back.  When the rest of the team was about twenty feet
away, he embraced her.  She hugged him tightly, reveling in the feel of him. 
After a little while, he let her go, and smiled.


"See?  I told you we could do it." 
She grinned at him sheepishly, and blushed.  "Are you okay?  I mean,
really?"


"I'll be all right... but... could I...
maybe ride with you for a while?  I feel better when I do."


"Okay," he said.  He leaned in,
and they kissed softly, before finally walking over to Don's horse.


When they were both situated, he looked
back.  "Everyone ready?"


"Lead on," Gill said.


"Let's go home."


 


-----


 


The team rode on for most of the
afternoon, and it seemed only slowly that the Siratis Gates grew closer to
them.  By mid-afternoon, they were wondering if they would make it before
nightfall.  At a small lake, Don called a halt to their group, to give the
horses some rest, as well as to let the blood return to his ass, which had just
about fallen asleep completely from the riding.


After getting a drink himself and making
sure there were no problems, Don turned to gaze at the immense spires of rock
before them.  Though they were still untold miles in the distance, he already
had to raise his eyes to see the top of them.  He stared at them, wondering how
something like that could exist, for a long moment before he noticed someone
standing beside him.


Turning, he saw Katie looking at the
spires, a look of fear and dread on her face.  "What's the matter?"
he asked, suddenly concerned.


"What's going to happen... when we
get home?"


Don cocked his head to one side.  "What
do you mean, what's going to happen?"


"With us," she said more
directly.  Don's eyebrows lifted; he hadn't considered the idea of their
relationship in the real world.


"I... well, what do you want to
happen?" he asked, temporizing.


Katie turned to him and wrapped her arms
around him.  "I love you, Donny.  I don't think I can go without you."


Don wrapped his arms around his sister
and hugged her tightly.  "Well, then... I guess we'll find a way to see
that you don't have to," he said with a comforting tone to his voice. 
With a chuckle, he said, "I'm kinda gonna miss the wings, though."


When she backed away, Katie was blushing
fiercely.  "You really like me this way?"


"Katie," he said quickly, "you
were beautiful before, but here... here you're a goddess."  She leaned in
and kissed him strongly as a reward for his compliment.  He held onto her for a
long time before he sensed someone waiting for them to break it up.


Letting go of Katie, he turned to see
Gill smirking at the both of them.  "You guys done, or you want us to
build you a room right here?"


"Hmmm, a room sounds nice," Don
said jokingly.  "You in some kind of hurry?"


"It's going to start getting dark
soon.  I'd like to be out of here as soon as possible."


"Spoil sport," Don said to his
sister, who giggled.  Don turned and looked at the Gates again.  "Okay, I
guess we should get going."  He noted that Annie was back with Julie,
though she smiled and nodded to him.  Don turned to Katie and said, "Looks
like you got your seat back.  What did you threaten her with?"


Katie blushed again, but said nothing.  Soon,
the group was back on its way toward the Siratis Gates and, they hoped, home.


 


-----


 


The next two hours were blessedly
uneventful, but it was becoming clearer to them that they might not make it to
the Gates before they had to stop for the night.


They didn't know that it wasn't up to
them.


 


-----


 


Don was in the lead, as usual, when a
shadow crossed over him.  He looked up just in time to throw himself and Katie
off the horse.  Dan-Gelmer came down out of the sun, decapitating their horse. 
Blood spewed everywhere, and Don rolled clear of it.  He looked over to his
sister, who was already up and running, looking for anything that resembled
shelter.  Don saw Dan-Gelmer wheeling for another attack.


"Katie, DOWN!" Don
screamed.


Without hesitation, Katie disappeared
into the tall grass only seconds before Dan-Gelmer came streaking across the
grassland, mere feet above the ground.  He was angered that he couldn't find
his target.


Don, however, was angered at who Dan-Gelmer's
target was.  He let loose with a magical blast that singed the tip of Dan-Gelmer's
tail.  The dragon swung around in a tight arc, looking for his assailant.  He
found Don standing in the open, a look of rage on his face.


"You want to attack somebody, you
overgrown dragonfly, you attack me!"


"Very well, human," the
dragon replied.  A blast of blue fire erupted out of Dan-Gelmer's mouth,
heading for Don.  Don jumped out of the way, rolling clear and back on his
feet.  The grass did not burn from the flame; Don was surprised by this, since
it would have been a good way to corner them.


By this time, the others had dismounted,
and had drawn their weapons.  Don felt them coming up beside him.  Without
looking, he asked Gill, "Where's Julie?"


"Hiding somewhere."


"Good.  Susan!"


"Already strung!"


"Let it fly!"


Susan released the arrow she had in her
bow.  Don chanted his spell as the arrow flew.  Dan-Gelmer swung in the air to
avoid it, but he had as much chance of dodging it as a Cessna would have
dodging a Sidewinder.  The arrow guided its way to its target, thanks to Don's
spell, and it embedded deeply in Dan-Gelmer's side.  The dragon howled, first
with rage, and then with pain, as the secondary spell kicked in, sending jolts
of electric energy through the dragon's body.


Don was proud of himself, and he was
highly annoyed when someone tackled him from the side.  He rolled, ready to
beat the crap out of whoever it was, until he saw that it was Annie.  He looked
at her angrily, until he heard the sizzle of magical energy in the air.  He
nodded to her as he pushed her off him so he could get up.


A coordinated attack.  We should have
expected it.  He was now faced with the crimson-robed Denonia once again.


"You may have passed the test of the
maze, boy, but you cannot defeat me!"  Denonia lashed another bolt of
energy at him, but this time he was ready for her.  A quick defense spell
deflected the ball of energy up and away... right toward Dan-Gelmer.  Denonia
screamed in warning and then in frustration.  Dan-Gelmer glared at her from his
position in the sky.


"Looks like you've got some pretty
bad aim there," Don taunted.  Denonia leveled a slender finger at him.


"Don't think you can toy with me,
child!  You are nothing but a piss-ant!"  With that, she loosed a blast of
lightning from her finger.  Don dodged, but the edge of it still caught him,
throwing him to the ground and setting his robe alight.  He quickly rolled in
the grass to put himself out, and then rose to his knees.


Just then, Dan-Gelmer swooped out of the
sky, aiming right for Don.  Don rolled onto his back, so he could see the
dragon, and lanced a shot straight at the oncoming lizard.  Dan-Gelmer dodged
and weaved, avoiding each bolt of energy.


Suddenly, a blue bolt of fire zapped
straight up at him.  He was caught in the side, and screamed in rage.  The bolt
didn't hurt him much, but it was irritating.


The column of energy Don sent his way had
somewhat more impact.  Dan-Gelmer was rocked backward, thrown into a spin for a
second before he was able to recover.  He blessed Annie for the distraction.


As Don rose, he turned to face Denonia
again.  "Gill, you three take care of him.  I'll deal with Denonia."


"Right!"


"You think you can deal with
me, you worthless pond slime?  I will crush you!"


"Why must bad game characters always
talk too goddamn much?" Don asked her.  He didn't give her a chance to
retort, as he fired a series of fire darts at her.  Denonia cried out in pain
as several contacted her body.  She waved her hands to form a magical shield,
and the remainder of the darts bounced harmlessly away.


Behind Don, the rest of the team was
facing down Dan-Gelmer.  Susan pulled out the largest arrow she had; a hunting
arrow designed for bringing down large game, it looked puny compared to Dan-Gelmer's
immense size.


"Annie, can you... do anything to
it?" Susan asked hurriedly.


Annie nodded, and said, "I'll try. 
When I say go, fire it."


Susan nocked the arrow and pulled it back
as far as she could.  Annie closed her eyes and chanted a spell, repeating it
over and over as she visualized in her mind.  When she felt she had it, she
screamed, "GO!"


Susan let loose her arrow, and was nearly
thrown backward by the power of the energy coursing through it.  The small
wooden stick looked more like a laser beam as it lanced speedily toward its
target.  When it impacted in Dan-Gelmer's shoulder, he was thrown to the ground
in pain.  He tumbled until he was upright, and then reached back with his mouth
to grab the offending object, yanking it free.


"You will all die horrible deaths,"
Dan-Gelmer promised, advancing on them.  Gill shrugged.


"Hey, if I'm gonna die, might as
well try to take you with me.  Charge!"  Gill rushed the dragon,
who, in his astonishment, failed to burn Gill to a crisp.  When Gill was close
enough, he lunged at the beast, swiping at his foreleg, and cutting deeply into
it.  Dan-Gelmer howled in rage and pain, swinging his tail around to catch
Gill, but Gill had already rolled himself into a ball and bounced away from the
angry beast.


Annie, seeing an opportunity, let loose
another electric blast.  Following that, she was able to put together a weak
image of a larger dragon.  It was transparent, and wouldn't fool anyone, but it
had the desired effect of further distracting an already upset animal.  Annie
drew the Sword of Hollie and rushed in.


Dan-Gelmer was almost fast enough to
catch her, but Annie was also able to augment her speed.  She was using every
trick she'd managed to figure out over the last weeks, and she was inside on
the dragon before he could bring his foot down on her.  She sliced over his
midsection, blood spewing over her head as she went.  In a second, she was
clear, able to hop and roll over the animal's tail before he could lash her
with it.


Dan-Gelmer knew that he couldn't fight
this way; he was too clumsy on the ground.  He beat his huge wings, and soon he
was soaring into the air.  The attacks of the humans were mere stings to him,
but enough stings can be fatal, too.  He rose to five hundred feet, and then
dove at them, fire blasting from his mouth.


Even Denonia cringed at Dan-Gelmer's
attack, probably because she knew she was very close to his flight path.  She
ran away from the area quickly.  Don, knowing what had to be happening, turned
to see the dragon barreling down out of the sky heading toward his friends.


Thinking quickly, Don let loose a burst
of bright flashes right in front of Dan-Gelmer.  Harmless though they were,
they would blind the dragon for a short time, allowing everyone to move.  Don
ran to where he remembered Katie was; he needed to know she was all right,
since he hadn't seen her in a few minutes.


About the time Don reached Katie, Dan-Gelmer
crashed into the ground, still dazzled from the bright lights.  He wheeled on
his opponents, a fierce blast of yellow fire spewing from his mouth.  This
time, everything it touch withered and died instantly.  Luckily, it reached
none of his friends.  He looked down to see that Katie was shaking, but
unhurt.  He reached down and pulled her up.


"C'mon," he shouted.  "If
you stay here like that, you're liable to get trampled by accident!"  He
ran with her toward where he knew Julie to be hiding, but he never made it
there.


Denonia, recovering from her surprise at Dan-Gelmer's
reckless charge, saw Don and the Elfling.  She fired a rapier-like blast at
him.  Katie shouted a warning, and Don raised his hands in spell-defense just
in the nick of time.  The blast dented his shielding, but didn't crack it.  He
knew she couldn't keep this up forever; it was draining way too much power.  He
didn't know how much she had, but no one's levels were infinite.


I hope.


 


-----


 


Half an hour later, and the group was
really beginning to show signs of wear.  They'd been fending off attacks from
two directions for too long, and no one can hold up forever.  Don continued to
ward off Denonia's energy bursts, and throw a few of his own, but he also had
to keep an eye out for Dan-Gelmer, as he would periodically make another diving
attack, and Don's magic was the only way to prevent that from succeeding. 
Annie was doing her best, but she simply wasn't up to this level of combat.


Gill and Susan were both beginning to
wear out, though they'd had the least to do, other than running away.  That
alone grated on Gill's nerves and set him on edge, but there was little he
could do; he was completely outclassed in this kind of fighting.


On the other side of the battle, Denonia
and Dan-Gelmer were both becoming agitated.  They had not anticipated a major
resistance from this rag-tag group of people.  Denonia was growing angry, at
herself and at her enemy.  Finally, she decided that enough was enough.


Raising her hands high above her head,
Denonia chanted loudly and long.  Beneath her feet, the ground started to
rumble.  The others felt it, and they looked fearfully to Don, who was now
crouching slightly, to keep his balance and his focus.  Whatever was coming, he
was sure it would be bad.


He was right in that assessment. 
Springing forth from the ground came a trio of rock monsters, about seven feet
tall, looking very much like The Thing from the Fantastic Four, except not as
charming.  The creatures lumbered toward the group, arms outstretched in
classic monster pose.  Gill, finally seeing an enemy he could sink his blade
into, actually let out a battle cry.


"Come get some!" Gill screamed
as he charged the beasts.  Annie, drawing once more the Sword of Hollie,
followed her instructor into combat.  Don turned to Denonia, who watched with a
superior smirk on her face.


"What're you so proud about, bitch? 
You said you were going to wipe the floor with me, remember?  What the hell are
you waiting for?"  Don leveled a heavy blast of magical energy at Denonia,
and she had to dodge it repeatedly, as he kept up firing.


To his left, Gill leapt into the air and
plunged his blade deep into a rock monster.  To his surprise and horror, the
monster kept coming, throwing Gill backward onto the ground.  Luckily, he'd
managed to keep hold of his blade, or he would have been completely
defenseless.


Annie, seeing Gill's failure, tried to
think of another tactic.  Her thoughtfulness nearly got her killed, as a
monster's heavy hand almost caught her on the top of the head.  Only a whistle
from Susan and a quick ducking motion saved her hide.  Instinctively, she
raised her sword in an arcing motion, swinging it around the monster's arm, and
then down toward its head.  The sword struck home, cutting cleanly through the
beast's skull.  The top of its head slid off and plopped down onto the ground,
and the rest of the creature soon followed.  It lay limply and unmoving.


"The head, Gill!  Go for the head!"


"Right!" he shouted, and lunged
again.  This time, he was approaching from the side, and as the beast turned to
fend him off, Gill swung his sword in a wide arc.  The blade went through the
beast's neck, and the head rolled off the shoulders.  Before it had even
managed to hit the ground, the monster's body was crumbling back into dirt.


Don heard the satisfied whoop that Gill
let out, and smiled.  He didn't have time to look at what was going on,
however.  Dan-Gelmer had decided he'd had enough of the pesky magician, and he
was now diving directly at Don.  Denonia had backed off, not wanting to get
caught in the attack.  Don was glad for that; had they had the brains to
coordinate against him, he would not have been able to fight off both of them.


Don focused his mind, and chanted
quickly.  It took precious seconds, but finally the spell was cast.  Crouching,
he moved about twenty feet to one side.  Dan-Gelmer did not see this, however,
as he was fixated on the false image of Don still standing, cowering in the
field.  Dan-Gelmer loosed more yellow fire at the image, and the grass wilted
into nothingness.  The image, however, did not fade.  Dan-Gelmer's eyes widened
in the belief that this magician could fight off his flame, and he charged even
faster, angered at the thought.


Don watched in astonishment as Dan-Gelmer
collided full force with Don's image... or tried to.  He passed right through
the illusion, of course, and smacked very hard into the ground.  The dragon
tumbled for a good quarter mile before coming to a stop, dazed and bruised, but
not injured.


Dammit.


The dragon rose to its feet, then flapped
itself into the air.  It circled, and on again it came.


 


-----


 


An hour later, and the team was starting
to fall apart.  Night had fallen, and only the occasional spell of energy balls
lit up the area so they could all see.  Gill was unconscious, having taken a
nasty blow from a mud cat conjured up by Denonia.  Annie had dispatched the
beast shortly after, and Julie had made sure that Gill was okay, but he was out
of the fighting for the moment.  Susan had run completely out of arrows, and
Don did not have time to create more for her.  He was fending off continuous
vicious attacks from Denonia, with the occasional strike from Dan-Gelmer thrown
in for good measure.


Do they ever get tired?  So
far as he could tell, Denonia and Dan-Gelmer were both as fresh as they had
started out.  At the moment, Dan-Gelmer was chasing Katie around the sky.  She
couldn't find anywhere to hide, and Don was being kept occupied by Denonia's
assaults.  He knew they were trying to divide the team, and beat them one by
one, but he couldn't find a way out.


Suddenly, Don heard Katie scream.  He
looked up, taking a blast in the shoulder for his trouble.  He saw his sister
falling from the sky, unconscious.  She'd obviously been hit by some kind of
attack from Dan-Gelmer.  Don screamed in rage, lancing out a massive strike at
Denonia, who dove clear just in the nick of time.  This gave Don his chance,
and he ran toward where Katie was falling.  He was chanting frantically, trying
to slow her descent.  He could see it was working, but he didn't know if it was
working fast enough.


Soon enough, Katie hit the ground with a
dull thud.  It was no more than if she'd fallen out of bed, but the attack
itself had knocked her unconscious.  Don knelt beside her, to check on her.  He
was relieved to see that she was breathing easily, though there was a nasty cut
on her chin and a bruise on the right side of her face.


It took a long moment for him to register
the frantic shouts of Susan and Annie.  When he looked to them, he saw them
pointing upward.  When he looked up, the sight he saw nearly made him faint.  Dan-Gelmer
was diving, straight down, right on top of the two siblings.


He can't possibly survive that
himself, can he?  One thing's for sure, we sure as hell won't!


Don knew there wasn't time to move his
sister to safety.  He stood up, planting his feet on either side of her prone
form.  If he wants her, he's going to have to go right through me! 
Don's fear was that this was precisely what Dan-Gelmer had in mind.


Don saw the licks of crimson flame
leaking from Dan-Gelmer's mouth.  He didn't know what this color meant,
but he didn't really want to find out, either.  Just in time, he erected a
magical dome of protection over himself and his sister, his left hand raised
straight up, holding the dome in place.  He felt the impact of Dan-Gelmer's
blast physically; the dome actually yielded some three inches before it held
away, shakily, the force of the dragon's attack.


Though he was physically still capable of
fighting, Don knew that his magic wasn't going to take much more abuse.  The
dome of protection was already beginning to crack.  He knew that he could cast
the spell again, and it would hold, again, but with Dan-Gelmer getting ever
closer, the dome would eventually give way.


What else can I do?


Some words that Gaphnia had once said to
him came back at this moment.  'If the magic is too powerful to resist, then
you can either absorb it, or redirect it... or channel it somewhere else.  It
will take will, and concentration, but as a magical being, magic cannot harm
you if you allow it to flow over you, through you, and then beyond you.'


Can I do it?  Do I dare try?


Do I dare not try?


Don held his spell together as he began
to cast another dome spell.  This one, however, he inverted.  As he allowed his
dome of protection to fade, he replaced it with a dome of gathering.  His
outstretched left hand now held in it a dome with its open end facing upward.  Dan-Gelmer's
magical force poured into the dome, and was channeled directly into Don's
hand.  Don felt the energy pulsing into him.  He concentrated on his breathing,
allowing the energy to flow over his body, down his legs, into his feet... and
into the ground.


As the energy washed over him, the world
began to fade away for Don.  Actually, this was not true; the world was not so
much fading as becoming crisper... or was it twisting about him madly?  His
vision blurred, and also saw everything clearly, all at once.  The world spun,
then began to settle, and slowly came to a stop... Don saw everything, not just
the battle before him, but he could see all the way to Iamor's castle.  He
could see Gaphnia, standing, looking surprised out at the darkness.  He turned
his gaze, and he saw Neiela, staring up at the stars, a strange smile playing
across her face.  He turned his gaze again, and he saw the place they had
arrived in Zemlia Nov; a clearing now filled with a family of deer.  His mind
whirled and traveled over the length and breadth of Zemlia Nov in instants.  He
plunged deep into the lakes and soared above the peaks of the Siratis Gates...
the way home...


As he rose higher, and his mind's view
widened, Don took in the whole of Zemlia Nov.  He could see his vision
shifting; the colors were no longer the natural colors he was used to, but
electric hues of blue, red, and purple began to shimmer here and there.  He
knew instinctively that these were sources of magic.  In a few more seconds,
the ground itself took on a dull green glow; the magic existed everywhere.


Suddenly, he was plunged downward, diving
deep down a well, and plunging into the water, going well below the ground. 
Here, in the world beneath the world, Don became aware of the origin of
everything.  He could feel, at the very edge of his consciousness, as if he
could almost read the game code, as if the world was his to manipulate at his
whim.  He knew, then, that he had only scratched the barest surface of what he
had access to.  In this world, a magician who truly believed, who
acknowledged the magic, gave himself over to it...


Could save his sister from a dragon.


As Don rose from the depths, his mind was
filled with other images, knowledge of everything that had ever happened in
Zemlia Nov, of everything that was to happen in the near future.  He saw the
Siratis Gates, up close.  He saw a shining light... he also knew why Denonia
and Dan-Gelmer were attacking them.


The bastards.


Don's consciousness flowed upward along a
different path, a bright crimson path.  He could feel the energy washing over
him, but he knew now that even this massive outpouring was the merest drop in
an ocean of power, waiting for the right person, waiting...


Don emerged back into his own body.  He
looked up at the dragon, now a mere two hundred feet above him, and dropping
fast.  Don stared at the creature with disdain.


You poor soul.  You don't stand a
chance.  And you've been lied to from the very beginning.  Not that it makes a
difference.


Don felt the weight of the energy ball
forming in his right hand.  He dropped his left hand slightly, still holding
the dome of gathering - he still had to protect Katie, after all - and then he
forcefully threw his right hand upward.  He was startled to see that the ball
of energy leaving his hand was a pure golden hue, and intensely bright.


Dan-Gelmer, unaware of the transformation
that had just taken place, ignored the attack that was coming.  Nothing would
sway him from his attack.  If he died, he would take this puny human with-


The energy ball contacted Dan-Gelmer just
above his heart.


With a massive scream, Dan-Gelmer ceased
his flaming attack, and was thrown a thousand feet upward into the sky. 
Everyone who was conscious screamed in surprise as Dan-Gelmer's body twisted
and contorted, wracked in massive waves of pain.  Slowly, the skin began to
decay, slowly dropping away, exposing the flesh.  That too, was already
beginning to rot, and everyone stood, transfixed as the dragon slowly
disintegrated, its body thrashing about, causing even more damage to itself. 
Soon, all that was left was a skeleton, and that exploded in a bright cascade
of firework lights, showering the sky with brilliance.


Don was stunned at the power that he had
unleashed, almost unwittingly.  He looked down at his hands, the dome of
gathering having evaporated without notice.  He suddenly smiled, as the
awareness of the full understanding of the purpose and nature of Zemlia Nov
returned to him.  He looked down at his bruised and battered sister, and he
reached his hands out.  A golden light spread forth, and he watched as her eyes
fluttered open.  She looked up at him and smiled the sweetest smile he'd ever
seen.  He looked down at her with love, knowing now why she had been
transformed, knowing that it had been for him.


Don reached out his hands to the others,
and the golden light enveloped them as well, healing their injuries and
restoring their strength.  He watched as they, too, smiled at him, but it wasn't
the same, and they didn't really understand.


His therapeutic task complete, his gaze
turned to Denonia.  The peace that she had seen in his face as he looked at his
friends evaporated, now replaced with cold, calculating malice.  She backed
away; something had happened, and she knew that she was now outclassed.  She
had been so close, but that was ashes now, and she only hoped that she would
not soon follow.


"I have a problem," Don said to
her in a voice that was flat and angry.  "I want to kill you."


"Please," she began, but Don
cut her off.


"Shut the fuck up.  I want
to, so badly I can taste it.  But I can't.  You are a necessary part of this
land.  Dan-Gelmer can be replaced in a decade.  You... there isn't another as
evil as you in the entirety of this land.  Zemlia Nov requires your malignance
to function properly.  So much as I want you dead, it would cause great harm to
this land, and there are too many people hurting already."


"What... are you going to do?"
Denonia said, backing up again.


"Why... nothing," Don said with
a malevolent grin.  "Although when word reaches the dragon kingdom of how
you betrayed Dan-Gelmer and left him to his death... well, perhaps the dragons
will do to you what I can't."


"You wouldn't!" she screamed. 
She knew what the dragon guild would do to her.


"I already did," he said.  "I
imagine they are already swearing a blood oath against you.  You might want to
find a place to hide."


Denonia turned to run; she knew she had
to find shelter immediately.  Don's voice stopped her.


"Oh, Denonia, Dear?" he called,
mocking her.  She turned in terror.


Don's voice returned to its angry self.  "Had
you just left us the fuck alone, none of this would ever have happened.  We
weren't out to challenge you.  We just wanted to go home!"


Denonia paled - as much as that was
possible for someone already as alabaster as she was - at her gross stupidity. 
I brought this on myself?  No!  She turned and fled, as much from the
outrage of her own idiocy as from fear for her life.


Seeing her depart, Don collapsed right
next to his sister.  Katie screamed, and bolted upright, leaning over him in
terror.  The others were soon at their side.  Don looked up at all of them.


"I'll be okay," he said
quietly.  "Anyone got something to drink?"


Annie bent down and pressed her gourd to
his lips.  Katie looked up at her in infinite gratitude for being there at that
moment.  Don gulped the liquid; he couldn't have cared if it was cod liver oil
at this point, he just needed liquids.


After draining the entire gourd, he sat
up, a little shakily.  Gill grabbed one arm, and Katie took the other, and they
hauled him to his feet.  Once they were sure he was steady, they let him go.


"What the hell happened?"
Gill asked  "We were just about to have our heads handed to us, and Wham-o! 
Here comes Don the wonder-mage!  Why the hell couldn't you have done that an
hour and a half ago?"


"I didn't know how," Don said
quietly.  Gill saw the strange expression on his friend's face.


"What the hell just happened to you,
man?"


"I understand, now.  I know all
about Zemlia Nov.  The whole thing.  It's not just a game, Gill.  This place is
real... or as real as anything apparently is..."


"I don't suppose you found a way
home?" Gill asked sarcastically.


Don pointed.  Suddenly, the Siratis Gates
seemed to be a mere thousand yards away.  "An illusion.  One of Denonia's,
actually.  We'll be home shortly."


"So, if you know everything
now, why the hell were we yanked into this damned place?"


"That... is the one thing I don't
know."


"Great.  Well, could we leave, then?"


"Might as well walk.  We're short a
horse."


"Two.  He got another one."


"Unsaddle the third and let it
loose.  We can walk a half-mile."


"Sure, easy for you to say, Mr. 'I
know everything now,'" Gill said with a smirk, but he did as he was
instructed.


Katie and Don walked together, with Julie
and Annie right behind them.  Gill and Susan brought up the rear.  Gill was
wondering if he would ever get into his sister's pants once they were back in
the real world.


As the team approached the Siratis Gates,
they grew slightly tense.  Only Don had confidence that this would go
smoothly.  On reaching the base of the Gates, they were confronted by a large
guard.  Don suddenly realized it was a Gork, but one like the one they had met
at Iamor's castle, rather than Denonia's variety.  The friendly but stupid grin
on his face confirmed Don's suspicion.


"We would like to pass through the
Gates, please," Don said politely.


"Need permission."


"Oh, shit, here we go," Gill
said.  "Some kind of goddamned quest just to find the Holy Fucking Grail
or somesuch-" Don glared at him until he shut up, but he wasn't happy.


"Could you then, perhaps, ask
Vernior to come here so that we can get permission?"


The Gork looked at him for a long moment,
apparently trying to figure out what he'd just said.  After about a minute and
a half, the Gork asked, "You wants to see Vernior?"


"Yes," Don said patiently,
nodding with a smile.


"You sure?" the Gork asked.


"Yes," Don said firmly, keeping
his smile in place.


"Okay," the guard said finally,
turning and going inside a small room built into the base of the Gates. 
Somewhere high above, a bell tolled loudly, ringing musically across the area,
and, Don was sure, heard over five miles away, as loud as it was.


The group stood quietly, waiting for
Vernior to show himself.  When it happened, it came as a surprise.  The first
surprise was that Vernior approached silently, from behind them.


The second surprise was that the 'dragon'
was about five feet tall.


The third, and most shocking surprise was
that the dragon was not a he.


"So, you have made it to my home,
have you?"  Vernior asked.  Her voice seemed raspy, but also strong, as
well as a mixture of kindness and barely hidden power.


"Yes," Don said, a little
flustered.


"Very few ever get this far,"
Vernior said.  She walked around the group, rather than disrupting them by
trying to go through them.  She stood before the Gates, settling on her hind
legs, her small, probably useless wings folded neatly against her body.  She
looked as if she might be slightly ill.


"It was very difficult," Don
said.


"Are you proud of yourself?"
Vernior asked.  The question seemed more pointed than it first appeared, and it
also seemed not meant to be derisive.


Gill, however, didn't take it that way.  "Yes,
of course we are, now could you just get this shithead out of our fucking way
so I can go home?"


"Gill!" Don snapped.  Don's
voice had a tone that Gill had never heard before, and he backed up two steps. 
It was clear that Don was pissed.


Don took a deep breath, and settled his
nerves before turning back to the dragon.  "Please excuse my friend.  He
gets grumpy when he doesn't have his hot cocoa before bedtime."


Vernior smiled - at least, Don thought
she was smiling - at his little joke.  "You understand, now," Vernior
said.


"I'm not sure," Don said,
suddenly uncertain.


Vernior nodded.  "Good.  Then I
think you are ready."


"Ready for what?" Gill snarled
again.


Vernior leveled her gaze at him.  "You
will never be ready.  And if you do not wish to end up dinner for my dogs, I'd
advise you to watch your mouth."


Gill wisely shut his mouth, and kept his
retort to himself.  Vernior looked over the group, noting how they all looked
to Don for leadership, expecting him to know what to do.  She looked at Don,
who seemed like he had no clue really what to do, but was doing the best he
could, anyway.  She nodded.


"Yes, you are ready.  Do you wish to
go home now?"


"Yes," Don said.


"Wait!" Julie suddenly cried
out.


"What is it?" Vernior asked
with barely-submerged impatience.


"What about my brother?"


"Your brother has chosen not to
return to Earth.  I cannot force him to go.  Do you wish to remain here to try
to convince him?"


Julie wavered for a long moment, but she
said tearily, "No.  I just... I hope he's okay."


"Carysta is nursing him back to
health as we speak," Vernior said.  "But Don could have told you this
already."


Don was surprised that he did, in fact,
already know that.  It had simply not occurred to him to tell Julie.


Vernior sighed and said again, "Do
you wish to go home now?"


"Yes," Don repeated.


"Very well.  Enter the Siratis
Gates.  On the other side, you will find your homes waiting."


"Thank you," Don said to
Vernior.


"Do not thank me until the journey
is over, Donald White," Vernior said with an inscrutable look in her
dragon eyes, which were a deep, resonant blue.  "Go now."


 


-----


 


The team walked determinedly into the
Gates.  Katie clung tightly to Don's hand as they walked into a thick mist. 
The thick billows flowed around them until they couldn't see each other.  Don
couldn't even see Katie walking next to him, he could only feel her hand.


He began to panic as soon as he could no
longer feel her hand.  He raised his hands to his face, and he could see them
just fine.  He called out to Katie, Annie, and the others, but got no
response.  He turned himself around, and then around again.


Go forward?  Go back?  What the fuck
is this?


Resolutely, deciding that it made no
sense to go back the way he'd come, Don marched forward into the unknown.


 


-----


 


"Welcome."


Don spun around, lost his balance, and
fell to the carpet-covered floor.


Carpet?


Don allowed his mind to settle a little,
and he tried to look around.  He very slowly was able to bring this new place
into focus.  He was in what appeared to be a fairly plush library/office, with
bookshelves lining every wall, and books filling their ranks.  The carpet on
which he was lying was soft and luxurious, and a deep navy blue.  His eyes
wandered up to see a giant mahogany desk.  His eyes swept its length, taking in
all of its details.  His eyes passed over the long silky legs to take in the
intricate -


Legs?


Long, silky legs?


In a moment of clarity, Don remembered a
female voice saying, "Welcome."


His eyes returned to the long, silky
legs, and began to travel upward.  Covering the very tops of the long, silky
legs was a short and very tight black cotton miniskirt.  Holding it in place
was a wide red leather belt, which sat below a black corset that almost
revealed more of this lovely creation's body than it concealed.  Her breasts
were straining to be free of their confines, but Don forced his eyes to
continue their way up.


When they did, he was glad they had. 
Deep, resonant blue eyes stared back at him, above a small, upturned nose and
soft, pouting lips.  Brown hair flowed gently around the round face, and Don
thought he could stare at her forever.


"Welcome," she said again, a
smile gracing her lips.  "I've been waiting for you."


"Who... who are you?  Where am I? 
Vernior said that we were going home.  Where are the others?"


"So many questions.  I like that. 
The others have already been sent home, they are perfectly safe.  You have been...
redirected, for a moment, so we could talk."


"Who are you?"


"My name is Veronica Melchior.  To
you, Vernior.  I designed the game."
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Part 3: After The Game



Chapter 14


 


Don's eyes widened a bit at Veronica's
admission.  "I'm going to assume," he said, very slowly as he tried
to pull himself together and rise to his feet, "That you don't mean you programmed
it."


Veronica laughed lightly.  "I can
barely use my computer, let alone program it.  Nobody programmed the
game, as such.  It is a creature of pure magic."


"Why?" Don asked, his curiosity
getting the better of him.


"That is a fairly long and
complicated story."


"I've been gone for two months.  I
don't think anyone's going to miss me for another few minutes."


"Actually, you haven't been gone at
all," Veronica said, shaking her head slightly.


"What do you mean?"


"Part of the game's magic. No time
has passed since you entered Zemlia Nov."


"You mean... it's still Saturday?  I
mean, the Saturday?"


"Yes," she said with a pleasant
smile.  "Zemlia Nov exists in a different dimension.  Your body, in fact,
never moved.  Only your spirit-self traveled there."


Don leaned against a cabinet.  "This
is very confusing.  But... why?  I mean, why do such a thing to people?  I
mean, you've got to have killed people with this thing!"


"People who die trying to win the
game are simply returned to their bodies," Veronica corrected him.  "But,
to answer the question you're asking, the game is a test."


"A test for what?"


Veronica sighed, and moved around the
desk, to run her hands along the books on the bookcase.  He watched her move,
enjoying the gracefulness of her movements.  Finally, she turned back to him.


"As you have guessed, I am a
magician.  What you're probably not aware of is that, as a master magician, I
am required to raise an apprentice.  Usually, there is a very formal procedure
for all of this, and I had fulfilled it long ago.  My apprentice was fully
established, and would have begun his training in a few months.


"Unfortunately, Fate intervened. 
Six months ago, he was killed in a plane crash.  Accidents happen even to
magicians.  Well, because of the decline in the number of people who associate
with our kind of magic, I have not been able to find a suitable apprentice
through the usual means.  So, a couple of months ago, I came up with the idea
of using Zemlia Nov as a... an obstacle course, you might say.  A proving
ground.  I wanted to locate a suitable apprentice, someone who had the right
combination of mindset, personality, integrity, and talent.


"That person is you."


"What?" Don asked
incredulously.  "Except for that last little thing that happened, I sucked
as a magician!"


"No, actually you didn't.  You did
far better than anyone else with the little training you had.  You found a way
out of Denonia's little traps, and that last fight, against Dan-Gelmer... that
was what told me you were ready.  What you achieved in that one moment is
something that many magicians never really get to, and no one in the game has
ever even come close before.


"You see, Zemlia Nov was, long ago,
established for the purposes of training magicians, and also for containing
certain... unwanted elements.  Denonia is one of our training tools, which is
why the land didn't want you to kill her.  It knows its purpose, and killing
her would make that job harder."


"I figured that out."


"Right.  It couldn't tell you why you
were there because it didn't know.  I had to keep it that way, in case someone
might somehow learn the truth.  It would ruin their time in the game, and I
wouldn't be able to gauge their abilities."


"But... I mean... you want me
to be your apprentice?"


"Yes."


"To learn magic."


"Yes."


"In the real world."


"Yes."


"I didn't really believe there was
such a thing."


"How else do you explain where you've
been for the last two months of your time?"


Don stared at her for a long moment.  "I
guess I don't."


She smiled at him.  "Magic," she
said in a stage whisper.


"What's the catch?" he asked.


"You don't think the game was 'catch'
enough?" she asked.


"Maybe... but I've grown suspicious
in my mage-hood," he said with a smirk.  Veronica laughed heartily.


"Okay, you caught me.  There is something."


"I thought so.  What is it?"


Veronica moved around the desk, and
closer to him.  "To properly... bond... with your instructor, it is
required, on the full moon of each month, that you... mate with her."


"What?" Don said, surprised,
but not upset.


Veronica had reached him now.  She ran
her hand over his chest.  He noted, curiously, that he was still wearing his
magician's robe.


"Don't you like me?  Am I not pretty
enough?"


Don took hold of her hands and gently
pulled them down.  He put his hands on her hips and pushed her backward, until
her ass hit the desk.


"This isn't the real you, is it?"
he asked astutely.


"What makes you think that?"


He motioned to the office.  "This
place.  You don't look like you're much older than I am.  There's no way
someone our age could afford an office like this."


"Actually," she said, a slight
frown crossing her face, "We're still inside Zemlia Nov... or at least,
sort of.  It's complicated.  This isn't really 'real.'  Although this is what
my office looks like, back on Earth."


"You're avoiding my question,"
Don reminded her.


"Don't you like this look?" she
asked, gesturing to her very exquisite body.


"I've spent the last two months
trying to figure out what is and isn't an illusion.  If I'm going to be your
apprentice, I need to know who I'm really dealing with."


Veronica frowned.  "The real me isn't
nearly this pretty," she said sadly.


"I have to know," Don insisted.


Veronica sighed.  "Okay." 
Slowly, her features began to change.  Her body morphed.  Her cleavage grew
slightly, though it also began to sag a little.  Her face took on a few
wrinkles, though not significant ones.  Her hair changed from its medium-brown
shade first to a wonderful silver color, and then it faded even further to a
light blonde color.  It took Don a moment, after she had stopped changing, to
recognize her.


"Gaphnia!"


"Actually," she said, "My
middle name is Daphne, but that didn't sound nearly fantastical enough."


"So... you actually played two roles
inside the game?" he asked.


"For your version, yes.  Others don't
see me at all, some see even more versions of me."  She was a little
surprised that his hands were still on her hips.


"Why?"


"There is no better way for me to
find out what you are like than to interact directly with you.  In this case,
it was to find out what kind of person you were."


"So, everything at the castle was a
lie."


"No, not really.  Iamor is real; he
does 'exist' in Zemlia Nov.  He really is something of a jerk.  He just...
doesn't have a sister named Gaphnia.  You were very kind to me in the game, and
you were also more observant, perceptive, and wise than anyone else I've seen. 
No one else who took an interest in Gaphnia, and there were very few, ever
encouraged her to stand up."


"Oh," Don said.  He hadn't
begun to think that everything he was encountering, that everything he did, was
being evaluated.


"I hope you're not angry,"
Veronica said softly.  Don looked into her eyes.  It was clear that she was
worried about his reaction.  Don made a quick decision.


Leaning in, Don slipped his hands around
to Veronica's back, pulling her more tightly to himself.  She came willingly,
and when his lips pressed to hers, she moaned very softly.  Don caressed the
small of her back, letting his fingers massage her skin through the thin fabric
of her corset.  As he continued to kiss her, his fingers moved up.  The corset
was of the variety that fastened in the back with a zipper, and when his
fingers came across the zipper, they quickly pulled it downward.  As the fabric
parted, the garment slipped around to the front, between their bodies.  Don
pulled back slightly, and let it fall to the floor.  He pulled her once more
against himself, increasing the strength of their kiss.  As his hands slipped
down onto her ass, he slipped his tongue out to lick along Veronica's lips.


Veronica opened her mouth to let his
tongue inside, and it was soon caressing the insides of her mouth, and then
playing with her own tongue.  She moaned again in pleasure, the feel of his
hands and tongue arousing her to a level she had not felt in a very long time.


Don let one of his hands leave her ass,
and it moved around between them.  He deftly unfastened his robe, and pulled it
open.  Veronica knew what he was doing, and she took hold of the robe at the
shoulders and pushed it backward and off, allowing it to fall to the floor. 
She let her hands drop, and she caressed his butt for a moment before taking
hold of his briefs.  She urged them downward until they slipped off his hips
and fell to the floor.  She could feel him shifting his weight, and figured he
was probably stepping out of them, or removing his shoes... or both.


Don broke their kiss, and then he let his
lips trail down to her chin, and along her jaw line.  When he reached the corner
of her jaw, he let his kisses move down, along her neck, and then across her
collarbone.  He kept slipping further south until his lips made their way onto
one of her breasts.  Veronica arched her back and moaned out loud at the feel
of his lips against her tender skin.  As his mouth homed in on her nipple, his
hand began to caress her other tit, fondling it gently.  His fingers and lips
found their respective nipples at the same moment, and Veronica cried out as
the pleasure wave that created washed over her.  Don continued his
ministrations as she continued to moan and twist above him.


Don's free hand was not lying idle.  He
started by caressing her ass, but then his fingers slipped around to find
another zipper.  Soon it, too, was pulled down, and now he tugged at her
miniskirt.  It was tight, and resisting, but Veronica was soon helping him,
shoving the cursed garment down off her body.  She thought to remove her
panties with it, but decided that Don might like to do that himself.


She was right in her assessment.  Don
actually broke contact with her breasts and allowed himself to sink lower,
until he was eye-level with her panties.  He hooked his fingers gently into the
waistband, and slowly inched the fabric down.  As it slipped lower, it exposed her
completely nude pussy to his view.  He inhaled sharply at the look of her
swollen, moist lips and her already-visible clit.  He pushed the panties more
rapidly down, until they cleared her hips and gravity took over.  He pushed her
gently backward, until she was leaning against the desk, and then he grabbed
hold of her hips.  With a bit of a shove, he hoisted her onto the desk, her
pussy now tilted to face him, right at the proper level.


Don tenderly pushed her legs apart, and
Veronica willingly spread them for him.  She hadn't expected this kind
of treatment from him.  Don leaned in and flicked his tongue over her swollen
lips, and Veronica cried out in pleasure.  After a couple more tentative licks,
Don dove right in, his tongue lapping at her cunt, driving her wild.  His mouth
moved back and forth, up and down as his tongue dashed every which way, to her
delight.  His finger snuck its way deep into her pussy, and he began to fuck
her with it.  Her hips began to roll at the ecstasy she was feeling.


When Don moved his mouth upward, she knew
where he was going.  Her anticipation was not disappointed when she felt his
tongue slide across her erect clit.  She screamed in joy as a jolt of electric
bliss shot through her entire body.  Her hips bucked, pushing her cunt into his
face.  Don happily continued to lick at her, his finger thrusting madly into
her pussy.


When his lips closed over her clit and
began to suck, Veronica knew that her time was short.  As his tongue flicked
over the tip of her clit and his lips massaged her nubbin, she could feel her
orgasm approaching.  She knew it was going to be a big one.  Finally, with a
burst of tingles...


"Oh, God, I'm coming!" she
screamed.  Her cunt released a flood of juices, which washed over Don's chin
and his hand.  He continued to suck and he continued to thrust his finger deep
within her while she bucked and twisted above him.  Her back arched, her head
rolled back, and she groaned loudly in her pleasure.


Finally, after a very long moment, she
started to come down from her high.  Don let loose her clit, and he very
carefully removed his finger.  He stood up and pulled her against him.  She
could feel his arms encircle her, and she could also feel his hard dick
pressing against her inner thigh.  As soon as she could handle it, she wanted
that inside her.


"I never expected this," she
said with a breathless smile.  "I was merely hoping you'd tolerate this
part of your training as a necessity," she said truthfully.


Don kissed her again.  "I don't know
what you really think of your body, but you're still a beautiful woman.  I
thought so when I saw you at Castle Ballor, and I think so now."


"I'm old enough to be your mother,"
she said a little disconsolately.


"Maybe, but I never wanted to screw
my mother," he said with a grin.


"Do you want to screw me?"
she asked, a coy smile playing across her face.


He leaned against her, making sure she
could feel his erection pressing now against her swollen pussy lips.


"This isn't hard because I'm cold,"
he said hoarsely.


"Mm," she said.  "Maybe
you could... get on with it, then?" she asked, her voice filled with lust.


"Yes, Mistress," Don said, a
mischievous smile dancing across his face.  Veronica didn't have time to think
of a comeback as Don shifted, and then pressed forward, his cock slipping
easily into her cunt.


Veronica cried out as he began to fill
her depths, the pleasure blasting through her body at the speed of thought. 
Don did not move quickly, but instead made long, smooth strokes in and out of
her pussy.  Veronica was moaning and crying out in pleasure the entire time,
uttering encouragements when she could.


Don continued to push into her, his pace
increasing as he felt himself nearing his climax.  He leaned down and gripped
one of her nipples with his lips, sucking on it and even using his teeth to
very gingerly tug on it.  Veronica screamed out at that, the mild pain actually
adding to her pleasure.  Her pussy was rippling along his dick, trying to suck
the juice from his prick.  Don was soon slamming his hips strongly against
hers, his balls slapping against her with each thrust.  He grunted with each
plunge, and she screamed.


Finally, he could take no more.  He
impaled her fully with his dick and ground his hips against her pubic bone as
his dick began to spew his load deep inside her.


As soon as Veronica felt the first spurt
of his come, she screamed loudly, and her own orgasm gripped her body.  The
pair thrashed together, hanging onto each other as if for dear life.  They each
groaned and grunted throughout their climaxes, and it took a long moment for
either of them to come down.


Don was the first to regain his senses,
and he held on to his lover while she was still lost in the throes of
pleasure.  Finally, she began to descend from on high, and he held her as she
regained her breath.  She opened her eyes, and looked deeply into his.  At that
point, Don leaned in and kissed her, vigorously.


She returned the kiss in kind, but there
was simply no chance that they could so soon reignite their passions.  They let
the kiss taper off, but Don's dick was still buried in her pussy, and he didn't
let her go.


"That was... wonderful," she
said.  "I really wasn't expecting you to enjoy sex with me, being as old
as I am..."


"You're still beautiful," he
repeated.  "And you're pretty damned sexy, too."


"Ah, but am I any good?"
she asked with a devilish grin.


"I don't think I want to make that
judgment on just one session," Don said judiciously.  Veronica blushed,
and she kissed him.


"Well, you may have all the... um...
'test drives' you like."  She kissed him once more, and then she became
more serious.  "There are some things we need to discuss.  It will be
easier if... mm... if you're not inside of me to distract me while we
talk."


"Easier, but a lot less fun,"
Don said.


"You!" she said in
exasperation.  She pushed him playfully, and he finally let go of her, his dick
slipping out of its temporary home.  She already wished it was back where she
felt it belonged.  He didn't go without giving her another kiss, though.


After he put his clothes back on - she
didn't bother - he sat up on the desk beside her.  She ran her hand over her
body, still enjoying the afterglow of the best sex - truth be told, the only
sex - she'd had in years.


"Is that really part of the ritual,
or did you just want to get laid?" Don asked.


"Both," she said honestly.  "If
the instructor and apprentice are er... 'orientationally compatible,' they are
required to do this in bonding.  If they aren't compatible, there are other
rituals to fill in."


"Orientationally compatible?"
Don asked in confusion.


"If you were gay, we would not be
orientationally compatible," she explained.


"Oh," he said in sudden
understanding.


"There are things you need to know...
important things."


"I expected so.  Can we sit
somewhere more comfortable?  Mahogany looks nice, but it's hard on the rear."


"Not if you have as much padding as
I do," Veronica said sourly.


"I like your rear," Don said
truthfully, and to make her feel better.  She smiled at him for the compliment,
and motioned him over to the couch.  Once he sat down, she got up and went over
to sit with him.


Well, okay, she sat on him.  She
sat in his lap and wrapped her arms around him.


"This seems far more like you just
wanted a lover," Don said.  "Not that I'm complaining, mind you, but
what will Katie say?"


"That is one of the things
you need to know," Veronica said, thankful he'd given her a direct path to
start the conversation.


"Oh?"


"Nobody who was with you will
remember anything of what happened in Zemlia Nov.  They will have vaguely remembered
snippets, but they will think they are from a dream, or an old forgotten movie."


"You mean... Katie and I... and
Julie... and Annie..."


"They will not remember what's
happened.  In truth, it didn't actually happen.  Your sister, for
instance, is still technically a virgin in 'the real world'."


"Were they even really there?"


"Yes.  You did not go alone.  Your
friends did go with you.  But no one remembers the game.  Except you. 
Only the one I chose to be my apprentice would ever remember being in Zemlia
Nov."


Veronica saw the frown on his face.  "What's
the matter?"


"I kind of liked the new
relationship between Katie and me," he said.  "And Annie..."


Veronica smiled, but said nothing.


"Any other unpleasant surprises?"
Don asked.


"Yes.  And an unexpected one, for
me."


"What?" Don asked, his voice
taking on a darker tone.


"Your friend Paul.  In this world,
when you return to your room, he will be dead."


"What?" Don shouted.  "Why?"


Veronica took a deep breath.  "When
Paul chose to stay in Zemlia Nov, when he refused the immediate option to
return to Earth, when he turned his back on this world... er, well, you know
what I mean... anyway, when he did that, he severed the connection between his
spirit and his body.  It's the same thing that happens at the time of normal
death, though in a normal death, you're given somewhat less choice about it.


"When you told Paul that you knew
how to get home, that he could come with you, that was his moment of choice. 
Most people don't get a moment of choice; they die when their body can't
support itself anymore.  Paul was one of the few who get their moment.  He took
it.  Instead of coming back to the 'real world,' he decided he would much
rather stay where he was.  Truth is that he will be happier in Zemlia
Nov, but it's going to make a bad scene for you when you go home."


"Shit... and I can't tell anyone
what happened to him, can I?"


"No.  They wouldn't believe you,
anyway.  I'm sorry.  I never meant for this to happen.  I never expected anyone
would choose to stay inside the game."


Don shook his head sadly.  "Paul
always was a little dissatisfied with life."


"I'm sorry there was so much bad
blood between you two in the end.  That was also not part of the plan.  Julie's
actions... well, it wasn't really her fault.  It was Carysta, who is... a
free-roaming character, so to speak.  I don't control her."


"Oh."


"I am sorry.  You should know,
though, that the feelings you experienced from each of the girls with you was a
genuine emotion.  The game removed their inhibitions, and gave them a little...
prodding, but deep down, they do feel those things."


"Susan really loves Gill?  I have
trouble believing that."


"Susan is a very insecure person who
hides herself behind a wall of hatred.  She considers being 'nice' to be a
weakness.  The game stripped her wall away from her."


"So Katie really loves me?"


"Of course she does.  She's your
sister.  She just doesn't think of you sexually, most of the time."


"Most of the time?"


"I'm not getting into that
right now," she said.


"Okay.  So, Annie... I feel so bad
about Annie.  I mean, I wanted to be with her, but everything got in the way,
and..."


"And she understood.  She wanted to
be with you, too."


Don sighed heavily.  "And now she
doesn't even know who I am."


Veronica hugged him, but didn't say
anything.


"Is there more I need to know?"


"Obviously, but you don't need to
know it right now."  She wiggled her bottom.  "I think I sense a full
moon coming up..."


Don laughed at her, and rolled himself
sideways until he was on top of her on the couch.


"Is Mistress asking for another
performance?"


"You said you needed more time to
evaluate..." she said coyly.


Don unfastened his robe.  "Good
thing time stands still here."
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When Don awoke from the magically induced
three-second-long coma he had been in, he immediately turned.  As he did, the
body of Paul Cleveland - it could not be said to actually be Paul
anymore - was already falling to the floor.  Gill, beside him, turned and
shouted.


"Paul!  Shit!"


Don was far calmer about the matter, but
then he knew his friend was already gone.  As Gill reached down to check on a
pulse and breathing, Don reached for the phone to dial 911.


"Hello, 911 emergency."


"My name is Don White.  My friend
just collapsed here in my room.  He's... Gill, is he breathing?"


"No, no breathing, no pulse!  Tell 'em
to hurry!"


"He has no breathing or pulse.  We
need paramedics."


"They are on their way, sir.  Do you
know how to administer CPR?"


"My friend does.  He's already doing
it."


"Very well.  Is your friend ill, or
have any allergies?"


Yeah, he's allergic to real life. 
"No, nothing that I know of.  We were just about to mess around on the
computer, and all of a sudden, he just collapsed.  One second he's standing
there, the next, he's on the floor, like somebody flipped a switch."


'Very well.  The paramedics will be there
in about three minutes."


"Thank you."  Don hung up.  He
looked at Gill, who was doing CPR almost frantically.  Don had never learned
CPR, but he also knew it to be completely hopeless.  "They're gonna be
here in three minutes.  I've gotta go tell the girls."


Gill didn't respond, and Don didn't
expect him to.  He left the room, and went to find his sister and Julie.  He
figured that Susan would still be in the shower.


When he came into the bedroom, he saw
Julie and Katie talking.  They both turned to him in surprise.  Julie showed a
bit of annoyance, but her face flickered several other emotions, which he knew
even she didn't understand.


"Julie, Paul's collapsed.  I've
already called the ambulance.  Gill's doing CPR."


"What?" she cried in alarm. 
She bolted out of the room, heading for Don's bedroom.  As Katie made to follow
her, Don gently took her arm to stop her.  She looked up at him questioningly.


"He isn't going to make it," he
said to her very softly.  "You don't really want to see that.  Let's go
wait for the ambulance."


Katie acquiesced to her brother, knowing
he was looking out for her.  They stepped out onto the porch, and stood
together.  Don felt an almost irresistible urge to reach out and embrace her,
but knew she wouldn't understand what he was doing.  They waited silently until
the ambulance came screaming down the street, and splashed through the puddle
which had earlier gotten Susan.  Two EMTs climbed out of the vehicle, and
sprinted toward the front door.


Don was holding the door open, and Katie
was standing out of the way.  "Up the stairs and down the hall, first room
on the right," Don said as they rushed past him into the house.  Don
looked at Katie, and then the two of them followed.  Don held Katie back; not
only did she not need to see this, but it was getting crowded in his bedroom at
this point, and the EMTs needed room to work.  One of them rushed past them on
the way back to the ambulance, and Don went to hold the door for the stretcher
he knew the paramedic had gone to get.


It was all over in a matter of moments. 
Julie was in the back of the ambulance with Paul, and the others were staring
at each other.  At that moment, Susan came out of the bedroom, oblivious to
what had been going on.  She looked around at the others, who were clearly in
shock.


"What?" she asked.


 


-----


 


Paul Cleveland was pronounced dead on
arrival at the hospital.  By the time the other friends arrived, Julie was
standing with her parents, sobbing.  Katie went over to her, and they hugged. 
Don felt he ought to say something to the Clevelands, but he didn't really have
any words.  Paul's mother was weeping, and Mr. Cleveland was standing
stoically, trying to remain strong for the rest of the family.


After a while, Don's parents and Gill's
parents also showed up, alerted by phone calls from the kids.  There was much
grief and crying, and Don felt detached from it all.  He didn't know how Paul
had lived out his life in Zemlia Nov, but he knew that it was probably more
meaningful to him than his dull existence on Earth had been.


Good luck, man.


Julie had been crying on Katie's shoulder
for a long time, but what she really wanted was the touch of a man.  She lifted
her head and looked around.  Strangely, Don seemed not to be upset by the
events.  A brief flash of anger washed over her.  Doesn't he care?  Then
she realized that there was pain in his expression, but it was...  muted, by
something.  She let go of Kate, and walked over to him, still crying.


Don turned when he heard her approach. 
She looked awful, and beautiful, all at the same time.  He had mixed feelings
about her; he remembered what they had shared in Zemlia Nov, but this wasn't really
the same Julie.


"Why?" she asked him.  "Why
did he die?"


"I don't know, Jules," he said,
slipping.  He'd never called her that on Earth.  She looked at him for a
moment, her face clouding in confusion.  Suddenly, she collapsed into his arms,
sobbing uncontrollably.  He wrapped his arms around her, embracing her tightly
as she cried.  He pulled her gently over to a couch, and got her to sit down. 
She continued to hold onto him.


For her part, Julie felt so much better
in the arms of a man.  She liked Kate, but it just wasn't the same to her.  She
had always been attracted to men for everything.  Now she took from this man
what she could get; his warmth, compassion, and kindness.  She'd always known
they were there, but in previous times she'd scoffed at such things, and made
fun of him because of his awkwardness.  Now he seemed to radiate a calmness,
and a... power.


For a long time, Julie held on to Don,
letting her emotions bleed away in her tears.  After a while, the tears
stopped, but she kept holding on to Don.  He was so gentle, so caring, to let
her cling to him...


Finally, her parents came over.  "Julie,
we need to go.  We've got to go home now."


Julie didn't move until Don began to stand. 
He pulled her up with him.  She looked up at him finally, looking into his gray
eyes, her own eyes swollen and puffy from all the crying.


"It'll be okay," Don told her
softly.  He tried to give her a comforting smile.  She hugged him again,
tightly, but let go after a few seconds.


"Thank you," she said.  It was
sorrowful, but heartfelt.  She turned to follow her parents out of the
hospital.  Don walked over to where the others were standing.


"Is she going to be okay?" Don's
mother wanted to know.


Don shrugged.  "I'm not sure.  She
and Paul have always been kind of close."


"I know what it would be like to
lose you," Katie said, and shuddered.  "I don't want to think about
it."  She spontaneously reached out and hugged her brother.  He had to be
careful, but he hugged her back tightly, giving her the support she needed now
rather than the more carnal embrace he would have enjoyed more.


"I didn't know you and Julie were so
close," Gill said, a hint of sarcasm in his voice.  Don turned his coldest
gaze on Gill.


"We're not, but someone needed to be
there for her."  Don was remembering, now, lots of things that had
happened in Zemlia Nov.  Lots of things about Gill and his lack of compassion
for others.  In truth, it was something Don had always known about, but had
ignored.  It was becoming much harder to ignore it just now.


"C'mon kids.  We should all head
home now.  It's been a miserable day," Don's father said to them.  They
all agreed, and parted to return home.  Don was less upset than the rest, both
because he knew exactly what had happened to Paul, and because he'd had a
surfeit of miserable days in his recent life, and had come to tolerate them as
an unavoidable reality.
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The next few days were very uncomfortable
for Don.  Unlike all of the teens around him, he wasn't mourning Paul's death. 
The truth was, he didn't know how Paul had died, he only knew about Paul's
body.  He wondered if he could ask Veronica, when he saw her.


When he saw her.  She said she'd
contact him sometime soon, but he didn't expect to hear from her before the
funeral on Tuesday.  He wandered through school in something of a daze of his
own.  His life had turned upside-down, and there wasn't anybody to talk to
about it.  He'd been gone, so it had seemed, for two months, but nobody around
here had noticed.  It was disconcerting, to say the least.


One teacher finally had to comment on it.


"Don, are you... do you want to talk
about it?" Mrs. Nash asked.


"Ma'am?"


"You've seemed rather... well, different,
today.  I know Paul was your friend.  It's okay to mourn, you know..."


"Yes, ma'am.  That's not what's
bothering me.  It's just... personal junk, y'know?"


"Oh.  Well... I hope it works out. 
If you do need to talk to someone, my door is always open."


"Thank you, Mrs. Nash."  The
teacher walked away, still shaking her head.  She thought she understood, but
she didn't.


And probably no one ever will again.


Suddenly, out of the blue, an odd thought
occurred to him.  Annie would.
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The day of the funeral was appropriately
drizzly and bleak.   The funeral was scheduled for late morning, and so all
five of the teens were home from school.  Don was just finishing putting on his
suit when Katie knocked on his door.


"C'mon in," he said, turning to
see who it was.  He tried not to stare at his sister, because she looked
incredibly pretty in her black dress.  


"Can I sit with you while you finish
up?" she asked.  He could see the distress in her eyes.


"Sure.  I'm just about finished."


Katie sat down on his bed, her hands
folded in her lap.  "I'm not sure what to feel about this," she said
softly.


Don turned and looked at her as he tried
to remember how to tie a Windsor knot.  He was pretty sure she was talking
about Paul, and not Don's inability to fasten his tie properly.  He gave up on
it for the moment, and went to sit beside her.  Thoughtlessly, he put his arm
around her and pulled her against him.  She came readily, seeking the support.


Don rubbed her arm casually, just sitting
with her quietly.  After a little while, he asked, "You didn't much like
Paul, did you?"


He felt the jolt run through her.  "That's
a cruel question," she said, almost in tears.


He hugged her.  "I'm sorry.  But you
didn't.  It's okay, Katie.  I mean, yes, we're supposed to speak well of the
dead, but... he was my friend, not yours.  Is that what's bothering you,
that you don't really miss him?"


"I... don't... know," she said
hesitantly.  "Maybe.  I feel as if... it's like I like him even less
now."


Uh-oh.  I wonder if she remembers more
of Zemlia Nov than Veronica thinks she does.  To his sister, he said, "I
wouldn't let it get to you.  After today, there's no reason for you to think
about him anymore."


"That's cold," his sister
said.  Her eyes were watery, but she wasn't crying yet.


"Not really.  You didn't spend any
time with him... you don't really know him.  He's just... one of your
brother's friends.  You'd seen him here, but... it's like one of the Freshmen
died, really... you don't know them, either."


"Well, no..."


"And if one of them got killed in a
car accident, you'd be a little sad about it, but you wouldn't feel much more
than that, would you?"


"No, probably not..."


"Well, see?  You didn't really know
Paul, and what you did know of him, you didn't like.  I can't entirely blame
you for that, he did have some... well, some quirks.  But you're admitting to
yourself that you didn't like him, and you think that's bad... but it's not. 
Just go with it.  Why should you care he's dead?  You didn't like him anyway."


"But that's mean!" she
protested.


"To who?  Paul's dead, he's not
going to notice.  I wouldn't go saying it to his parents... or especially to
Julie, but... inside, in your heart, you know it's the truth."


"I don't want to be like that,"
she said softly.


"Katie," Don said, hugging her
again, and realizing he was no psychiatrist.  "Do you feel like crying
over Paul's death?"


"Not really.  That's what worries
me."


"It shouldn't.  You don't feel the
need to grieve for him because he wasn't close to you.  You feel kind of icky
that you don't want to mourn because...  Well, because you're a wonderful
person who thinks she ought to feel something for one of her brother's
friends.  But you really shouldn't."


Katie sniffled a little, and looked up at
Don.  She sensed a difference in him, but couldn't place it.  She also knew she
liked the support he was giving her.  The two had always been close, but she'd
not come to him like this before, and she was surprised he'd so readily accepted
her.  She leaned against him for a long moment in silence, thinking over what
he'd said.


"Thank you," she said softly
after a little while.


The two remained that way until their
mother came to Don's door and knocked quietly on the jamb.  "C'mon you two,
it's time to go."


Don stood up, and pulled Katie with him. 
He kept his arm around her as he led her to the car.


 


 


-----


 


At the memorial service in the church,
Don and his family sat behind Julie's family.  Gill's family sat on the same
row with the Clevelands, because Gill's father and Julie's dad worked
together.  Gill sat right next to Julie, and, Don noticed, sat rigidly, paying
little attention to her.


Cold.  Very... cold.


Don kept watching Julie, noting that she
was only just barely holding it together.  He knew she was crying, but only
when her weeping got a little louder than her mother thought was appropriate
did anyone turn and say anything to her.  Julie quieted down, but Don got the
feeling she felt even worse.  He leaned forward slightly, and put his hand very
gently on her shoulder.  She actually jolted at his touch, startled.  She
turned to look at him, tears running down her face.  He leaned forward even
further and whispered into her ear.


"It's going to be okay, Jules.  I
promise."  He'd slipped again, mainly because he felt close to her again,
as he had in Zemlia Nov.  She didn't object to his nickname for her, and she
smiled wanly at him.  She turned back to face the front, and Don leaned back,
but not so much that he had to remove his hand from her shoulder.  He looked up
and listened to the people drone on about Paul and his life.


Blah.  Paul was a self-centered little
twit who needed a good smack upside the head.  Come to think of it, I gave
him a smack upside the head.  I hope it did him some good.  Don was
surprised he would think that about his friend at a funeral, but he shrugged it
off; he knew things about Paul that these people did not.


Don kept contact with Julie throughout
the rest of the ceremony.  The eulogy, delivered by Paul's father, was loving
and heartfelt, but Don also knew most of it to be an idealized farce of what
Paul really was.  Like all people, in death, Paul became a near-saint to those
who loved him.


Does that mean I don't love him? 
Hmm.  I guess not.  Having him try to rip my head off might have cured me of
that.


He sat in silence throughout, more
interested in the sister of the deceased than the deceased himself.


 


-----


 


When the services moved to graveside,
only a small, select group of Paul's friends were allowed to attend.  Don,
Gill, and their sisters were, of course, among this group.  Don stood, his own
sister being hugged by their mother as she looked blearily on.  Gill and Susan
stood stoically, separated from each other by a solid foot of space.  Here,
back on Earth, they didn't like each other again, and wouldn't have stood this
close if manners permitted otherwise.


On the far side of them, Julie and her
parents stood.  Mother and father were trying to console each other, and in
their own grief, they had no ability to worry about their daughter's pain. 
Julie stood, alone and suffering, in a world of black despair.  Again, Don
noted Gill's total lack of compassion for her in her moment of greatest need.


C'mon, Don.  You care for her because you
remember.  He doesn't.


That shouldn't matter.  She's still
the sister of a friend.  He should be there for her.


Why aren't you?


That question asked, it needed an
immediate response.  Don moved, as adroitly as possible in the close gathering,
through the crowd behind the front row of people.  Gill looked a little annoyed
at being jostled, and Susan stepped a little forward to clear a path for him. 
In a second, he was standing beside Julie, able to hear her quiet sobs.


Don very gently wrapped his arms around
her, embracing her in support and friendship.  She turned to him and buried her
head against his neck.  He could feel her body shaking with the force of her
weeping.  He held onto her, stroking her hair gently.  Neither of them heard
the rest of the ceremony, not that either of them wanted to.  They existed in a
world unto its own; Don's attention centered on Julie, and Julie's attention
centered on her pain.  She knew that Don was there, and was grateful for him,
but she simply couldn't express anything more than grief at the time.


Finally, after what seemed an eternity,
the casket was lowered into the ground, the dirt ceremony was performed, and
the gathering of people was dismissed.  Don held onto Julie tightly as he led
her away from the grave site.  She clung to him, barely able to walk.  He got
her to the car, and situated in the back seat.  She looked up at him, finally,
and the pain in her eyes broke his heart.  He pulled out his handkerchief, and
wiped her eyes carefully.  She smiled at him, but it was weak at best.  He let
his hand linger on her cheek longer than a concerned friend would, but she didn't
mind.  After a long moment of communion, he straightened up.  Neither of them
had said a word to each other.


"Thank you, Don," Julie's mother
said.  There was still the note of crying in her voice.  "I... she needs...
and I can't..." Even her mother wasn't ready to deal with this.  He gave
her a hug, but this one held far less caring than the one he'd given Julie. 
After a second, he let her go.


"If there's anything we can do...
anything you guys need," Don said.  "Just call us, okay?"  Julie's
mother nodded, and he helped her into the car.  He nodded to Julie's father,
and then walked back to his own family.  He gave his sister a hug, as she
appeared to need it.


As they were getting into the car, Don's
father stopped him.


"I'm proud of you," he said
softly, and then turned to get behind the wheel.  Don just shook his head.


You have no idea what's going on.


He got in the back seat beside his
sister, and instinctively took her hand.  She squeezed his hand tightly, and
didn't let go until they were back home.  By the time they got there, the rain
had picked up, and what had been a drizzle was threatening to become a
downpour.  It was an altogether miserable day.
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The rest of the week passed without
incident, and most everyone returned to normal.  The Clevelands, of course,
were still devastated by the loss of their son and brother.  Julie seemed to be
the hardest hit; she'd never had to face the loss of a loved one before, and
she wasn't able to come to terms with the despair she felt.


Don wasn't able to help her any more than
he had; he didn't see her at school, and he couldn't think of a good way to go
over to see her just to say 'hi, you done crying yet?'  It seemed cruel.  So,
he let it rest for now.


It was Saturday, and he was in his room,
studying for an exam the following week, when the doorbell rang.  He was home
alone; his parents had gone off to some function or other, and Katie was at
cheerleader practice.  He walked down to the door and opened it.


"Veronica!" Don said in
surprise, and stepped aside to let her in.  She looked at him with a predatory
glint in her eye as she sashayed past him into the room.  She took it all in
casually, then turned to him.


"So.  Has everyone settled?"


"Not everyone, no.  Julie's still
pretty upset."


"Yes, I can imagine.  Your training
needs to begin soon."


"I figured.  Do you live close to
here?"


"I do now."


"Oh."  Don blushed; he had not
thought that she would have to move to train him.  She saw the look, and
smiled.


"Show me around?" she asked. 
It was more of an order than a question, and Don took it as such.  After five
minutes, she'd seen the whole house, and they were stepping into his bedroom,
which he had saved for last.


"Your family... they leave you alone
often?"


Don shrugged.  "We each do our own
thing.  I don't go very many places.  Gill and the girls will be over later...
I don't know if Julie will come over or not... we usually get together on
Saturdays."


"I see," Veronica said, closing
his door, locking it, and then quietly chanting a spell of silence around the
room.  "In that case," she said when she was done, "We'd better
not waste any time."


Don's protest died as she began to undo
her blouse.  Why fight it?


 


-----


 


An hour later, Don was lying with
Veronica, his head resting softly on her chest, pillowed by one of her tits. 
His hand idly drew circles on her abdomen.


"You know," Don said, after
looking across the room at the calendar.  "According to that, there won't
be a full moon until next Saturday."


"Hmm," Veronica purred.  "I
guess I came a week too early.  Well, we'll just have to repeat this, then." 
He could hear the smile in her voice without looking.


But look he did.  He tilted his face up
to see hers, and saw the smile, the welcoming, inviting eyes...


He kissed her, softly.  He knew she was
old enough to be his mother, but he didn't care.  She was here, she was
beautiful, and she was willing.  He couldn't, and didn't, need more than that.


"Very well, Mistress," he said,
after breaking their kiss.  She smiled wonderfully at him.


 


-----


 


For the next few hours, Veronica gave Don
some very basic introductory information about how magic worked in the real
world.  He was surprised to find that it wasn't more complicated to use it, once
you knew how to connect with it.  He found that it was making this
connection that was the hardest part.


After a while, they stopped, and had
lunch.  They necked for a while more after that, but soon it was time for the
gang to start showing up.  Don was surprised to find that Julie was, in fact,
the first one to show up.  Katie was right behind her, dropped off by
one of her friends.  The two hugged in the driveway, before going into the
house.


"Hey, Don," Katie said.  Julie
smiled weakly at him, but she didn't get a chance to say anything.  "Who's
that?" Katie asked suspiciously.  She was indicating Veronica, who was
sitting on the sofa.


"This is Veronica Melchior.  She
runs a gaming company.  I've been beta testing software for her for a couple of
months, and she came down to check on progress."


Veronica, who had not had a chance to
make up a cover story, marveled at how quickly Don came up with a plausible lie
to cover her presence.  Then she realized that he wasn't lying, merely
renaming a few facts.  She had stood when she was introduced, and now she
stepped over to Don's side.  She touched him gently, because she couldn't
resist.


"Yes.  He's one of my most important
assistants.  Without people like him, my industry would shut right down." 
She noted that Katie's look went from suspicion to boredom in a stroke.  Julie's
look was...


Oh, my.  Veronica smiled at Julie,
who did not return the gesture.  Then Veronica turned to Don.  "I'll be in
town for some time.  Obviously you've made arrangements for the afternoon."


"We can postpone..."


"No, no.  I came unexpectedly.  You
have things to do.  I can wait.  Please call me if there's anything you need."
 She handed him a card, and smiled at him.  He escorted her to the door, where
she kissed him out of the sight of the other girls.  Don watched as she drove
off, and then headed back into the living room.


He was surprised to find Julie standing
where she had been.  He went to her side, and put his arm around her tenderly. 
"Are you okay?"


She turned to him and wrapped her arms
around him.  He was encouraged that she didn't cry openly, but he could feel a
small wet spot on his shirt.  He held onto her anyway.  It was strange how much
she'd changed since being back from Zemlia Nov.  Then he realized it wasn't her
that had changed.


You'd never have dared approach her
before going.


He let his thoughts wander as he held
her.  After a few minutes, she was able to pull herself together.  He was glad
to see that her pain was lessening, if only by small degrees.


"I'm sorry," she said softly,
rubbing at his shirt.


"Don't worry about it," he
said.  He brushed away her tears with his thumbs, and she smiled her thanks at
him.  He took a chance, and he leaned in and kissed her on the cheek.  She let
him, and didn't move away when he let go of her.  She embraced him again, this
time in a more womanly fashion.  She held on for a few seconds, then let go
again.


"Thanks for that, too."  She
smiled more securely at him, and then finally headed off to find Katie.  Don
watched her go, hoping she'd work her way out of it.


Then what?


One thing at a time.


In a few moments, Gill and Susan showed
up, and took Don's mind off of his concerns.
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"So, you going with your parents to
that grief seminar tonight?" Katie asked Julie as she sat down to join her
for lunch.


"No way," Julie said sourly.  "I
don't need some damn shrink telling me that it's okay to cry and that I really
am supposed to miss my brother..."  Julie broke off her words before her
voice cracked.  She worked very hard to pull herself together.  Katie looked at
her friend, but didn't really know what to do.  She was out of her depth; she knew
she'd be in even worse shape if she'd lost Don, but she didn't know what to
tell Julie to do.  Then she thought of something.


"Hey, if you're not going to that,
you want to come to cheerleader practice?  Some of the girls are going out
afterward for pizza and maybe a little cruising."


Julie looked sideways at Kate.  "Your
parents let you do that now?"


Katie smiled slyly.  "They're going
to the seminar with your folks, remember?  What they don't know won't hurt me."


"What about Don?"


"What about him?" Katie asked.


"Won't he tell?"


Katie snorted.  "He never tells on
me.  Besides, I don't do anything really bad."


He's home alone tonight, in other
words, Julie thought to herself.  She came to a decision.


"No, I'm not ready to be part of the
scene yet.  I think I want to just have a quiet night."


"Okay.  You gonna make it to
practice Thursday?  Coach is gonna start getting upset if you don't..."


"Yeah, I'll probably be there.  Let
her know for me, okay?"


"Sure thing."


 


-----


 


Don was fairly bored that evening.  He
knew Katie would be out for most of the evening, as would his parents.  He didn't
have any schoolwork to do, having finished it up already.  He stared at his
computer for a while, but didn't feel like messing with anything in particular. 
He was actually contemplating calling Veronica when the doorbell rang.


Maybe that's her now.  She's got to
have some kind of... seeing spell or something, so she can watch me.  She'd
know I was alone, and would be for a while...


Don walked down to the door, and opened
it, really expecting to see Veronica.  When he saw Julie standing there, his
first expression was one of confusion.  After that, his face took on its usual
look of sympathy for her.


"Hey, Julie.  If you're looking for
Katie, she's-"


"I know," Julie said
interrupting him.  Can we talk?"


Don cocked an eyebrow, but then nodded.  "Sure. 
C'mon in."


By the time Don turned around from
closing the door, he saw that Julie was heading through the living room and up
the stairs.  He shrugged and followed her as she went right to his bedroom. 
He  allowed himself to be surprised; she'd never willingly come into this room
before.  He hesitated a minute, but then entered himself.


"You want a soda or something?"


She shook her head.


"Okay.  So... what's on your mind?"
he said gently.  He didn't know which direction she might jump; talking could
mean anything at all.  He was sitting in his desk chair looking at her
intently, as she seemed to shiver on the bed.


"Could you... c'mere?"


Don paused for only a second, then got
up, and went to sit beside her.  She immediately leaned against him.  "Hold
me.  Please."


Don wrapped his arms around her tenderly,
giving her as much support as he could.  He didn't know what she wanted to tell
him or talk about, but at least he knew how to do this part.


"You've been... different... lately,"
she said softly.  Don shuddered.  You have no idea.


"Is that good or bad?" he
asked.


"Pretty good, for me, anyway.  I
thought you hated me," she said.


"I've never hated you, Jules.  I was
kind of afraid of you."


"But not now?"


Don shrugged - or shrugged as much as he
could while his arms were wrapped around Julie - and smiled.  "I guess my
being worried about you overrode my fear."


"Oh," she said, thinking about
that for a minute.  She snuggled in a little closer to him, and Don gladly let
her.  Real world or fake, she was still a babe.  He stroked her short, black
hair as she burrowed deeper into his embrace.


"So... do you like me?" she
asked.


Don looked sideways at her.  "I'm
not sure I understand," he said.


"Am I pretty?" she asked, now
more coyly than before.


"Shit, Julie, you're beautiful!"
Don said truthfully.


She looked up at him, her eyes slightly
lidded.  "Would you like to kiss me?"


Don answered her by leaning forward
slowly.  Their lips touched gently, but the kiss was soon growing in passion
and intensity.  He pulled her more tightly against him, and she came
willingly.  He ran his hands up and down her back as she let her hands rub over
his chest.  After a little while, though, they broke the kiss off.


"You've been so nice to me,"
she said, looking up at him, her eyes a mixture of seduction and pleading.  "Could
you do one more thing for me?"


"What?" he asked, almost
certain he knew the answer.


"Screw my brains out.  I can't
handle all this... tension.  Sex relieves stress, but no one wants to date me
now."


Fools.


Don leaned forward, pressing his lips to
hers again.  She kissed him hotly, her tongue slipping out to worm its way into
his mouth.  He allowed it in as his hands reached down to find the hem of her
T-shirt.  He grabbed hold of it and pulled it upward.  He might not have had a
lot of sex in the real world, but he remembered how she liked to be treated. 
He tugged insistently on the shirt until he was able to get it clear of her
tits, then he had to pause.


Reluctantly, the two broke their kiss. 
As soon as he had her shirt off, she reached down to pull his shirt out of his
pants.  He let her work the shirt up and off him.  He knew he wasn't anything
to look at compared to her other boyfriends, but she didn't seem to notice. 
She ran her fingers gently across his chest, tickling him slightly and arousing
him even further.


After a moment of this, she reached back
and unhooked her bra.  She pulled her arms forward, and Don reached up and
gently slid the straps off her shoulders and down her arms, slowly exposing the
flesh of her ample tits to his view.  He sighed at the sight of her areolas,
still pale and large as he remembered them.  Her nipples were fully erect, and
he knew she liked to have them kissed and toyed with.  Leaning down, he took
one nipple into his mouth, flicking his tongue over it lightly.  Julie hissed
out her pleasure, and arched her back, pushing her breast deeper into his
mouth.


Don let his fingers wander over the swell
of her other tit until they found her nipple.  He rolled this between his thumb
and finger, and Julie moaned loudly.  She put her hands on the back of his
head, and held him in place, enjoying the feeling of what he was doing to her.


After a little while, Don knew he had to
move on, no matter how much fun he was having.  He wondered if he could bring
Julie to orgasm this way, but didn't want to try just now.  He instead let his
mouth leave her tit, and begin kissing her abdomen.  He worked his way down to
her belly button, and licked all the way around it, causing her to squirm in
pleasure.


As he got closer, Don's fingers began to
work on her jeans, unfastening them with practiced skill.  It was odd that these
fingers seemed to remember the practice that only his mental fingers had
performed, but he wasn't going to worry over it.  Soon, her jeans were undone,
and he let his fingers slip inside to rub over her panty-covered mound.


Julie couldn't take too much of that. 
She reached down and pushed at her jeans, lifting her hips carefully so as not
to dislodge Don from his wonderful kisses.  Soon her jeans were past her hips,
and she let herself back down.  Don helped her get the jeans past her knees,
and she was able to do the rest with her feet while he continued to slowly ease
himself lower.  By the time he got to the waistband of her panties, her jeans,
shoes, and socks were on the floor.


Don kissed right down to her panties, and
then he moved away from her slightly.  She moaned in frustration, but he merely
shifted position, and began to kiss her inner left thigh.  She groaned at the
feel of his lips against her tender skin, and her legs parted of their own
accord.  She wondered if he was going to pleasure her in her favorite way, but
she couldn't ask him to at this point.


She didn't have to worry.  Don moved back
and forth, lavishly covering both thighs with kisses.  He made his way slowly
up toward her pussy, and she was quivering with anticipation by the time his
lips were brushing the very edges of the leg holes.


Finally, Don planted a hot kiss right on
top of her pussy, on the outside of her panties.  Julie let out a cry of
passion, and pushed her hips up into his face.  Don took advantage of the
opportunity, and quickly grabbed the waistband of her panties, pulling them
quickly down past her hips.  As she settled back onto the bed, he slipped the
undergarment down her legs until they were around her ankles.  He leaned back
in then, sure she would deal with the panties as she saw fit.


As soon as his tongue contacted her
swollen pussy lips, Julie fell back onto the bed.  Her fingers tangled in his
hair, urging him to make firmer contact.  He lapped across her slit, and then
he plunged his rigid tongue deep into her hole.  Julie shuddered at the feel of
him, and she was groaning constantly now, broken only by occasional
encouragement or epithets.


As he sensed her arousal coming higher,
he pulled his tongue out of her, and moved his lips up to her clit.  He sucked
her clit into his mouth, and began to twitch his tongue over the very tip. 
Julie's hands tightened in his hair, and he knew she was very close.  He sucked
hard on her clit, and she screamed, her body freezing, her back arching.  Her
pussy flooded his chin with her juices, and he continued to suck at her clit
until she began to come down from her high.


As Julie was attempting to regain her
senses, Don stood up and removed the rest of his clothes.  He knew she was
nowhere near done, and he was fully aroused himself now.  He slipped back onto
the bed, gently pulling her fully onto it and then lying down beside her.  He
slipped his hand onto her breast and squeezed gently.  He felt another small
shudder pass through her body, and he also knew she loved it.  He kept up his
actions, waiting for her to come back from her place of fuzzy pleasures.


When she finally turned her eyes on him,
there was lust, and something more.  She smiled warmly at him, and then she
rolled into his embrace, kissing him hotly.  She could feel his erection poking
into her abdomen now, and she knew he was ready.  From experience, she knew he
was too ready.


Pushing him onto his back, Julie said, "My
turn."  She moved down and, without preamble, took Don's cock into her
mouth, all the way to the base.  He groaned desperately at the feel of her
mouth.  He knew there was no way in hell he could control himself with that
talented mouth wrapped around his prick.  Julie's cheeks caved in, and as she
slowly pulled off his dick, it was as if she was sucking on a straw.  When she
got to the very head, she lapped her tongue over its entire surface.


That was all he could take.  Don groaned
loudly, and spewed his load deep into her mouth.  She swallowed fast, and
repeatedly, taking down every single drop he gave her.  She continued to suck
on him well past the point he was done climaxing.  She reached down and fondled
his balls very gently, knowing they would be tender.  She had done this sort of
thing before.  Usually, it was the only way she could assure herself she would
get off.  Now, it was a reward.


After only another minute, Don felt
himself beginning to get hard again.  Julie's tongue, lips, and deft fingers
continued to manipulate him until he was back to full erection.  Only then,
with his cock fully hard, did she slowly slip her mouth off him.  She looked up
at him with a coy little smile.


"Did you like that?"


"Oh, Jesus Fucking H. Christ!"
he groaned.


"Good," she said, moving up his
body.  "That's what happens if you make me happy," she whispered.  "Now,"
she said, slipping her body on top of him, and reaching her hand between them
to gently take hold of his cock and position it, "make me happy."


Don took hold of her, and then slowly
pushed her downward.  She held his prick in position, and she was slowly
impaled on his shaft.  She moaned in pleasure as each inch of him slid into
her, until her clit was resting against his pubic hair.  That feeling sent
tingles throughout her body.


Don wrapped his arms around her, and
their lips met again, immediately parting so that their tongues could join in
the fun.  Don rolled over, so that he was on top of her, and Julie immediately
spread her legs for him.


Don started moving inside of her, using
long, smooth strokes that let her feel almost the entire length of his shaft
moving inside her.  Julie groaned at the feel of him taking her.  He continued
to move slowly, altering his angle to rub up against her clit as much as he
could with his body.  She shivered as he did, wrapping her legs around his thighs
to encourage him to go as deeply as he could.


In and out he moved, continuing to rub
against her in every way he could think of.  He'd learned a lot about sex in
Zemlia Nov, and he was using every last bit of it here.  Julie was already
twisting beneath him, her orgasm approaching quickly.  He began to move a
little faster, letting his chest rub against her nipples, for she liked that. 
She broke their kiss and began panting, making little mewling sounds with each
of his thrusts.  She used her ankles to encourage him to go faster.


"Make me come!  Make me come!"
she chanted.  He was doing his best, fucking her for all she was worth.  He
could feel her pussy tighten, feel the waves of pleasure begin to wash over
her.  Suddenly, Julie cried out, her back arching.  Her tits were thrust into
the air, and Don devilishly took one into his mouth and sucked on it.  Julie
screamed again, even louder, and her body began to shudder with the
pleasure-quake that it was enduring.  Her pussy clamped down on his prick, and
he could barely move inside her, though he did keep up small thrusts, to
heighten her enjoyment.  Julie squealed and thrashed as he continued to
pleasure her.


Finally, it was more than she could
take.  With one final cry, she went limp, her body collapsing to the bed, her
mind shut down from overload.


Don slipped out of her.  He'd not come a
second time, but he knew that he had to add the word 'yet' to that thought,
because he knew Julie would not let him go away unfulfilled.  He looked down at
her, and she was as beautiful and as vulnerable to him now as he had remembered
her.


After several minutes, Julie's eyes
fluttered, and opened.  She looked up at him, and the look that had been mixed
before now made itself plainly known.  It was adoration.


"My God, where did you learn to do
that?" she asked.


"You wouldn't believe me if I told
you," he said.  Because you taught me.


"Is there time for us to do it
again?" she asked him, the lust returning to her eyes.  "You still
have an orgasm coming to you," she said with a smile.


Don looked over at the clock.  His
parents wouldn't be home for at least an hour.  Katie wouldn't be home for at
least two.


"I think we can...er... squeeze
more in," he said.  Her eyes lit up at that, and she rolled on top of him.


"I get to be on top this time,"
she said.  "Trust me, you'll like it."


Oh, believe me, I KNOW!
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Chapter 15


 


"I never thought you'd fall for him,"
Susan sneered.  "I mean, Christ, what a geek..."


"He might be a bookworm," Julie
allowed, not willing to disparage him anymore, "but God can he fuck. 
I mean, shit, I thought I'd had experiences, but... damn, Susan, he makes my
head spin!"


"He must.  You haven't gone out with
a football player in three weeks."


"Four," Julie said sourly.  "None
of them wanted anything to fuckin' do with me after the funeral.  You saw how
Donny was,"  She hadn't yet had the courage to call him that to his face,
but she wanted to.  "He was there for me.  For once, a guy actually cared before
I fucked him silly... and then he fucked me silly!  Jesus Christ,
he is hot!"


"I think you're in love," Susan
said snidely.  She discounted the very thought that Donald White could possibly
be all that good in bed.  He was a geek, pure and simple.  He spent his days on
a computer, just like her step-brother, Gill.


"Maybe I am," Julie allowed,
her heart fluttering at the thought.  "But fuck if I don't cream my jeans
just sitting here thinking about him and what he can do to me.  You really
ought to consider giving him a try."


Susan snapped her head around as if she'd
been hit with an electric shock.  "Are you out of your fucking mind? 
I mean, even if he was my type, which he most definitely is not,
I don't go around screwing other girls' boyfriends!"


"Shit, you know how I am, Suse.  He's
not a boyfriend, really... I don't have boyfriends.  I just like to get laid. 
If you want a run at him, go for it!"


"I do not 'want a run' at
Donald White.  That's sick."


Julie shrugged.  "Okay, but I'm
tellin' you... we've been wasting a lot of years..." her voice cut off
because just then Katie walked into the lunch room, where they were sitting.  She
quickly got a tray and went to sit with them.


"Hey, guys.  How are things going?"


"Pretty good, Kate," Susan
answered.  "Julie was just telling me-"


"How good you're getting on the
squad," Julie said, shooting a look at Susan.  It was not a friendly look. 
"You might even be able to make varsity next year."


"You really think so?" she
asked, not aware enough to realize that she had just missed something that
might have been important to her.
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"I can't even read that, let alone
say it," Don said, his eyes trying to twist three different ways at
once from looking at the so-called text in the book he had been handed.


Veronica chuckled.  "No, you can't. 
It's been magically encrypted.  You recognize that it is text, but you have no
idea how to make out the letters or words.  Unless you know the spell to
decrypt it, which only works until you close the book again.  Here, let me show
you."


Veronica took the book and opened it to a
page at random.  Then, she closed her eyes and chanted a fairly intricate spell
that took her almost a minute.  When she opened her eyes, she handed the book
back to Don.  "See?"


Don could now read the words, though they
were in a language foreign to him, and he couldn't even begin to decipher their
meaning.  Veronica suddenly bounced the book in his hand with a giggle, and he
dropped it.  The book fell to the floor, closing as it did so.  Don reached
down to get it, and reopened it, only to have his eyes try to see what his
retinas looked like again.  He closed the book again and handed it back to
Veronica.


"Didn't do me much good, anyway.  I
don't speak gibberish.  Or mageish, or whatever the heck that was."


Veronica laughed at him as she put the
book back on a shelf.  She drew out another one, much smaller, and walked back
to him.  She kissed him before leading him over to the worktable they were
using.


I can't believe he's so nice to me. 
Ripley looked disgusted at the idea of having to sleep with me... and Don plays
with me!  He treats me more like a lover than as his instructor.  Maybe the
Fates don't hate me after all.


She sat down next to Don, who promptly
caressed her back.  She shivered at his touch, but tried to shake off his
effect.


"Stop that," she said
playfully, as she opened the book.  Don did not 'stop that.'


"This book," she said, her
voice wavering slightly.  "If you don't cut it out, I'm going to change
you into a horny toad!" she promised.


Don leaned in and tickled her ear with
his tongue.  "You make me horny all the time, anyway..."  Her insides
melted as his breath slithered into her ear.


"Okay, okay, after I've explained
this to you, I promise we'll play.  Good enough?"


"No," he said, kissing her on
the cheek, "but I'll take what I can get."


"You're incorrigible!"


"That's encourageable,
Mistress," he said with a smirk.  She smiled at him, and finally, he let
his hand slide off her back, where it had been drawing light circles on her
robe.


"This book," she said, taking a
deep breath to try to shake off the effects of his touch, "is yours.  It
is also encrypted, so don't bother opening it yet.  These are all of your... uh...
well, to use a term you're familiar with, your 'second level' spells."


"How come there's no book of first
level spells?"


"Because you have to know a first
level spell to be able to read the book of second-level spells.  This ensures
that no one can just pick up a book and learn our magic; you have to have an
instructor to teach you the decryption spell."


"Oh.  Well, I guess that makes
sense.  Is this book in gibberish, too?"


"No.  It's in English, because
English is your native language."


"Well, I thought English was your
native language, too.  How come that other book was in... whatever that was?"


Veronica cocked an eyebrow at him.  "If
you think I'm going to reveal all of my secrets to you now, you have a lot to
learn."


"Yes, Mistress," Don said both
seriously and playfully.  She smiled at him to lessen the sting.


"Now, if you laugh while reciting
the decryption spell, it won't work."


"Why would I laugh during the spell?"
he asked with a frown.


"Because of the spell."


It took Don twenty minutes to be able to
say "Wipsy tipsy wodum go boing boing bardon on hopscotch butter rolls"
without laughing.  When he was finally able to get it out, the spells in the
book rearranged themselves into words he could comprehend.  He was trying to
regain his breath, and so he set the book down carefully, making sure to keep
it open.


"Why," he asked, when he'd
finally caught his breath, "Is the decryption spell so... stupid?"


"My great grandmother had a twisted
sense of humor," Veronica said.  "She even insisted that you do it in
that damned sing-song voice.  I hated my great grandmother," Veronica said
with a frown.  Don caressed her, and then hugged her to him, to comfort her. 
Veronica smiled at him, then pointed to the book.


"As you can see, now you can read
the book.  These spells are all pretty straightforward, not too complex.  They
will require more concentration than the spells of the first circle."


"Circle?"


"Level, to your way of thinking. 
There are eight circles in our system of magic.  I have only mastered the first
five.  You are now among the second circle."


"Oh.  Will I be meeting more
magicians as we learn more?"


Veronica gave him a sidelong glance.  "Perhaps."


"Okay, what do you want me to learn
from this?"


"Everything."


"Now?"


"No, not now."


"What, then?"


"Have you not seen the calendar
lately?  Tonight is a full moon."  The look on her face was one of
passion, and a little dismay.  She always worried that Don would tire of her
advances.  They did not have sex only on the full moon; they had sex whenever
she could manage to get his clothes off, which didn't seem to require a lot of
effort on her part.


"Yes, Mistress," Don said, now
entirely playful.  He kissed her neck and let his hand wander to one of her
favorite spots, and she moaned.


Yes, maybe the Fates like me after
all.
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When the doorbell rang that Saturday, Don
pretty much ignored it.  His mom was in the living room, and she would probably
get it.  When someone knocked on his bedroom door, however, he looked up in
surprise.  It wouldn't be time for the gang to show up for another hour or so.


"C'mon in," he said, expecting
his mother or something.  When Julie opened the door, he smiled warmly.  "Hey,
Jules," he said.


Julie came in and closed the door behind
her.  She walked over and dumped herself into Don's lap, kissing him
passionately.  Their tongues were soon dancing together, and Don let his hand
wander down onto her ass, causing her to groan against him.


After a while, they broke the kiss.  They
couldn't do anything with his parents home, and if they went much further, they'd
have to.  Julie leaned her head on his shoulder, her arms wrapped around his
neck.  Don liked his new relationship with Julie; not only did he get laid
regularly, but she was also much nicer to him now.


"Donny," she said, very
hesitantly, since she'd never called him that before, "how come we never
go out together?"


Don got tingles when she used a nickname
for him, but he was more interested in her question.  "I didn't think you
wanted to," he said simply.  Fucking him was one thing; being seen in
public with him was another.


She looked up at him.  "Why wouldn't
I want to?  It's not like I'm going out with anyone else."    


"Really?"  He was kind of
surprised; Julie had never dated one guy exclusively before.


She shook her head.  "After the
funeral..." Don squeezed her more tightly, to help her get past those
thoughts.  "None of my usual dates wanted anything to do with me.  I guess
they'd probably date me now, if I came on to one of them, but... shit, why
bother?  I get better sex from you," she said with a coy smile.  He kissed
her for that compliment, and then she said, "I also get treated better. 
So, couldn't we go out sometime?"


"Sure," he said.  He knew that
today was supposed to be a group day, but he didn't figure Gill would mind
much.  Besides, he and Gill hadn't been quite right together since Don had
gotten back from Zemlia Nov.  He remembered too much of what had gone on. 
Making up his mind, he said, "Why not this afternoon?  We could go to the...
amusement park."  He'd almost said museum, but he didn't think that was
Julie's style.


She smiled broadly at him.  "I'd
like that.  Will you win me a teddy bear?" she asked in a small-girl
voice.


"Promise," he said, thinking, I
hope I have enough money!  She kissed him in gratitude, and then got up, so
he could stand.  After leaving a note for the others, they went out to get in
the car.  Don thought it would be a fun afternoon.


 


-----


 


He was right about the afternoon; they'd
had a blast.  They rode the rides and played some games for several hours,
then, as they felt it was about time to go, Don led Julie over to the prize
games.  He had her pick out the teddy bear she wanted, thanking Fate that she
didn't want the biggest one.


He'd had to resort to magic; the game was
almost impossible to beat, but it was for Julie, and he didn't want to
disappoint her.  He'd quietly cast a spell to improve his hand-eye
coordination, and thus his aim.  It had still taken him forever to win
the bear.  It would have been cheaper to just buy her one, but that wasn't the
point, of course.


Julie squealed in delight, and kissed him
as he gave her the teddy bear.  Then they headed back to the car.  Well, my
first date ever came off without a hitch.


He didn't know the hitch was waiting at
home.


 


-----


 


As Don walked into the house, with Julie
and her bear in tow, Don found Gill sitting in the living room, waiting for
them.


"'bout time you fucking got here."


"I left you a note telling you where
we were going."


"You were supposed to be here,"
Gill snapped.  "We've been doing this every Saturday for years, and now
all of a sudden, you just decide 'not this week?'"


"Hey, we've missed weeks before. 
This is no big deal.  Julie wanted to-"


"I don't give a rat's ass what Julie
wanted!  This is supposed to be our day!"  Gill's voice had risen,
and it had drawn the attention of the two other girls, not to mention Don's
parents, who were staying out of it, but watching intently.


Don was only going to be pushed so far,
but he tried one more time to quiet Gill down.  "Look, what's the problem
here?  It's not like we had anything planned.  We were just going to spend the
day screwing around."


"The point is that you were
supposed to be here, not off with some bimbo doing God knows what."


Don's gaze darkened.  His voice, when he
spoke, was far harsher than it had been.  "If you call her that again in
front of me, I'll beat the living snot out of you."  His words were toned
down because he knew that his parents were standing there.  "As to what we
were doing, I took her to the amusement park.  Now, as to where I should or
shouldn't be..."


Don strode over until he was standing
only a couple of feet from Gill.  "Who the hell are you to tell me what I
can and can't do?  Yes, we have a standing arrangement for Saturday.  Yes, I
broke that arrangement.  Once.  I left you a note; you had no right to
expect me to be back in anything like a reasonable time.  I didn't expect you
to wait here, I think I made that clear when I said, in the note, 'See you
Monday.'  If your Saturday was ruined, that was your fault.  I did
everything I possibly could about the situation.


"If you don't like the fact that I
actually had a date for once, that's your problem.  I'm not going to
stand here and be dictated to just because you spent your Saturday being
annoyed.  I have better things to do with my time than get yelled at for being
social.  Maybe you should try it sometime.  Or maybe you should try thinking of
someone besides yourself for five minutes."


Don turned and walked out of the room and
up the stairs.  The girls all stared at Gill, who had his jaw set in anger.  He
stormed out of the room, past the others, and out the front door.  Kate and
Susan looked at Julie, who blushed, and squeezed her teddy bear.


Don's mother intervened at this point.  "Did
he win that for you?" she asked softly.  Julie nodded, blushing even deeper. 
Don's mother smiled.  "Why don't you go make sure he's okay?"


Julie bolted for the stairs, just to get
away from them all.  Kate and Susan looked at each other.


"Date?" Katie asked.  Susan
just shrugged.


 


-----


 


Upstairs, Julie knocked softly on Don's
door.  In a second, it opened.  His look was unfriendly, until he realized who
it was, then he smiled.  He took her arm and pulled her gently into the room,
closing the door.  Carefully, he pulled her arms open, took the bear, and set
it on the dresser.  Then he took her arms and wrapped them around himself.


"That bear was getting far too much
attention," he said to her with a smile.  She blushed again, but this was
a more comfortable blush.  She moaned as Don kissed her, his tongue slipping
into her mouth and brushing across her own tongue.  They stood that way for
over a minute, just kissing.


Finally, they broke their kiss, and Don
moved them over to the bed, where they could sit beside each other.  Julie laid
her head on his shoulder.


"I'm sorry I caused such a problem."


"I'm not," Don said.  "And
you didn't cause it.  He did.  Gill's really pretty self-centered.  If things
don't go the way he wants, he blows up at you.  We've always gotten along
because, up until now, what he wanted was also what I wanted.  But since I don't
think he wants to date you..."


"Ewww," Julie said, making a
sour face.  She turned until she was straddling Don's lap.  "I wouldn't
date him if you paid me to!"  She kissed Don tenderly this time.  "Donny...
will we do this again?"


"Sure.  I like being with you,
Jules."  He kissed her again, and then they just sat quietly, being with
each other.  It was a good way to calm down from the stress of the argument. 
They couldn't know that the scene in the living room had had an effect on both
of the other girls.
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For the next few days, Gill seethed in
anger.  He'd been supplanted by... by that bitch!  Don was his
friend, and he didn't need anyone else barging in.  He'd thought that Paul's
death might make them even better friends, but instead...


Argh!  It wasn't that Gill didn't
like girls; he had as much interest in them as any teenage boy, but his
interest seemed more academic than practical, because he knew with his height,
his looks, and his personality, no girl would want anything to do with him.  He'd
thought the same was true of Don.


Ever since the day Paul died, Don's
been acting different.  The sonofabitch doesn't need his friends now?  Hell,
with all we've been through, and he just tosses me aside like some used tissue
or something.


Gill also was angry that no one else in
the room had stood up for his side.  Not even his fucking parents, who are
supposed to be teaching him about loyalty and friendship.


What really irked him, however, was that
Susan, his own dear step-sister, had not only not stood up for him, but
she'd smirked at him as if it was funny to her.  That bitch!


He had allowed his anger to build until
finally he had to do something about it.  So, here he sat, waiting for his
father to get home.  He knew this would take longer than it should; he had
siphoned out gas from his father's gas tank so that he wouldn't have enough to
make it home.  If his father didn't pay attention to the fuel gauge - and he
never seemed to - he would have to call AAA in order to get home.


Sure enough, about thirty minutes late,
his father came in the door.  His face clearly displayed anger.  Gill was
sitting on the sofa, watching television, when his father slammed the door
shut.


"Susan!" he bellowed.  Gill
muted the television automatically; his father didn't like the interruptions
when he was yelling. Gill sat quietly as Susan came out of her room.


"What's the matter, Daddy?" she
asked.


"You were the last person to use the
car?"


"Last night, yeah..."


"How many times do you have to be
told to check the damn gas gauge?  I just spent a half hour waiting on some guy
to bring me gas because you let it get too low!"


"Daddy, I..."


"I don't want to hear it!" he
interrupted loudly.  "This is the last time this is going to happen.  I'm
taking away your use of the car for two weeks.  If this ever happens again, the
suspension will be permanent.  Do you understand?"


"Yes, Daddy.  I'm sorry," she
said, her voice soft and cowed.  As she turned to leave the room, her eyes
swept over Gill, who was smiling maliciously.  So that's what happened. 
She knew she'd left the car with well over a quarter of a tank the previous
night, which should have gotten her father to work and back for the rest of the
week, easily.  So, he wants to play this game, does he?


Susan went back to her room, and closed
the door.  She had no interest in a drawn-out prank war with her step-brother. 
She sat down at her desk and leaned back in her chair.  Her mind wandered over
things she could do to get back at him.


What I really need is something that
will just knock him completely on his ass.  Something he can't think of
anything to get me back with.  Oh, and something I won't get caught doing.


Susan sat for a long time, considering
and rejecting several ideas.  Finally, her thoughts coalesced.


What does Gill have that I can take
from him?  After all, he took the car.  But shit, he doesn't have anything.  He's
got his computer, but Mom and Dad would never ground him from that.  He has
schoolwork, but I wouldn't dare fuck around with that.  I mean, he's got no
reputation, no friends, except Don...


Don.  What can I do to take Don away
from him?  After their little fight, it might not be all that hard to do.


Just then, thoughts of Julie's words came
into Susan's mind.  She got a wicked smile on her face.  Susan knew that Gill
had fantasized about her; she had found her panties in his room with his cum
all over them once.  She'd ridiculed him for a month after that, and it had
never happened again.


So, if I gave what he wants to his
best... pretty much only... friend, and then rubbed his face in it...  She
shivered at the thought of doing it with Donald White.  But there's
something new about him... and if Julie's not just blowing smoke, he might be...
what the hell am I thinking?  But then, he might be.  I mean, it's not like
Julie was some virgin.  She knows what sex is about.  If she gushes like that...


I have to find out, don't I?


And if it means getting even with Gill
in the process, hey, all the better!


Now if I only had a car...
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Julie pulled up outside the White home,
and smiled over at her friend.


"Get that damned grin off your face,"
Susan said.


"You're gonna have a good time,"
Julie promised her.


"I'll call you when I'm ready to
come home," Susan said.  "Assuming he doesn't drive me home."


"See ya tomorrow," Julie said
with a smirk as Susan got out of the car.


"Get lost," Susan said in
irritation.  It was bad enough she was having to involve Julie in this little
plot at all, but the little slut refused to believe that Susan was doing this
to get back at her brother.


Fuck it.  Let's just get on with it. 
She walked up, and rang the bell.  Kate answered the door, and smiled, but was
confused.


"Hey, Susan... what's up?"


"Is your brother around?  I need to
ask him for a favor."


Kate eyed her friend for a long moment,
but then shrugged.  "Sure.  He's in his room."


"Thanks."


Susan headed up to Don's bedroom, and
knocked on the door.


"C'mon in," he replied,
assuming it was Julie or Kate, or maybe his parents.  Susan opened the door,
and stepped in.  He was facing the door, ready to talk to whoever it was, but
Susan's presence surprised him.


"Uh... hi, Susan.  Um... what's up?"


"Don, I need you to do me a favor."


"Okay... if I can..."


"I've been grounded from the car,
and I need to go out to the archery range to practice.  Kate's not old enough
to drive, and Julie had something else to do.  Can you take me out there,
please?" her voice had dropped its harder tone, and softened, to try to
get her way.


Don thought it over for a minute, but
didn't really have anything else to do.  Besides, she'd asked nicely.  "Okay,
sure.  How long you figure we'll be?"


"About an hour.  Thanks, Don." 
She actually smiled at him, which was a rare event.


"Let me just tell my mom where we're
going."


 


-----


 


Susan didn't say anything on the way out
to the archery range.  When they got there, she motioned him down a dirt
driveway, instead of into the main parking lot.


"Where are we going?" he asked.


"The main range is closed already. 
We'll have to use the back range."  This was a lame story, but Don had
never been out here before, so he had no idea.  "Pull in there," she
said, pointing to a small clearing.  Don didn't see anything that resembled a
target, but he wasn't going to argue with her at this point.  Pulling in, he
turned off the car, and got out.


Only at this point did it occur to Don
that they didn't have any archery equipment.  He'd assumed she kept her practice
gear at the range, but since the range was closed...


Susan had walked around the back of the
car, and was now coming toward him.  The look on her face made him take a step
backward.  "Uh, Susan?  You don't have any gear or anything, how are you
going to practice?"


"For what we're going to do, you
have all the equipment we need."  She kept moving forward, and Don took
another step backward, then another.  Susan moved a little sideways, and Don
pivoted to keep facing her.  He was sure this had been some kind of trick to
play some kind of nasty joke on him.  Still, she kept coming, and he backed up
again.  She was only a couple feet from him now...


"Ow!" Don screamed, something
very sharp jabbing him in the back.  He jumped away from it, right into Susan's
waiting arms.  She wrapped her arms around him, and looked into his eyes.


"Oh, I'm so sorry.  Did you get
hurt?  Here, let me rub it and make it better."


Susan's hands moved down his back, right
past the spot where he'd been jabbed by a very well-placed arrowhead, and down
onto his ass, where she squeezed and rubbed vigorously.


"Ah... Susan, that's not where..."


His words were cut off when her lips
plastered themselves onto his own.  It took a long second for him to recover
from the shock before he was able to kiss her back, and when he did, he pushed
his tongue into her willing mouth, where it found an active partner to dance
with.  His hands came up onto her back, and he pulled her tightly against him. 
He had no idea what was going on, but he was going to enjoy it while he could.


Susan continued to kiss him for a long
time, her hands pulling at his ass and arousing him by rubbing her body back
and forth against him.  Don slid his hands down onto her ass, to do the same to
her.


Finally, Susan broke their kiss.  She
took hold of Don's upper arms, and then turned, forcing him to go with her. 
She turned until he was standing in front of the car, the back of his legs
touching the bumper.  Susan pushed him forcefully, and he lost his balance,
falling onto the hood of the car with a cry of alarm.  Susan moved in and
pushed him up onto the hood a little further, until his butt rested firmly on
it.


Grasping his belt, Susan feverishly
worked to undo it.  In only seconds, she had his belt and pants undone, and she
reached in to grab hold of the waistband of his briefs.  In one move, she began
to yank all of his clothes off his hips.  Don helped out of sheer surprise, and
soon his lower body was completely naked.


Susan grinned as she saw his cock, almost
erect now.  She took it into her hands, and stroked it quickly, bringing it to
full erection in only a few seconds.  She hummed to herself, and then bent
down.


Don groaned loudly as Susan's tongue
licked over the head of his dick.  She slipped her tongue all the way around,
and then down his length, all the way to his balls.  She licked his balls for a
few seconds, but then moved her tongue back up his prick to circle the head
again.  Don was already groaning and fighting to control himself.


The next time Susan's head descended, Don's
prick was slipping between her lips.  She sucked on him, letting him slip into
her mouth little by little, while her fingers danced over his nuts.  Slowly but
surely, her mouth engulfed his cock, until she had all of it in her mouth.  Don
could barely stand the pleasure of it.  When Susan began to move her head more
rapidly, still taking him all the way into her throat with each move, he knew
he couldn't last much longer.


After only a few more strokes of Susan's
luscious lips, Don grunted and tapped her shoulder, trying to warn her that he
was about to come.  She didn't stop, but kept up her sucking.  If anything, she
increased her pace, and Don knew he was past the point of no return.  Only a
second or two later, he clenched his eyes tightly shut, and he felt his cock
quiver as his cum blasted from its tip.  Susan stopped her bobbing, but her
lips continued to suck on his cock, until he had given her every drop of cum he
was going to.  She licked the tip of his cock to get the straggling drops, and
then she swallowed, her lips still holding the head of his prick between them. 
It was a sensuous moment.


Don took a few gasping deep breaths
before he was finally able to look up at Susan, who was waiting, her hand
gently playing with his dick and a wicked smile on her face.


"Did you enjoy that?" she
asked, no malice evident in either her voice or her gaze.


"Immensely," he said, a little
breathless.  Before she could say anything else, though, he began to slip down
off the hood of the car.  She moved back, but didn't straighten up, instead
crouching slightly to keep eye-level with him.


When he was comfortably standing - or
rather crouching, as she was - on the ground, he reached out and gave her a
not-so-gentle push backward.  She rolled onto her back, and Don was soon
leaning over her.  He bent down and kissed her passionately, tasting himself on
her tongue, but not caring.  His hand reached down, and it unbuttoned and then
unzipped her jeans.


"Now it's your turn," he said
to her, breaking their kiss.  He moved rapidly, taking hold of her jeans and
panties.  She lifted her hips readily, and he pulled all of her garments down. 
He yanked her shoes off, and then pulled off all her clothes, leaving her nude
from the waist down.  Don quickly moved between her legs, and Susan spread
herself lewdly for him.


Don leaned down, and ran his tongue over
Susan's moist lips.  She moaned and rolled her hips at him, already aroused
from sucking him off.  He licked her again, then he plunged his tongue into her
waiting hole.  Susan screamed as his tongue entered her, and her hips began to
buck as he wiggled it inside her.  Don moved his hands up under Susan's
T-shirt, to fondle and grope her tits, rolling them in his hands and squeezing
them.  She cried out in pleasure as he did so, and she squealed when he finally
moved his fingers to her nipples and tugged on them, rolling them between thumb
and forefinger while his tongue continued to wriggle within her cunt.


Don pulled his tongue out of her hole, and
moved it up and down her slit, back and forth, feeling her shiver from the
pleasure.  Finally, he moved his mouth up toward her clit, and she bucked her
hips in mere anticipation of what was to come.  When his tongue slipped over
the side of her clit, Susan bucked her hips up at him strongly, and screamed
out.  He continued to lap over her swollen bud, keeping his mouth in contact at
all times, despite her writhing and bucking.


When he finally sucked her clit into his
mouth, he also pinched her nipples, causing a jolt of electricity to run
through her entire body.  Susan's back arched, and she came strongly.


"Oh, God, Donnnnn!" she
screamed out, her wail echoing in the little clearing.  Her pussy coated his
chin with juices, and he lapped them up, returning frequently to her clit to
prolong her pleasure.  Susan came for a long time, until finally she collapsed
back onto the grass, panting.  Don released her then, and moved above her.  He
would wait until she was conscious, but he had to fuck her now.  While he
waited, he removed his shirt, and then very carefully pulled hers off her
body.  She didn't resist, but she wasn't yet ready to help him, and so she
simply let him do it.


Once Susan had gotten her senses back,
she opened her eyes.  She saw Don staring down at her, his gaze patient, but
there was obvious lust in his eyes.  She wanted nothing more than for him to
fulfill his desires.


"Fuck me," she said hotly.  In
an instant, Don's cock was at her opening, and he was pressing into her.  Susan
cried out in pleasure as his dick slipped within her in one long, smooth
stroke.  She rolled her hips to add to the sensations, and felt his dick brush
against her clit.  That sent shivers throughout her body.


Once Don was fully buried inside her, he
paused.  Leaning down, he kissed her, hard.  After breaking their kiss, he
said, "You ready?"


She nodded breathlessly, still trying to
recover from the kiss.  She grunted loudly as Don pulled back about halfway,
and then slammed back into her, full force.  She didn't have time to recover as
he did it again and again.  She was grunting and groaning, her hips bucking up
at him in time with his moves, trying to drive him fully inside of her.  Her
cunt was grasping at his prick, massaging it, working to bring it to climax.


Don was enjoying having Susan beneath
him.  She was beautiful, and sexy, and one hot little minx, which he'd never
expected.  He was grunting with each thrust, as Susan's pussy tried to keep him
inside of her.  She was twisting beneath him, her body covered with a light
sheen of sweat, and her hair tangled from being thrashed around as her head
twisted from side to side.  He took one hand and began to fondle one of her
breasts again, redoubling her moans and her writhing.


Susan was in heaven.  Her pussy was being
filled by a nice cock that was giving her a wonderful pounding.  Don's hand was
sending tingles through her tit, especially as he found her nipple and began to
toy with that.  She was on the verge of her orgasm, and her hips were moving
more quickly now, trying to drive him as deep inside her as they could.  She
could feel Don's body tensing; she knew he was close.


Susan squeezed her pussy muscles,
clamping down on Don's prick.  That was all Don could take, and he slammed into
her one last time, burying himself to the hilt as his cock spewed its load deep
into her cunt.  The feel of his hot seed washing her insides was what Susan
needed to get over herself, her orgasm rippling through her.  Her back arched,
thrusting her tits up against Don's chest, and she let out a throat-wrenching
wail of pleasure.  Her cunt continued to ripple along Don's cock, squeezing it
and milking the cum from his balls.  Don grunted in his pleasure, his body
quivering in climax.


For a long moment, the two twisted together
in the grass, lost to their passions.  When they finally began to settle, Don
moved to the side, reluctantly slipping from her hot cunt.  He pulled her
against him, and there they rested.


 


-----


 


It took several minutes before both of
them were coherent enough to say anything at all.  Don had recovered first, but
he could see that Susan was still out of it.  He caressed her side gently, and
wondered just what the hell was going on.  He hoped that she would tell him
when she was ready, but he wasn't going to push things.  If she had simply
needed to get laid tonight, and chosen him, that was perfectly fine.  Anything
more than that could get very complicated.


Finally, Susan moved against him.  Had
she pushed away from him, he would have let her go, but she didn't.  She
wriggled slightly, settling more comfortably against his body.  Then she opened
her eyes.  She saw him looking at her, and she smiled.  Leaning forward, she
brought her lips to his, but this kiss was a little more tender than any before
it.  Don caressed her back as they kissed more calmly.


After a bit, Susan pulled away from him
ever so slightly.  She didn't try to get up, she just needed a little breathing
space.  Don let her go, but kept his hand on her side.


"Thanks," she said, smiling at
him.  It was a different Susan than he was used to seeing, and he remembered
Veronica's words about how Susan had built a wall around herself.


"Susan," he started, not sure
how to ask what was on his mind, "this was loads of fun, but... why did we
do it?"


Susan frowned.  She'd found that Julie
was right; he was an incredible lover.  She'd never had a boyfriend who could
keep up with her without being scared off, yet Don had 'fought' right back, at
her own pace.  She'd done this to spite someone, but that someone wasn't Don,
and now she worried what he'd think of her.  She rolled up into a sitting
position, and he followed.


With a heavy sigh, she said, "You'll
think I'm awful, but I did it to get even with Gill for losing my car
privileges for me."  She explained for a second, then said, "I
figured if I slept with you, then rubbed his face in it, he'd be crushed.  I
know he has a thing for me.  Yuck."


"But didn't you think 'yuck' about
me, at one point?" Don asked, just to twist her tail a little.


She blushed.  "Yeah, I did.  But you've...
changed.  Ever since Paul died, you've been different.  I can't really say how,
just...  And then with Julie gushing about how wonderful you are in bed..."


"She brags about me?" Don
asked, slightly mortified.


"Just to me, I think.  She makes
sure that Katie never hears her.  Hell, Julie even told me I should... uh..."


"What?"


"Try you out, basically."


"She knows about this?"


"Yeah.  She drove me out here so I
could put that arrow you bumped into in the right spot."


"Oh.  Sneaky little vixen, ain't ya?"
he said.  She blushed again.


Don sat for a moment, thinking.  Susan
looked at him, and could tell there were thoughts running through his mind that
she couldn't fathom.


"Do you still plan on telling Gill
about this?" Don asked.


"I'm not sure," Susan said
uncertainly.  For some reason, her resolve to be cruel was wavering around
Don.  He reached over, and gently pulled her back down, so they were lying
together. She looked up at him as he was leaning on his elbow, looking down at
her.


"I think if that was your plan, you
should probably go through with it.  Otherwise, what was the point?"


"I got laid," she said,
shocking herself.


"There is that," Don replied
with a chuckle.  He let his hand wander across her abdomen, and she shivered at
his touch.  "Still," he said, "you could have gotten laid by
anyone, at any time, looking like you do.  You picked me for a specific
reason."


"Well, I wouldn't have done it with
you if it hadn't been for Julie.  She's right; you're great."  Don blushed
at that comment, and let his hand wander lower.  Susan parted her legs as soon
as his hand came within range of her pussy.  He slipped his hand down between
her thighs, and walked his fingers across her pussy lips.  She shuddered, and
her eyes became hooded quickly.


"Are we ever going to do this again?"
Don asked then, his fingers still dancing over her cunt.


"Mmmm.  Any time you want," she
said.


Don moved quickly, rolling on top of her,
and replacing his fingers with his cock.  As he pushed into her forcefully, he
said, "I was thinking right now."


Don fucked her strongly but slowly, and
Susan passed out from the pleasure.
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The next day, Don was standing at his
locker, pulling out the books for his first few classes, when Gill came up to
him and shoved him to the ground.


Don flipped himself over, and looked up
at his friend, who was obviously pissed about something.


I guess Susan told him.


"You motherfucker," Gill
seethed.  "You know better than that."


Don got to his feet without being
accosted further by Gill.  The kids in the hall were looking their way, but no
one believed these two were going to start a fight, so there wasn't the usual
anticipation.


"What the hell's your problem?"
Don asked calmly.


"You know what my fucking
problem is, you asshole!  My sister is off limits!"


"The last time I checked, she was
free to make her own choices about that sort of thing..." Don was trying
to keep his voice calm, because it was obvious that Gill was furious.  As he
was expected to be; Susan picked a better retaliation than she knew.


Gill balled up his fist, and lunged at
Don.  He was so enraged, however, that he telegraphed his move long before he
ever started moving, and Don merely stepped to one side.  Gill's hand impacted
a locker, denting it.  Don stepped far enough away to be out of range.  Kids
were starting to gather now.


"Would you just calm down?" Don
said quietly.  This reminded him very much of the fight between Gill and Paul
in Zemlia Nov, only with Gill being the enraged one this time.


I suppose he has some amount of right
to be pissed... I mean, he's wanted in Susan's pants for a long time, and then
to have her drop them for me... But it was her choice, not mine, and he
doesn't run her life or mine.


"I'll calm down as soon as I've
busted your nose," Gill growled, and swung again.  Don was able to dodge
this one, too.  Gill was usually pretty good in a fight, but he was so angry
now that he couldn't think clearly.


"Look, Gill, what's done is done. 
Hurting me over it isn't going to fix anything."


"It'll keep you from fucking with my
sister again!"


"No, it won't," Don said
honestly.  It wasn't a good thing to say.  Gill lunged at him, but Don stepped
aside one last time, and watched Gill go five feet past him before he was able
to stop.  Gill whirled.  "It would, I imagine, make Susan hate you even
more.  Whether or not I see Susan again is up to Susan, not up to you.  Whether
you want to believe me or not, what happened last night was her idea, and quite
frankly, she didn't give me a hell of a lot of choice in the matter, not that I
fought back or anything.  She was getting even with you, man."


"And you helped her, you
motherfucker."


Don shrugged.  "I had no idea what
she was doing until afterward.  A little late, then."


"You're dead meat.  I'm going to
beat the living shit out of you.  You can't hide from me forever."


Don looked over and saw a teacher
standing and watching.  This was obviously the reason that Gill wasn't trying
to hurt him anymore.  Don looked back at Gill, and could see the fury in his
eyes.  He sighed heavily; he hadn't wanted to fight another friend this
year, but it didn't look like he had a choice in the matter.


"Fine.  Saturday afternoon, my back
yard.  My parents will be out of town for the day.  Two-thirty."

"Winner takes Susan," Gill spat.


"Susan is not a prize to be fought
over, Gill."


Gill stepped close and looked up at Don. 
"I'm going to teach you why you should have listened to me."  He
turned and stormed off, brushing past kids so roughly that he even knocked one
to the ground.  Don's eyes connected with those of the teacher, and then he
shrugged.  The teacher nodded and moved off.


Don finished getting his books while he
contemplated the idea of having to fight Gill.


In a straight, fair, fight, I'm
toast.  I wonder if it's okay to use magic on something like this.  I'll have
to talk to Veronica about it.


Just then, the warning bell rang, and he
hurried to get to class.
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Veronica opened the door with a smile on
her face, and she opened her arms to her student.  Don stepped close, embraced
her, and kissed her.  Veronica could tell something was wrong; he was obviously
willing, but he was also very clearly distracted.  She broke their kiss after a
short moment, which should have elicited a comment from Don, but didn't.


She smiled softly at him, and then
turned, walking toward the part of the house she had set up for their training
sessions.  Don followed behind her silently, not even distracted by the sway of
her ass, as he normally would have been.


Once they were inside the room, Veronica
closed the door, and dimmed the lights just slightly.  She hated working in
harsh lighting.  Finally, she turned to Don and gave him a rather stern glance.


"Okay, what's the matter?"  Her
tone was firm, but also caring.  She managed to communicate both that she was
worried, but that she also insisted on knowing what was going on.


Don didn't figure he could hide it from
her, and hadn't really intended to try.  He sighed heavily, and walked over to
his usual stool, hiking himself up on it and hooking his feet as he always did.


"I have to fight my best friend on
Saturday."


"Gill?  Why?" Veronica asked.


Don spent the next few minutes explaining
the events of the last couple days to her.  She came over and sat on her stool,
very close to him, and her face took on a concerned expression.


"You said that Susan was hiding
behind a wall of hate.  Why would she let me past it?"


"A couple of reasons.  It's hard to
be intimate with someone and still pretend to hate them if you don't.  Also,
she needed to like you to make her plan work.  She probably thought she could
put her wall back up between you when she was finished.  You surprised her."


"How?"


Veronica shrugged.  "You're a pretty
nice guy.  Probably something you said or did, or maybe she just realized she
wanted to be close to someone."


"You think... she might remember
something from the game?  I mean, she almost reminded me of her game self."


Veronica nodded.  "She would.  As I
said, if you strip away that shell she hides inside, she is very much her
game-self already.  I doubt she remembers anything from the game.  If so, it
would be only a vague impression... which could be why she allowed you to get
so close in the first place.  Once there, she realized she didn't want to push
you away."  Veronica reached over and grabbed Don's hand.  "You're
hard to break free of, you know that?"


Don looked up at her in confusion.  "Huh?"


"Every time you leave here, I feel
an empty spot.  I don't love you, don't get me wrong.  I haven't loved anyone
in a long time.  But you fill a need in my life, and it's hard to let go of
that when I have to.  Probably Susan has the same problem.  Anyone who hides
behind a wall that thick... chances are you fill a void in her life, too.  So,
she won't want to let go.  I never do."


Don blushed.  He liked being with
Veronica, and he loved having sex with her, but he hadn't ever thought how it
might affect her.  He struggled to get his thoughts back on track.


"Well, okay, I suppose.  And I
really don't mind being with Susan at all, either... but it's going to get my
ass kicked on Saturday."


Veronica looked at him for a long moment,
considering.  Coming to a decision, she slipped off her stool and walked over
to the bookshelf.  She pulled a large volume off the shelf, and walked back to
the worktable, where she set it down carefully.


"What I'm about to do breaks the
rules," she said.  "You haven't passed your second circle tests, and
I shouldn't even be showing you this book.  You can't touch it, but I will
teach you a couple of spells from it."


"Why?"


"Because your friend Gill is being a
prick.  And because if he beats you up too badly, it will take longer for you
to master your second circle training.  And because... because unlike me, Susan
might actually be in love with you."


Don snapped upright at that thought. 
Veronica intentionally did not notice his expression, and began to chant the
decryption spell on the book in front of her.  She finished it off, and then
turned to the necessary page.


"We'll start with this.  Now pay
close attention, because you may have trouble doing these spells..."
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Don had spent the last two nights over at
Veronica's house, learning the few spells she was willing to let him see.  He
hoped it would be enough.  He didn't want to hurt Gill, but he didn't want to
wind up in the hospital himself, either.  He spent his morning switching
between meditating on his magic, and moving around to bleed off tension and
keep himself loose.  He knew he was heavily outmatched; Gill was a jock as well
as a nerd, and Don had no hope of beating him in a straight-up match.


He wondered, briefly, if it was really
fair to 'cheat' by using magic, but then realized that fair didn't really enter
into this fight, as the whole point of it wasn't really 'fair.'  They were
fighting because Gill wanted to dictate the actions of two other people, both
of whom objected to having their actions dictated.  Don had taken the time to
talk to Susan about the matter, and while she was worried about what would
happen, she admitted that she wanted to keep seeing Don, so what was about to
happen would eventually have to take place.


Shortly before two o'clock, Katie came
out into the back yard.  She looked at Don for a moment, and then walked to his
side, disrupting his meditation.  He was almost irritated, until he saw who it
was.


"Hey, Katie," he said softly.


"Do you have to do this?" she
asked.


"Gill's not giving me much choice."


"You're going to get hurt."


"Probably."


"Then why?"


"You'll have to talk to Susan about
it."  No one had, as yet, told Katie exactly what was going on.  She only
knew that suddenly, a large rift had formed in the group of her friends, and
she was confused and frightened.  Don looked at her, and then hugged her.  He
had to be careful; he was still used to hugging her in a far friendlier manner,
but she wouldn't understand that here.


"I'll be as careful as I can."


Katie turned as she heard the doorbell. 
She'd left the back door open for just that reason.  She went inside, leaving
Don to sort out his thoughts.  Susan came out to the back with Julie in tow. 
They both looked scared.


"Don, you can't do this," Susan
said.  "He's been working out extra-hard all week, and he's pissed.  I'm
afraid he's going to really hurt you."


"Donny, don't do this," Julie
cried.  Don reached over and hugged her, rubbing her back.  Susan looked
enviously at the two, but she wasn't sure what she should do in front of Kate.


"Susan, I need to talk to you,"
Kate said, her voice a little hard.  Don looked up, and Susan caught his eye. 
He shrugged, and then Susan turned.  He went back to trying to console Julie.


 


-----


 


In the kitchen, Kate directed Susan to a
chair, and she sat across the table from her.  "Okay, what the fuck is
this all about?"


Susan stammered for a second, which was
very uncharacteristic of her.  "Kate... I slept with your brother."


"You did what?" Kate
asked incredulously.  "When?"


"Wednesday night."


"Huh.  'Archery practice,' huh?"


"Well, he hits the target pretty
good..." Susan said without thinking, then blushed beet-red.


Kate choked.  She couldn't believe that
Susan had said that about her brother.  Next, she felt her body flush at the
thought of it, but she had to push that aside; it was inappropriate.


"And Gill found out?"


"I told him.  I was... getting even
with him."


"You used my brother?  Does
he know?" Katie demanded very angrily.


Susan nodded quickly.  "I told him
right after we... you know.  I wasn't sure I wanted to tell Gill after that. 
Don told me to go ahead.  He said... well, he said that if I'd laid him in
particular to get even with Gill, then it made little sense not to finish what
I'd started."


"So this is all your fault."


Susan hung her head.  "Yeah.  I didn't
really expect Don to do this.  I figured he'd back away when Gill threatened
him."


"Why don't you leave him
alone, then?"


Susan looked up at her friend, and
blushed.  "I... I can't."


"Why not?"


"Kate... you'd... I mean, I can't
really explain it.  I'm not suggesting this, don't get me wrong, but you'd just
have to sleep with him to understand.  There's something about Don, and it only
seems to dawn on you after you've been to bed with him... I don't know. 
Really.  Maybe I was just ignoring it until then.  Maybe you already see it in
him.  But... shit, I don't know, Kate.  I just know he's the first guy I've
ever cared about who actually cared about me."


Kate sat for a long minute, thinking. 
She tried very hard to ignore the tingles in her nether regions, imagining her
brother and Susan in bed together.  She shook her head to clear the image, and
focus on the problem.


"There's nothing we can do, is
there?"


"No.  I'm sorry.  If I didn't feel
so damned attached to Don all of a sudden... I wish I could explain that to you
better, but I don't really get it myself.  And Gill won't back off."


"You remember the thing last
Saturday, with Julie?"


Susan nodded.


"I don't think Gill would let Don
have any kind of permanent girlfriend.  I think he's too jealous."


Susan nodded again.  "I think it's
just... I mean, the idea... you know that Gill wants to screw me, don't you?" 
Kate nodded.  "I gave Don something Gill wants, so he feels betrayed by
both of us.  I didn't really think he'd do this, Kate.  I swear."


"Your brother's been acting a little
weird lately."


Susan shrugged.  "Not really... it's
just showing more than usual while he's around you guys."


"Oh."


Just then, the doorbell rang.  Susan
walked out to the back yard, and Kate went to get the door.  It was, as
expected, Gill.


"He's out back," she said.


Gill looked hard at her, and then walked
past her.  She followed at a safe distance, all the way out to the back yard. 
She stayed at the entrance to the kitchen, in case she needed to grab the phone
quickly.  She was very scared for her brother.


"I'll give you one last chance to
back off.  You promise to stay away from Susan, I won't have to break you in
half."


"Even if I was inclined to stop
dating your sister, which I'm not, I'm not about to let you run my life like
that."


Gill's jaw set, and his expression
darkened.  Don was trying to decide exactly what to do when Gill leapt forward
and connected with a left hook.  Don went tumbling to the ground.  Julie
screamed as he tried to shake his head clear.  Gill kicked him in the side,
causing him to roll over and over.  He stopped face up, right next to the
fence.  He looked over and saw Gill moving toward him.  Don pivoted himself, and
managed to get into a sitting position against the fence.  When Gill saw him
moving, he slowed down a little.


This was the wrong thing for Gill to do,
as it gave Don time to think.  He prepped himself for an illusion spell, one of
the simplest he knew.  Gill, seeing that Don wasn't moving, decided it was time
to move in for the kill.  He got to just within range, and Don's hand shot out
and he quietly muttered the end of the spell.


Gill saw a blinding flash of light, and
his eyes hurt.  Just then, Don moved forward, and kicked out, connecting with
the inside of Gill's knee.  Gill collapsed to the ground, his legs taken out
from under him.


Don knew that he hadn't done any major
damage to Gill; he wasn't strong enough on his own for that.  He'd merely gotten
him off balance, which bought Don some time.  He scrambled to his feet and
quickly moved away from Gill, back into the center of the yard.  To the girls,
it appeared as if Don had thrown dirt into Gill's face, for they had not seen
the flash, which had been directed solely at Gill.


Don stood, waiting, as Gill moved back to
his feet.  He knew that, rightfully, he should have kicked or hit Gill while he
was down; that was the smart thing to do, to disable his opponent quickly.  He
couldn't do it, however.  Gill was still his friend, and he wouldn't fight him
in that way.  Besides, he had his conscience to think about, and if he did that
to Gill, then Gill would be right in holding a grudge.


Gill glared at Don, blinking his eyes and
trying to stare away the pain that the flash had caused.  Gill noticed that Don
was doing something weird with his hand, but since it wasn't dangerous, he
ignored it.


At least, Gill thought it wasn't
dangerous.  Don was actually casting a very complicated third-circle spell that
he only hoped he had right, since he'd only been able to practice it for two
days.  It was a confusion spell that would affect Gill's balance and
coordination.


Gill moved toward Don, but as Don's hand
kept moving in that strange way, he felt himself getting a little dizzy.  He
fought through it, but it was getting harder to move in a straight line.  He
got within an arm's length of him, and threw a clumsy right cross that entirely
failed to connect with anything more solid than air.


Don, seeing that Gill was off-balance
from the missed punch, swung on Gill, connecting with his jaw.  Don's hit wasn't
strong enough to do much to Gill other than piss him off, under normal
circumstances, but as dizzy as he was already, the punch knocked him right to
the ground.  Don backed away again, moving away from where the girls were
standing, so they wouldn't get caught up in this stupidity.


Finally, Gill struggled to his feet. 
Since Don had stopped casting the spell, Gill's head was clearing.  Now he had
a sore knee and a sore jaw, and a very sore ego.  He moved toward Don
purposefully, clearly intent on doing him harm.


Don waited until he was close enough, and
then he threw it.  It was a small plastic ball, and he launched it out of his
hand in an underhand motion, right past Gill's head.  He never intended for it
to connect, and it didn't.  The swift motion of the ball, however, distracted
Gill for a second, which was what Don needed.  He finished chanting the
strength spell that Veronica had taught him.  It would only last a few seconds,
at his current level of magical ability, but hopefully he wouldn't need more. 
Stepping forward, he slammed his fist as hard as he could into Gill's solar
plexus.


Gill was stunned.  He couldn't breathe;
the air had whooshed out of him when he'd been hit, and he couldn't seem to get
any more back into his lungs.


Since when can that fucker hit this
hard?  Gill dropped to his knees, gasping for air.  He saw Don in his
peripheral vision, and lunged at him, hoping to make a last-ditch effort at
getting him to the ground where he could choke the life out of him, but Don
managed to slip well out of reach.  Gill spent two minutes trying to get air
back into his lungs, slowly able to breathe again.  He staggered to his feet,
unsteady and still very angry.


Gill looked very surprised when Don
pulled out his yo-yo.  They had all played with the stupid things when they
were little kids, but Don had kept his fascination with the toy throughout his
teen years.  He was excellent with it, but what the hell was he doing with it now?


"You might not know," Don said,
bouncing the toy up and down in its normal motion, "how the yo-yo came
about.  I won't bore you with the entire history, but let me just say that the
yo-yo started out as a weapon.  It was a hunting tool."


Don stepped just slightly closer to Gill,
and moved so fast that Gill could barely see him.  The move was magically
augmented by another third-circle spell.  Gill felt something whip across his
hair, and then heard a slap.  His eyes were finally able to focus, and he saw
the yo-yo sitting firmly in Don's grasp.


"Three inches or so lower, and it
would have hit you in the temple.  This isn't a standard Duncan, by the way. 
This sucker's made of stainless steel.  I got it from a professional yo-yo
master.  Yes, there is such a thing.  I got it because I thought it was cool. 
I never realized I'd need to actually use it against someone.


"I'm not going to fight you
anymore.  Sooner or later, you would hurt me, or I'd hurt you, and then our
parents would get involved, all sorts of grounding and explanations and
bullshit like that.  I don't feel like it.


"So, here's how it goes.  You can
try to attack me again, but I've got a weapon now, and you know how well I can
make this thing fly.  If I hit you with this at full speed, it's going to hurt
like hell.   Of course, you could get lucky and I'll miss.  Or you could just
have some goddamned brains and drop it!  I'll continue to see Susan as long as
she wants to go out with me.  Whether you beat me up or not, it won't change
that.


"So what's it going to be?" Don
said, bouncing the yo-yo again, then dropping it and letting it spin at the end
for a long moment, looking deep into Gill's eyes.


"You fucking asshole," Gill
said.  He heard the slap of the yo-yo into Don's hand; it was completely ready
to be used.  Gill stormed off, moving to the gate to the front yard.  He opened
it and walked through it, slamming it behind him.  In a few moments, they heard
a car engine roar to life, and squealing tires announced his departure.


Don stood still, trying to recover from
the idea that he'd survived this little battle.  Julie was soon at his side,
and Susan was close behind.  They each squeezed an arm, and rubbed his back. 
Susan leaned in and kissed him on the cheek, then turned his face to hers and
kissed him softly on the lips.  He kissed back, still slightly dazed.


After Susan let him go, Katie stood in
front of him and stared at him.


"You don't have a stainless
steel yo-yo.  I've seen your entire collection."


"You're right.  I don't.  But we did
have some chrome paint in the garage."  He handed her the yo-yo, which was
a standard plastic butterfly-style yo-yo, only painted to look like blue
chrome.


"You bluffed him?" Susan
said incredulously.


"Did you think I wanted to get my
head handed to me?  I can't fight Gill.  He's my friend... or was; I'm not so
sure now... but even playing some dirty tricks, I can't fight him."  He
looked down, and both of the girls nearest him squeezed his arms tighter in
support.


"I didn't like doing this," he
said to no one in particular.


"You want to go somewhere?"
Susan asked.  "Get your mind off it?"


Don shook his head negatively.


"How about with Julie?" Susan
offered.


Don raised an eyebrow at her.  "No. 
Sorry, girls, I'm just not much in the mood right now.  I think I just lost my
best friend.  I just want to be alone."


Don kissed each of the girls at his side,
and then went back into the house.  The three girls stared at each other,
unsure of what they should do.


 


-----


 


A couple hours later, Katie walked
quietly into Don's bedroom.  He hadn't bothered to shut the door all the way,
and that usually meant he wouldn't mind if she came in.  She found him sitting
on the bed, his head leaned back against the wall, his eyes closed.  She knew
he wasn't asleep, but could see that he was instead trying to think things
through.


Katie walked over and sat down on the
bed.  Don's head tilted forward, and he opened his eyes.  She smiled at him,
but he couldn't return the gesture.  She understood.


"Two friends in just a few weeks. 
One dead, and the other wants me dead."


Katie slid all the way onto the bed,
turning to face him as she did.  She slipped up against him, and laid her head
on his shoulder.  Don's arm automatically came around to hold her, snuggling
her tightly.


"Maybe Gill will forgive you."


"I doubt it."


"Maybe Susan will... uh... find
another boyfriend, and he'll forget this happened."


Don sat for a long moment.  "She
told you, didn't she."


Katie nodded.


"Are you mad?"


"No."


"Thank you."


"For what?"


"I couldn't handle you being mad at
me just now."


Katie squeezed him more tightly.


"Don't worry, Big Brother.  You've
always got me."
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Chapter 16


 


As Don walked up to Veronica's door, his
mind mulled over the last few weeks.  Ever since he'd had that fight with Gill,
the tension between them had been high.  Gill had made several hostile
gestures, shoving Don in the halls and other minor incidents that he had not
bothered reciprocating, or in fact reporting.  Don figured Gill was entitled to
a little ill feeling, but he hoped he wouldn't push it to the brink again.  The
two had not said a civil word to each other in all that time, but they'd also
not had to threaten each other again.  Don feared that this was the best he
could hope for.


Don was still mulling this over as he
rang the bell.  His mind wandered over all the events again, wondering if he
could have easily done anything different.  He had just come to the conclusion
- again - that there really was nothing else he could have done when the door
opened.


Without thinking, or even looking, he
said, "Hey, Sweetheart."


"Well!  Aunt Veronica said
you were affectionate, but really!  We barely know each other!"


Don blushed crimson as he saw a beautiful
young lady standing before him.  He felt that she couldn't be more than a
couple years older than he was.  Her dirty blonde hair flowed down just past
her shoulders, and her green eyes evaluated him with a friendly twinkle.  There
was something amazingly familiar in her face, but he couldn't begin to place
her.


"I'm sorry!  I didn't expect someone
else to answer the door.  I...uh... have we met?"


"Yes, we have.  Come on in." 
The young lady stepped aside to let him in, and then she closed the door.


"I'm sorry," Don said again. 
"I can't place you.  What's your name?"


The young lady held out her hand. 
"Amelia Norris.  Please call me Amy."


Don shook her hand gently, as she was a
fairly frail-looking girl.  He still could not place her.  Finally, he let go
of her hand and shook his head.


"It's not coming to me.  Where have
we met?"


"Don't worry about it," she
said with a giggle.  "Come on.  Aunt Veronica is waiting in the
study."


Don tried not to stare at Amy's butt as
she led him to the study, which was what Veronica called the room they normally
worked in.  He saw her smiling at him as he walked in.  He wasn't sure exactly
what to do with a visitor there, but he decided to Hell with it, and he went
over and gave her a warm kiss that lasted for many seconds.


"Mm.  Good to see you, too,"
she said to him softly.  Turning to Amy, she asked, "Did he give you one
of those?"


"No," she said with an
exaggerated pout.


"You're the one who complained when
I called you Sweetheart," Don said, teasing her.  Amy blushed herself, and
giggled.  Veronica raised an eyebrow and smiled at the two of them.


"Amy is here to help you,"
Veronica said finally.


"Oh?" Don asked, serious now. 
He sat up on his usual stool, and looked expectantly at Veronica.


"Your second-circle test is coming
up soon."


"Test?  What kind of a test?"


"In order to move from second circle
to third circle, you have to be tested by some of the higher-level mages."


"There wasn't a test to pass first
level..." Don objected.


"Actually, there was.  If you hadn't
been able to open your spell book, you'd not have joined second circle.  Now
you must be tested in order to join third circle."


"Okay, no problem... what's
wrong?"  Don could see the worried look on both of their faces.


"You only get one shot at it,"
Amy explained.  "If you don't pass the test this time, you'll never
be allowed to join the third circle.  You don't get a second chance on a test
until you try to join the fifth circle."


"You mean if I screw up, for
whatever reason, I'll never become a better magician?"


"That's right.  That's why I asked
Amy to come and work with you.  She just entered third circle a few months
ago.  She remembers exactly what her test was like."


Amy shuddered.  Don began to worry.  Just
what the hell are they going to do to me?


Suddenly, a question occurred to him. 
"Wait... Amy, you've got to be a couple years older than me, at
least..."


"Three."


"So... am I moving too fast?  I
mean, I haven't been at second circle for very long..."


Veronica moved over next to him and took
his hand.  "You are moving a little faster than usual.  Normally we
wouldn't push you to test for third circle for another couple of months.  Amy
got started in her training late.  She was... distracted.  You may be at third
circle for a year or two.  There's a lot more to it.  As you know, first circle
spells were purely illusions.  Second circle spells work on the basic physical
attributes, such as strength, speed, and some coordination.  Third circle
spells focus more on the mental attributes... such as the confusion spell I
taught you to help you fight Gill.  There are also some more advanced physical
spells, such as the timing and aiming spell I taught you.  Amy already knows
about the fight, so you don't have to hide that from her."


Amy walked over and put her hand on his
arm with a smile, to show support.


"Anyway, the point is that the
spells in third circle are trickier to work out, because you must work around
another person's perceptions... their innate balance, or their own clumsiness -
or your own.  Anyway, you may be a third circle magician for quite a
while.  The first two levels are rudimentary, really.  That's why they don't
have a formal test between first and second circle."


Don nodded, a little dizzy at all of
this.  "So... when is my test?  How long do I have to practice?"


"We have a couple of weeks yet, but
they won't tell even me the exact day.  You'll be told when the time
comes."


"Peachy."


"You'll do okay," Amy said
encouragingly.  "C'mon, I prefer working outside, instead of in this
stuffy old room."


Don turned to Veronica, who smiled at
him.  "Go on.  I've grown used to her."


Don followed Amy out into the back yard,
and they spent their afternoon working to perfect what he knew.


 


-----


 


"Hey, Katie," Don said,
entering the living room.  He'd just gotten home from his magic lessons, which
had stretched an extra two hours; he'd missed dinner.


Katie picked up on the worry in his
voice.  "What's the matter?" she asked.


"Huh?" Don replied, startled. 
He realized that he was probably showing his stress, and he waved her off. 
"It's nothing.  Don't worry about it.  I'm gonna get something to
eat."


"Okay," she said.  She sat on
the couch, thinking about it.  She was concerned that Don seemed to be so upset
about things lately.  She had thought that, having the attention of not just
one, but two of her friends, he would be happy.  And when he was with
them, he did seem to be truly happy - a fact that caused her an odd twinge of
jealousy.  She sat wondering what it was that was bothering him.


Gill.  It has to be Gill.  Is there
anything I can do about it?  Maybe.  I hope so.  I'd have to talk to him... can
I do that?  He's not going to want to hear anything I've got to say...
especially not because I'd have to tell him what Susan told me about his
obsession with her... He's liable to get really mad.


But I can't let Donny go on like this,
can I?  It's not bad enough that he lost one friend, does he have to lose
both?  Shit.  I'm gonna have to do something.


That decided, she just had to figure out
when.
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"Focus, Stelwicht!" the coach
bellowed.  Gill did his best, took his steps, hurled the metal sphere through
the air... and it made an unsatisfying thunk! on the ground.


Gill grumbled at himself.  It was only
his second throw of the day, but still...


"Stelwicht, if you weren't our best
shot-putter I'd bench your sorry ass.  Now focus!"


"Yes, sir."  Gill retrieved his
shot put, and lined up again.  He got into his stance, and raised the shot put to
his neck, adjusting his arm until he knew his position was right.  He took
three deep breaths, releasing the frustration and anger he was feeling, letting
his body loosen and prepare for what was to come...


Gill lowered his body, straightening his
left leg.  His hips began to pivot, and all of his frustrations melted into
kinetic energy.  As his body began to stretch, he began to turn his upper body,
his left arm whipping forcefully.  As his body reached the appropriate
position, he thrust his right arm forward, hurling the twelve-pound ball with
all his might.  He grunted as he let out the pent-up energy, and he kept his
eye on the shot put as it left his hand.  He made the necessary maneuvers to
keep himself inside the circle, but he didn't stop watching the sphere as it
arced through the air.


The shot put sailed in its ballistic arc,
and made a satisfying whump! as it hit the ground right next to a small
yellow flag.  This flag marked the best throw ever by a student on this field. 
Gill had just beaten it by six inches.


"Yes!" he screamed,
triumphant.  The others there shouted praise, as well.


"Good job, Stelwicht!" the
coach said, impressed.  "All right, you're done for the day.  Go cool
down, and then hit the showers.  Rest up for our tournament.  Our last chance
to beat Maryville High.  We're counting on you."


"I won't let you down, Coach!" 
Gill had a big grin as he packed his gear quickly, and began a jog to cool
down.  Twenty minutes later, he was coming out of the track area, clean and
feeling good.  One of his buddies was congratulating him on his record.  He
nearly ran into Katie, as she was waiting for him.


"Hi, Gill," she said softly. 
She'd been waiting since school let out.  She had asked Julie to keep her
brother busy, so he wouldn't see her and wonder what she was doing.  Now that
she was here, however, she was feeling very nervous.


"What do you want?" he said,
his tone indicating impatience.  He didn't want to let her ruin his good mood.


"We need to talk," she said. 
She motioned to the picnic tables set up under some trees.  No one knew why
they were there, as the students weren't allowed to eat out here.  Gill glared
at her for a minute, pondering.


What the fuck does she want?  I bet
prick-head sent her to talk to me.  On the other hand, maybe she wants to get
back at him for something!  Hey, turnabout's fair play... I wouldn't mind
fucking her little cunt...  Nah, she'd go to someone else for that... Maybe.  Anyway,
she's probably going to hound me until I listen to her whine or whatever.


"Fine.  See you tomorrow, Ray."


"Yeah, catch ya later."


Gill motioned curtly for her to walk
ahead of him.  She moved quickly over to the tables and sat down.  Gill dumped
his gear on the table and sat across from her.


"Now, what do you want?" he
said impatiently.


Katie hesitated for a long moment, until
it was clear that Gill was about to complain.  "It's about you and
Don."


"That's none of your business,"
he said rudely.


"Whatever upsets my brother is my
business," she said, trying not to think about how uncomfortable she was. 
"You're hurting him, and it's not his fault, and that's just mean!


"You and I both know that Susan
wasn't ever going to sleep with you!" Katie stopped.  She hadn't meant to
put it that way.  She'd meant to approach the subject more calmly, to be more
polite.  However, there it was.


Gill got very quiet for a moment.  Then,
composing himself, he said, "I don't know what you're talking about."


"Oh, horseshit," Katie replied,
bulling on through now that she'd broached the subject.  "Susan's told me
and Julie all about it.  Look, I know that what she did was pretty damn low,
but that's not Donny's fault!"


"He's still sleeping with her, ain't
he?  That makes it his fault."


Katie had to pause for a second.  First
off, she'd felt a twinge of something when Gill had mentioned it, and second,
she wasn't sure at all how to defend that action.  She tried something a little
different.


"Why can't you accept that they care
for each other, and just let it go?"


"Why should I?  He knows
she's doing this just to piss me off!  And he's helping her!"


"That's not how it is at all!  Donny
wouldn't do that to you!  He's with her because he cares about her."


"And Julie, too, I suppose?  He
cares about her, too?"


"Yes, he does," Katie
answered.  Her response was a little weak.  She hadn't had the chance to really
put it all together.  Or, more pointedly, she'd never bothered to do so.


"And I'm supposed to just accept that? 
Say, 'well, gee, guys, go have an orgy, I'll catch you later?'  I don't think
so."


"They don't have orgies!" Katie
said, then blushed just from saying the word.  "I don't even know if
they've ever... you know... in the house."


"It doesn't matter.  He crossed the
line.  He broke the rules."


"And you think you're any better? 
Since when is fighting part of your friendship?  You could have really hurt
him!"


"Yeah, and I should have."


"Dammit, just stay away from my
brother, then!"  Katie admitted defeat.  She hadn't been able to make any
headway in this conversation.


Gill looked at her closely.  "You're
in love with him, too.  Aren't you."  It wasn't a question.


"Of course I love my brother. 
Duh."  Katie affected a valley girl persona for just a second.


"I didn't say you love him,"
Gill said, getting up from the table.  "I said you're in love. 
Christ, what's he got, some kind of fucking magic spell?  Don't bother me again
with this shit."


"Gill..."


"Don't," he said, raising a
finger to her to silence her, "bother me again."


Katie sat still as he walked off.  She
was very confused now.  It was a long time before she got up and went home.
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Don swung around to evade, but not fast
enough.  He got cocked upside the head with a softball, which was luckily not
thrown at any really great speed.


"Ow!" he yelped, rubbing his
temple.


Amy came quickly to his side, to examine
the wound.  She sighed softly.  "Sorry.  You really should have been able
to avoid that throw.  What spell did you choose to cast?"


Don blushed.  "I hadn't decided on
one yet."


Amy rolled her eyes at him.  "Any
spell of the right class would have been better than none at all.  Consider: I
won't let you use your eyes, so any spell involving your sight is probably
useless.  What else can you use to sense the ball coming at you?"


Don stood for a moment, a frown of
concentration on his face as he thought it over.  He knew he depended on his
eyes in a fight, but didn't everybody?  Amy waited patiently while he
considered.  Suddenly, she began to hum the theme to Jeopardy.


"Stop that!" Don said crossly. 
Amy began to hum softer, but she didn't stop.  When he looked at her crossly,
she lowered her voice again, until her hum was just barely audible.  Don was about
to snap at her when he finally got the point.


"I can hear it coming, can't
I?"


"With the right spell," Amy
replied with a smile.


Don sighed.  "Okay.  Sorry, I know
I'm cranky.  Life is a bitch right now."


Amy put her hand on his shoulder. 
"I'm sorry.  Just a little more, and we'll quit for the day."


Don nodded, then turned around.  Amy went
and retrieved the softball, and stood behind him.  She saw him utter the spell,
but she didn't throw right away.  She counted to twenty, then lobbed the ball at
him.  A slowly moving ball makes less noise than a fast-moving one, and so she
felt if he could hear this, he could avoid an actually dangerous one.


Don didn't move for half the ball's arc,
and Amy began to worry.  Then suddenly he whirled out of the way, and, in fact,
reached out to catch the ball in flight.  He wasn't blindfolded, but he knew
better than to cheat on the test.  However, catching the ball wasn't part of
the test; he was merely showing off.


Amy grinned broadly at him.  He tossed
the ball from hand to hand with a smile on his face, proud of himself.  Neither
he nor Amy saw the incoming object.


The ball hit Don squarely between the
shoulder blades, and felled him to the ground rather hard.  Amy screamed, and
ran to him.  She knelt down to help him, and rolled him over.


"Are you all right?" she cried.


"Ugh.  Anyone get the license of the
truck?"


Amy looked up accusingly.  "Aunt
Veronica!  You could really have hurt him!"


"They're not going to go easy on him
during the test, dear.  He needs to be ready for them at all times."


Amy stood up, fuming.  "In the test,
he'll be expecting to be attacked from more than one direction without
warning!  You never told him - or me! - that you were going to interfere
in today's training!"


Veronica backed off a little, raising her
hands in supplication.  She had not quite expected her niece's strong negative
response.  Amy glared at her for a long moment, then, turning so fast that her
hair whirled, she knelt back down to look after Don.


"Are you okay?  Can you get
up?"


"I think so."


Amy took his arm and tugged, helping him
to get to his feet.  He staggered just a bit, but he let Amy hold onto him
until he gained his stability.  She held onto him after that, as well.


"We need to take a look at your back. 
Lord knows what kind of bruising that caused," she said acidly, glaring
over her shoulder at her aunt.


"I'll be okay," he said, not
wanting to blame anyone.


"Sure you will.  As soon as we've
healed that, you'll be fine.  Don't argue with me."


Don knew better than to do so, anyway. 
They'd been working together every day for the last week, and he'd been foolish
enough to argue with her on more than one occasion.  He had lost on all counts.


Amy led him into the downstairs bathroom,
and ordered him to remove his shirt.  He did so, setting it on the vanity.  She
had him turn around, and he was a little worried when she gasped.


"I'm going to kill her," Amy
muttered under her breath.


"Is it really that bad?" he
asked.  It stung, but he thought maybe he was still a little numb from the
shock.


"Yes.  You're going to need to stand
still.  I'm not a very good healer yet.  This may take a while."


"Okay."  He wondered why she
didn't just make Veronica fix it, but then he realized that would be an
offensive notion to Amy, who was acting as his protector and trainer, while
Veronica was trying to play the part of the testers.


Don shivered when Amy put her hands on
his back, one on each shoulder blade.  She began a slow, quiet chant that
repeated many times.  After about the third cycle of the chant, he began to
feel an icy cold spread between her hands, to cover the bruised area.  He
shivered slightly, but it wasn't very unpleasant, so he didn't mind.  After a
couple more cycles, the icy sensation was replaced with a tingling energy that
felt as if it was penetrating deep into his body.  The energy traveled the
length of his spine, and up into his skull, where it felt as if his nerves were
over-energized.  It was an unpleasant sensation, but he found he couldn't move
now if he wanted to.


Amy continued her chant, oblivious to
whatever discomfort the spell itself caused him.  After about five more cycles
of the verse, she stopped chanting, though she left her hands in place.  She
looked closely, and what had been a horrible red spot that had already begun to
turn black was now a fading yellow-brown.  She could not heal the thing
entirely on her own, so she had instilled a pain blocker for the next day or
so.  This was at the very edge of her training; she hadn't learned all the
spells yet.  She was tired from the effort, but gratified that it seemed to
have worked.


Suddenly, Don felt the tingling energy
wash from his body, and he could move again.  He slumped suddenly, his body
rebelling from having to be that rigid.  He could still feel Amy's hands on his
body, but she didn't seem to be doing anything at this point.  Carefully, he
turned around.  Amy's hands stayed more or less where they were, sliding across
his skin.  He looked down at her once he was facing her, and smiled.  She
looked back up at him wearily.


"Thanks," he said softly.


Amy smiled at him.  "My
pleasure."  She let her fingers feel the muscles beneath them.  he was by
no means a jock, but the last few weeks had certainly given him some tone.  Her
fingers absently traced light patterns in his skin.


Don shivered at her touch, and
instinctively put his arms around her.  She didn't recoil, but instead slipped
her hands around to his back.  She leaned against him, and sighed softly.  Don
was comfortable holding her.  He leaned back against the vanity, pulling her
with him.  She came easily, and then looked up at him.


Without a word, he kissed her softly,
their lips pressing lightly against each other for a long moment.  Finally,
their lips parted, and she smiled warmly at him.


"That was nice," she said
quietly.


"Yeah," he replied. 
"Where do I know you from?  It's really bugging me."


Amy grinned impishly.  "I'll tell
you later.  C'mon, you better get dressed, or Aunt Veronica might get jealous
and come looking for you."


Don blushed, but eventually let Amy go
and grabbed his shirt, slipping it on stiffly; his back didn't hurt, but it
didn't want to work fluidly, either.  Amy noticed.


"The stiffness, I can't do anything
about.  Sorry."


"It's okay," he said, leaning
down to kiss her again.  He put his arm around her for just a moment as they
left the bathroom, and then they separated, as it was time for them to get back
to the business at hand.
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Gill spent the next few days stewing over
Katie's intrusion into what he considered to be none of her business.  How
dare that bitch try to tell me what to do!


Another part of him, however, told him
quietly that he had to come to some kind of resolution.  His anger was
beginning to cost him sleep, and it was ruining his concentration for sports
and school.  He considered for an entire afternoon what he should do about the
problem before coming to a decision.


That night, about an hour before bed, he
knocked on Susan's door.


"Yeah, what?" she called out,
knowing it had to be him from the tempo of his knock.  He opened the door,
walked in, and closed it behind him.  The last thing he needed was for his
parents to hear this conversation.


"You and I need to talk," he
said sourly.


"Okay, so talk," Susan said,
swiveling her chair to stare at him.  Gill was uncomfortable with her gaze,
which was openly hostile.


Gill began to pace, which wasn't easy in
her small room.  He said, "For the last few weeks, I've had to watch you
falling all over Don.  It's disgusting.  Why he would ever let you use him to
hurt me like that..."


Susan interrupted.  "I'm not using
him to do anything.  I did that once.  It had... unexpected results."


Gill looked at her angrily. 
"Bullshit!  What, you're going to sit here and tell me you love him?  Him? 
You've been making fun of him as bad as you have me ever since you two
met!"


Susan stared at him for a long moment. 
Finally, she said, "Things change."


"Yeah, like my best friend suddenly
stabbing me in the back."


Susan sighed audibly.  "Why are you
bothering me with this?  It sounds like your problem is with Don, not with
me."


"My problem is with both of you!"
he said, his voice rising.  "What the hell did I ever do to you to-"


Susan cut him off.  "Oh please.
 You whine and complain about this, but let's not forget who started it! 
Remember I did it the first time to get even with you!  With the shit you
pulled, you had it coming!"


"And now?" Gill demanded
angrily.


"Now has nothing to do with
you, as far as I'm concerned."


"You expect me to believe
that?"


"I don't give a flying fuck whether
you believe it or not.  My life is my business, not yours.  I will date and/or
sleep with whoever I damn well please."


"Do you really hate me that
much?" he asked.


Susan immediately answered, "Yes. 
You're a jerk.  You've been drooling at me since the day I moved into this
fucking house.  You disgust me.  I know what you want from me, and you're never
going to get it.  I might not have minded if you were a decent person, but
you're an asshole.  All you wanted was a fucktoy.  The reason I'm still
sleeping with Don is because he treats me nice.  He really cares about me, he
makes me feel good.  All you want is to beat me, to come out on top.  You're
only interested in winning.  Now get the hell out of my room.  I don't
need to answer to you!"


Gill stared at her for a long moment in
silence.  She glared at him harshly, barely blinking.  Finally, his jaw set
tightly, he turned around and left.


Gill moved down the hallway to his room,
and, closing the door, went to sit on the bed.  His sister's words had stung
deeply.  He knew she didn't like him, but the level of her disgust had never
been clearer to him than now.


What hurt more than that was his fear
that she might be right.  He'd seen her as a competitor since the day she had
moved in.  Was my obsession with her my plan for putting her in her place? 
He didn't know, but he needed to find out.
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Don was in his room, studying for his
final exams with Julie.  They were not in the same grade, but she had wanted to
be near him while she studied, and he wasn't going to object.  Susan had told
him about her confrontation with Gill, and he was a little concerned that this
meant Gill would soon return to overt bullying.  He couldn't let himself worry
about it just now, however, as Julie was struggling with her math, and he'd
promised to help her.


The two had just resorted to kissing in
order to relieve stress, when there was a knock at the door.  Don grumbled good
naturedly, and Julie giggled.


"C'mon in," he said.


The door opened to reveal Katie, with the
cordless phone in her hand.


"Donny, you've got a phone call from
that game lady."


Don arched his eyebrows in surprise, and
reached for the phone.


"Veronica, hi!" Don said with
mock cheerfulness.


"You must be at my house tomorrow at
one o'clock.  Don't come any earlier than that.  Expect to be gone for at least
three hours."


Julie could feel Don's body shiver. 
"Okay.  I'll be there."


"Good.  Don?"


"Yes?"


"Try to relax."


"Right."


They said their good-byes and Don handed
the phone back to Katie.


"What's the matter?" Julie
managed to ask first.


"Uh... nothing to worry about.  Just
some stuff to work out with Veronica.  I won't be able to spend time with you
tomorrow, something's come up and she needs me to work on it with her."


"Oh," Julie said, pouting. 
Katie could tell that she had interrupted something, and so she made a quiet
departure.  Seeing that, and silently thanking her, Julie moved closer to Don.


"So, where were we?" she asked,
her hand running across his back.


Don smiled at her, and leaned in. 
"About right here, I think," he said as his lips touched hers.


Veronica did tell him to relax...
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Gill slammed his fist into the bag, over
and over.  His eyes were focused intently on the spot in front of him.  He knew
that he had to come to a decision.


You just lost the track meet because
you were too goddamned preoccupied with this shit!  It's going to eat you
alive!


His hands continued to pummel the heavy
bag.  He was trying to work out his frustration here at the gym, rather than
take it home, where he might get in trouble for lashing out at someone -
probably Susan - in his anger.


Shit, what made you think you could
handle her?  You can't even control yourself!


That one sentence froze his hand as it
smacked the bag.  His eyes went blank as he realized what he'd just thought.


Is she right?  Did I simply want to
control her?  Is it possible that I just didn't like that she wouldn't be
bossed around, like I regularly do to John?  Is it really that fucking stupid?


Gill stepped back away from the bag, and
breathed heavily.  He had to sort this out, and do it now.  He walked over to
the treadmill, and set it for a jogging speed.  He began his jog, thinking
things over.


So I can't have her.  So what?  Is
that really such a fucking big deal?  I mean, yeah, Don's being an asshole by
not breaking it off...  But why do I care in the first place?  The bitch has
never liked me...


As Gill's thoughts kept running faster
and faster, he turned up the speed dial on the treadmill.  After only five
minutes, he was in a full-out run.  The people in the gym with him could see
that he wasn't really paying attention to anything.  The manager of the
facility decided to keep an eye on him.  Gill noticed none of it.


They're doing what they want to do. 
Why is it my business to tell them they can't?  Okay, they're both doing it
mainly to piss me off... or at least it seems like that.  So, should I let them
win?  If I remain mad, they get the best of me, don't they?


But dammit, why'd she have to do
that?  And now?  It's not like Don and I were exactly on good terms to begin
with... what with him fucking that little whore, Julie...


Am I jealous?  He's getting laid by
two different girls, I'm not getting anything.  Is it that?  Hell, yes, she's a
slut, but would I have turned Julie down?  I wasn't going to do the whole big
brother act like he did... hell, I don't know what the fuck he was thinking...
unless he did it just to get in her pants...  But damn, she's got to be good in
bed, after all the practice...


Am I so self-centered that I can't let
him have fun without me?  We've been best friends for years... I've thrown that
away over... a girl.  Shit, if I'd gotten in Susan's pants, or any other
girl's, would I be spending my Saturdays waiting around on him? 
Probably not...


It was this final admission that broke
things for Gill.  He nearly tripped as he finally set the machine to slow to a
stop.  He was winded, and sweaty, and nearly exhausted.  He wobbled slightly as
he got off the machine, and headed for the showers.


Don may be wrong to do what he's
doing.  Or it might just be that I still don't get it.  Either way, Gill me
boy, you fucked up first.


He decided what to do about it while he
was showering.




 





-----


 


Don didn't have a chance to ring the bell
this time, as Amy was waiting for him on the steps.  He walked up calmly, but
he could see the worried expression on her face.


As a way of relieving her fears, he said,
"Hey, Sweetheart," repeating his line from the first time they'd met. 
Amy smiled at him warmly, this time, and she gave him a ferocious hug.  He
leaned back just slightly, and gave her a soft kiss.  She extended that, using
her hands to hold his mouth to hers.  Her tongue requested - and received -
entrance to his mouth, and they spent a solid minute just kissing on the porch.


When they finally broke off for breath,
Don continued to hold onto her.  She didn't pull away or resist him at all.


"You're worried," he said
quietly.


Amy nodded.


"Is the test really that
tough?"


"I had nightmares about mine for a
week afterward."


"What was it?"


"You know I'm not allowed to tell
you about it.  But everybody's is different.  The test is decided upon by the
examiners.  I don't know any of your examiners, so I don't know what they might
do.  Please, be careful, and remember what we've practiced."


Don kissed her again, drawing her against
him tightly.  He did it not only for her own comfort, but because he was
growing anxious himself, and needed her support.  She gladly gave it, and they
were still kissing when the door opened.


"I told you that you'd have no
trouble keeping him outside," Veronica said with a soft chuckle.  Amy
blushed, but Don was now too nervous to worry about it.  He still hadn't let
Amy go.


"Is it time?" he asked
Veronica.  She nodded.


Don turned, releasing Amy.  He felt her
hand clasp his, and he squeezed gently, keeping hold of her as they walked into
the house.  Veronica led them back to the study, and it was at that point that
he had to let go of Amy.  He was directed to a silver circle that had been laid
on the floor.  He stepped into the middle of it, and was immediately surrounded
by a green glow.


Don turned, to see that Amy and Veronica
had taken positions on either side of the room.  These were marked by squares,
but neither of them was surrounded by a glow.  He turned back to face forward,
at Amy's direction.


Three figures stepped forward, out of the
darkened corner of the room.  They were wearing cloaks with the hoods up,
obscuring their faces.


"What is the name of the one who
comes before us?" the one on the left intoned.


It was a long moment before Don got his
voice to work.  "Donald White," he said finally.


The one on the right asked, "And
these are your sponsors?"  He motioned to where Veronica and Amy were
standing.


Don sensed a trap.  More than that, he
didn't really know what responsibilities a 'sponsor' might have in this test. 
He said, "I have not asked them, because I did not know I needed
sponsors.  I can't put them in that position without knowing more than I
know."


The three before him were silent for a
moment.  The center magician, who turned out to be a woman, spoke.


"Well said, Mr. White.  Miss
Melchior, Miss Norris, do you willingly sponsor this individual?"


"Yes, Mistress," they said in
unison.


"Very well.  Mr. White, you are to
be given your examination today.  Should you complete this examination
favorably, you will pass into the third circle of this guild.  Should you fail,
you will never pass into the third circle.  If you leave now, not having
taken the test, you may not apply to retake it for another year.  Knowing these
things, do you wish to proceed?"


Don thought about it for a long moment. 
Veronica told him he was ready; Amy had confidence in him... but she was also
worried.  The deciding factor, however, was that he wasn't about to put up with
another year of this dread.  He nodded to her.


"Very well.  You will now be
transported into another location.  There, you will be tested.  Please prepare
yourself."


Don closed his eyes, and took a deep
breath.  As he opened them to tell her he was ready, he shouted in surprise. 
The room he had been standing in had been replaced by a forest.  He was
standing on a path.  He turned around, and found himself to be alone.


"Walk along the path toward the
ravine," a voice from the nothingness called out.


Don walked very slowly and carefully,
looking for traps.  The voice, sensing his hesitation, spoke soothingly.


"You need not fear.  Your test has
not yet begun.  Stop when you reach the ravine."


Don took that for what it was worth, and
walked out of the forest.  The ravine in question was at least sixty feet
across.  There was a rope-bridge stretched across.  On the other side of the
ravine, he saw a tower.  His eyes followed the tower up, until they came to a
window.  He thought he saw something in the window, but couldn't make it out.


A quick spell sharpened his vision to the
point of not needing binoculars.  He could clearly make out Amy's face.  He
could see that she was chained in such a position as to be specifically visible
from where he stood.


"What the hell is this?" he
screamed into the air.


"Your test," Veronica said from
off to his side.  Don whirled at the sound of her voice.


"What's Amy got to do with it?"
he accused.


"She is your primary sponsor, at her
own insistence.  That means she has put herself in jeopardy during your test. 
If you do not rescue her within three hours, she may be seriously harmed."


Veronica cast a spell, and a floating
countdown appeared beside Don's head.


"Since you chose not to wear a
watch, I'm allowed to give you a clock.  I cannot help you.  I cannot even give
advice, once you start.  I am allowed to give general advice right now.


"I don't know what they've put
between you and Amy.  I don't know any of the specifics of the test.  My advice
is mainly what I was told.  Always pay attention to even minor details.  Cast
spells you think you will need before you need them.  Never assume that
anything is exactly what it appears to be.  You are still on Earth; the normal
rules of physics apply.  Remember what you've learned, and don't let Amy's
predicament distract you.  If you do, it will only slow you down, and perhaps
prevent you from succeeding.


"You have three hours from right...now,"
she said, and the countdown clock began ticking backward.  "Good
luck."


Don wasted no further time, but turned
back to the rope bridge.  Well, it seems straightforward enough, he
thought to himself.  He assumed that all the real danger would be inside the
tower.


Before making any moves, Don cast a few
basic spells to increase his strength, speed, and agility.  Having that done,
he walked toward the bridge.


The test almost ended as quickly as it
had begun, as Don attempted to step onto a bridge that wasn't really there.  He
plunged off the cliff, and only his magically augmented agility allowed him to
twist around and grab an outcropping of rock.  His body slammed against the
side of the cliff.  The air whooshed out of him, but he held fast, his
temporarily greater strength aiding him.


Don cursed himself repeatedly and loudly
as he clung to the cliff face.  He was angry that he'd fallen for the very first
illusion they'd thrown at him.


No more.  That's the last time you get
my goat!  He looked down, and realized he was hanging off the side of a
two-hundred foot cliff.  He would have to climb down.  Quickly, he cast a
stamina spell; this was far more work than he was used to undertaking.  Having
perked up his energy, he began to move down the sheer rock wall.


As Don's feet touched solid ground, he
breathed a sigh of relief.  The climb had been strenuous, even with the aid of
the spell, and he was sweating profusely.  He chanced a look at the countdown,
and cringed.  He had less than two and a half hours to complete his quest.  If
he had to climb up the other side of this ravine... he would probably not make
it.


Looking across, he saw, about a hundred yards
away, an opening in the rock.


Maybe that leads to some kind of
stairway, or is at least easier to climb than the face of the rock would be.


Now, of course, his only challenge was
the twenty feet of swiftly-flowing river separating him from the other side of
the ravine.  He stared at it for a minute, wondering if it might be an
illusion, as well, to slow him down.  He concentrated on it, and it certainly appeared
real... but he wanted to make absolutely sure.


Picking up a rock, Don hurled it into the
river.  A resounding splash occurred, and he was standing close enough - on
purpose - that it got him wet.  That was all he needed to know; the river was
real.  So, how to cross it?


Don walked down his side of the river
until he was across from the rock opening.  He saw a sloping pathway leading
upward, set into the rock.  He knew that was his only way back up to the
tower.  Now, he just had to get over there.


Twenty feet.  Can I jump it? 
Looking behind him, he had only fifteen feet to get a running start.  It wasn't
enough, even with a spell.  He pondered for a moment, pacing back and forth.  


Finally, his thoughts centered on one of
the few trees that had grown down here.  This one was dead and rotting, but
quite tall.  It was growing right at the edge of the river.  He walked over and
gave it a tentative shove; it was real enough, and it swayed ever so slightly
from his push.


Casting another strength-augmentation
spell - one that he could not keep up for more than a couple minutes without
endangering the rest of his test - he put his hands to the tree, and heaved. 
The tree gave several loud cracks, and then began to topple.  Don moved quickly
out of the way, dispersing the strength spell and watching as the tree
collapsed, making a clear path from one side of the river to the other.


Christ, I hope that thing holds my
weight.  If I fall in that river in the middle, I'm toast.  There's no way I
could swim in that current.


Gingerly, Don made his way out onto the
tree.  It groaned; it creaked; it bowed.


But it held.


When Don was safely on the other side of
the river, he looked back, amazed that he'd made it across.  He'd wasted
another twenty minutes, however, and now had little over two hours to find Amy
and rescue her from whatever they might do to her if he failed.


Don rushed up the path cut into the rock,
but then realized how foolish he was being; any trap would catch him this way. 
He slowed himself, and proceeded more cautiously, making his way slowly up the
path.


After a few hundred feet, the path opened
onto a terrace, again cut right into the rock.  There were a half-dozen paths
leading off this terrace, but he could discount three of them automatically;
his magic-sight told him they were illusory, and he had no desire to bust his
nose walking into a wall to prove it.


He was just about decided on the middle
path, when a voice called out.


"Don!  Over here!"


The voice was...


"Katie?  What the hell are you
doing here?"


"Veronica came and asked me to come
for your test.  Take the left path!"


Don was very confused.  He thought he wasn't
supposed to get any help... He started to walk toward the left path.


"That's it.  There's a secret
passage that leads right into the tower..."


Don stopped.


Was that Katie?  The voice
sounded... strange.


"Katie?"


"Yes, Don?"


"How do you know there's a
path?"


Don listened very carefully to her
answer.  "Because they told me, silly!"


Now he knew.  It wasn't Katie.  It was
another illusion.


"Nice try, guys!" he said with
a smirk.  Yeah, nice try, indeed!  You nearly fell for it, too, you twit!


Don made his way up the central path for
another hundred yards, before it opened into yet another terrace.  This terrace
had four doors and a pathway, still leading up.  Don tried every door; they
were all locked.  He supposed he might be able to break them, but he had no
idea what would be behind them, and he didn't have time.


As he was about to make his way into the
open pathway, he heard an ominous growl.  Don stepped back away from the path
as a shadow appeared ahead of him.  The shadow was of an animal.


A big animal.


The rumbling growl sounded very feline.


As the sunlight finally reached the big
cat, Don got a glimpse of orange body and black stripes.


Holy shit, that's a tiger!


The animal glared at him.  Don looked
back, and then he looked forward.  He could see, beyond the tiger, that the
path ended in a large door.


The door stood open.


If I can get to that door, I can close
it, and he can't get me.  Of course, that just means minor things like getting
past the tiger without him killing me, and running faster than he does.


Don began to chant the one spell he knew
he'd need.  He had no idea how to get past the tiger, but running, he would
definitely have to do.


The tiger roared, and padded forward. 
Don was panicked; he didn't know what to do.  His strength spell would not be
enough to match the tiger.  His speed would only get him just so far before it
faded.  He couldn't outmatch the tiger on anything except intelligence.


So, smart guy, what're you going to
do?  Challenge it to a game of chess?


Hey, that's not a bad idea.  Don
knew there were two ways to play chess; straight on, and by gambits.  He knew
the tiger would play straight on.  What Don needed to do to win was to feint
the tiger.


How?


Don had little time to think, with a
large cat prowling in his direction.  In the nick of time, he came up with an
idea.  Quickly chanting, Don cast an illusion spell.  A loud roar - a mimic of
the one that the tiger had just let loose - filled the small space.  The tiger
whirled toward the sound, and was faced with a mirror image of itself.  The big
cat roared in response, and lunged.


Don watched long enough to allow his
mirage to sidestep the real tiger's attack, and then he broke for the pathway,
using his augmented speed to move as fast as he could.  The mirage held until
Don was about ten feet into the pathway, and then the tiger let loose a
fearsome growl, and Don knew that it would be on his tail.  The door was a mere
hundred feet ahead of him.  Would he make it?


Don felt his lungs were on fire, and his
legs were burning with the strain.  He could hear the large cat breathing
heavily behind him.  The distance between himself and the door closed rapidly;
he only hoped the distance between himself and the tiger did not close more
rapidly.


Fifty feet....twenty...ten...five...


Don reached the door, and yanked it shut
behind himself.  Less than a second after it was fully closed, it creaked under
the weight of a 500-pound animal slamming into it at full speed.  Don threw the
bolt shut - not that he thought the cat could open doors, but he was taking no
chances - and then slumped against the wall.  He looked up at his clock, and
was astonished to see that another twenty minutes had passed.


What the hell else can they throw at
me?  Don wasn't sure he wanted to know the answer to that question.


After a brief rest to let his heart rate
return to something approaching normal, Don looked around the room.  There was
only one exit to the room, a doorway that led to a flight of stairs.  Slowly,
carefully, he made his way up them, and into the tower proper.


The stairs led to a hallway, which
shortly gave way to a large room.  Don stopped and considered his actions
before entering.  There were a dozen doors leading out of this large room, and
he would have to check each one to know where to go.  In that time, he would
have his back to most of the room.


Casting a hearing spell and a sight
spell, Don moved carefully along the wall of the room.  Reaching the first
door, he pushed it open, to find a kitchen.  There were no people to be found,
and so he backed out of the room again.


Just as he was about to turn, he heard
something swishing through the air.  Without bothering to turn to see what it
was, Don dove to the floor and rolled, just in time to see a javelin embed
itself in the door he had just closed.  Don cursed quietly, and shook himself
off.  Rising to his feet, he looked at the javelin with some dismay; that would
surely have been a fatal hit.


Don had looked into six more doors, and
was approaching the seventh, when he heard another, lower, whooshing sound from
one side.  He whirled and saw a battle-axe spinning toward him.  He stepped to
one side, and watched it go whizzing past in fascination.


Don's attention was not so focused,
however, that he did not hear the third hiss of an object, and he dove
to the floor again, rather than chance it.  When he heard a horrendous crash,
he looked up and saw a spiked metal ball embedded deep into the wood of the
door he intended to open next.


Jesus!  I don't think I like this
game!


Don rose to his feet shakily, and opened
the door, which led to stairs.  He could only see up for about five feet, for
at that point, the stairs turned.  He wanted out of the large room, however, so
he stepped in and closed the door behind himself.


When he reached the turn in the stairs,
he could only see another five feet, before they turned again.  As he rounded
this second turn, he froze.  Before him was a straight run of stairs,
twenty-five feet long.


On fire.


Don turned to go back down, but then he
stopped.  If this was the wrong path, they wouldn't bother putting obstacles
in my way.  If there was an alternate path, it would be blocked as bad or
worse.  I've got to find a way to get past this.  I've only got - he
checked the floating clock beside him - a little under an hour.  Now, how do
I get up these steps?


A little concentration confirmed that the
fire was real, if magical in nature, as it was not consuming the stairs upon
which it was burning.


If only I could levitate like I did
back in Zemlia Nov!  How else am I supposed to get past this?  After some
further consideration, Don came up with a plan.  He once again cast his speed
spell, hoping that he had not already drawn down too much on his magical
ability.  Prepping himself, he finished off the spell, and lunged for the first
step.


Don's feet barely touched every second
step as he bolted up the stairs, and he didn't slow down until he was well
beyond the end of the fire.  Finally, ten feet down the hallway at the top of
the stairs, he stopped to take a breath.  His lower legs were singed, but he
was all right.  He gasped for breath, trying to settle himself down for the
next task.  He knew that he was nowhere near the top of the tower; there could
be dozens of things between him and Amy still.


When he had finally calmed down, Don
found himself presented with four doors, all closed.  He was getting tired of
looking at closed doors, quite frankly, but he had no choice but to open each
of them.


The first door Don chose, miraculously,
led to stairs going up.  Don was suspicious of things that were too easy, but
figured he would accept this one for now.  He worked his way up the stairs,
which seemed to spiral up the outside wall of the tower.  Ten minutes later, as
he had been moving more cautiously the further he went, Don came to the top of
the stairs.  There wasn't even a door between himself and Amy.


"Amy!" he shouted.  She turned
her head and smiled at him.  He ran over to her, to look over the situation. 
At that point there was a tremendous growl behind him, and Don turned, almost
fainting at the sight of the grizzly bear raised up on hind legs, advancing on
him.


Don could see the faint 'glimmer' that he
now associated with illusions, and he let out a deep sigh of relief.  He turned
back to Amy, and said, "Ignore it."


Amy still seemed panicked as he worked on
freeing her from her chains.  She struggled and cried out unintelligibly as the
bear illusion rumbled and roared, getting closer to them.


Don was annoyed, and was just about ready
to blast the bear illusion into oblivion, when he suddenly stopped.  He looked
back at the bear, and then he looked to Amy.  He realized she had not spoken a word
since he'd seen her in here.  Don cast a spell he'd not had need to try before;
it was a magic-detection spell.  Suddenly, Amy's body, too, glimmered.


Don cast a spell even more foreign to him
than the previous one; it was an illusion-dispersal spell.  Not having been
fought by other magicians before, he'd not had need of these spells.  After
thirty seconds of chanting, he extended his hands, and Amy and the bear both
vanished.  What had been Amy turned out to be a mannequin, chained as Amy had
apparently been.


Where the bear had been was... Amy. 
Sitting with her hands bound loosely and her mouth gagged.  She had been belted
into a chair, merely so that she could not easily escape.


Don rushed over to her, and removed her
gag.  He hugged her, and she kissed him on the cheek.


"I thought you'd never get here!  Do
you have any idea how creepy it is to stare at yourself as an illusion?"


"We've got to get you out of here. 
My time is running-"


He didn't get to finish his sentence,
because the room he was in vanished at that point.


 


-----


 


"-out...what?"  Don looked
around, to find himself back in Veronica's study.  Amy was still tied in the
chair she was in.  Don stood up, looking to see that Veronica was standing some
feet from him, and the three examiners were also there.


Realizing the test appeared to be over,
he turned back to Amy, and worked to untie her.  The rest of the room waited in
silence until she was free, and Don helped her out of the chair.  She hugged
him ferociously in gratitude, and kissed him sweetly.  She finally let him go,
and he turned, returning to the circle before the three examiners.  When he
stepped into the circle, the green light that had enfolded him before was now a
pale blue.


The examiners stepped forward, closer to
him than they had been before.  The woman stepped an additional pace ahead of
the others, and pulled her hood back, revealing jet-black hair, bright green
eyes, and a friendly smile.


"Welcome to the third circle, Mr.
White."  She extended her hand, and Don took it.


"Don," he said as he shook her
hand.


"Melanie Harris," she replied. 
"Fifth circle."


The other two came forward and introduced
themselves, as well.  Both of them were fourth-circle magicians.


"I thought I'd blown it on the
bridge," Don said, his stress bleeding off.   He was gently pulled out of
the circle by Veronica and led over to the couch, rather than his usual stool. 
He sank down on it, and Veronica sat next to him.  Amy came over and sat on the
other side, putting her hand on his arm.


Melanie chuckled.  "Everyone
misses the bridge.  You caught yourself faster than most people."


Don looked to Amy.  "I thought you
said your test was different."


"It was.  These three didn't test
me.  My test involved a lot of water and ice."


"Yes.  There are several groupings
of magicians used for these tests.  If and when you reach fourth circle, you
will be added to a testing team."


"So... Katie knows nothing of this,
right?" Don asked, uncertain.


"You haven't told her yet?"
Veronica asked him in surprise.


"You told me not to tell
anyone."


Melanie looked at Veronica with a smile,
and then back to Don.  "You take your oaths seriously."


"I don't make promises I don't
intend to keep, if that's what you mean," Don replied.


"Good.  I'll now release you from
that promise.  As a third-circle magician, you are allowed to let others know
of your power.  You have reached the strength where those that we would rather
didn't know can already sense it in you, so there's no point in hiding it any
longer."


"Wait a minute... who is it you
don't want to know?"


Veronica explained.  "There are good
magicians and bad magicians.  Good guilds and evil guilds.  The evil guilds
will not like you.  Also, evil magic often draws on demonic forces, and those
demons will be able to sense your growing strength.  Any evil magician who is
worried about other magicians in the area will know you're here by now."


"Great."


"Not to worry.  I'm still here to
protect you, as my apprentice."


"Thank God for that."


Veronica smiled.  "I can't believe
you didn't tell Katie, despite my request."


"Katie's got enough to deal with
without me dumping weirdness on her."


"You care a great deal for your
sister?" one of the men asked.


"I love my sister," Don replied
simply, thinking that he was keeping the truth from them.


"I see," the man said in a way
that revealed that Don's attempt was pointless.  "You should perhaps tell
her as soon as is convenient.  If she is that close to you, she will find out,
anyway."


"I guess.  So, you're telling me I
don't have to hide my magician status now?"


"Don't go flaunting it,"
Melanie advised.  "It's best not to do parlor tricks or use it obviously
in public.  But in an emergency, or simply when you have the need, feel free to
use what you know.  Unusable power is fairly useless, isn't it?"


Don chuckled.  "Yeah, I guess it
is."


Amy had been sitting quietly beside Don,
her hand resting lightly on his arm, but she was getting impatient.  "Are
you guys done with him now?"


Melanie smiled at her.  "Yes, I
think that covers it all for now."


"Good."  Amy grabbed Don's arm
more tightly.  "In that case, I need to talk to him alone for a
while."  She pulled him off the couch and out of the room.  The others
looked on in amusement.


 


-----


 


Don followed Amy wordlessly up the stairs
and down the hall.  He had never been in this part of the house before, but she
was moving far too rapidly for him to take much of a look around.


Amy turned and went in one of the
bedrooms - he assumed it was hers - and dragged him in after her.  Once he was
inside, she closed the door, and pushed him back against it.


"What-" he started to ask, but
her lips plastered to his, cutting off his question.  Her kiss was mostly the
answer he needed, anyway.  He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her
against him, rubbing his hands over her back.  She let her hands press against
his chest, her fingernails digging just lightly through his shirt.


Don took a chance and let his hands slide
down onto her ass.  He squeezed her cheeks through her jeans, and she moaned,
pushing herself even more tightly against him.  Her hands slipped out from
between them, and down to the bottom of his shirt, where they began to yank it
free of his pants.


When Amy finally got his shirt free, Don
gently pushed her away.  She looked upset, but he smiled at her.  Gripping his
shirt, he pulled it off and tossed it on her desk.  He put his hands on her
shoulders, holding her away from him while he looked at her.  Her T-shirt was
tight on her, and the points showing through it indicated she wasn't wearing a
bra.  He let his hand slide down onto her chest, running lightly over her tit,
making sure to brush her nipple.


"Oh!" Amy groaned.  Her body
shuddered at his touch.  Don pulled her T-shirt free of her jeans and gently
peeled it up and off her body.  It joined his shirt on the desk, but Don was
more interested in what it had revealed.  His hands now both massaged Amy's
bare tits, and she moaned in bliss.  Her hands were already working at her
jeans.  In seconds, she had them off her hips, and she was kicking her shoes
and pants off.


Don let his hands fall from her breasts,
and down onto her hips.  He pulled her closer to him, and kissed her.  This
time, he pressed his tongue against her lips.  She parted them almost
immediately, and soon their tongues were dueling with one another.  For a long
moment, they stayed that way, unmoving, except as their hands rubbed each
other's backs.


Finally, Don broke their kiss.  He took
Amy's hand and led her over to the bed.  She sat down at his urging, and he
gently pushed her back until she was lying on the bed.  Then he grasped her
panties at the waistband, and pulled.  Amy lifted her hips, and the silky
garment was soon on the floor.


Don looked down at her; he loved the way
she smiled at him, and her body was heavenly.  Her pubic hair was trimmed back
to a pleasing triangle, and he could see that she was already wet for him.


Amy wriggled under his gaze; it was
making her hotter almost than his touch had.  She longed for him to take her in
his arms again.  She wanted him inside her, and she mewled at him, giving him a
come-hither look that a blind man would have been able to notice.


Don smiled at her, and began to remove
the rest of his own clothes.  It didn't take long before he was completely
nude, and his hard cock became the focus of Amy's world.  She licked her lips,
and then bit her lower one, waiting for him to approach.


She didn't have to wait long.  Don
climbed onto the bed with her, his body above her own.  She slid further onto
the bed until they were both comfortable, and then she smiled up at him.


Don leaned down and kissed her.  This
time, her tongue was the invader.  As her tongue slipped against the soft
wetness of his, she felt him shift.  She moaned in anticipation when she felt
the head of his dick resting against her opening.  Don wrapped his arms around
her, supporting himself on his elbows, as he pushed himself into her in one
long, slow motion.


Amy growled her pleasure into his mouth,
vibrating his tongue.  When he was finally buried to the hilt inside her wet
sheath, he paused, and broke their kiss.  She was very nearly panting already
from the pleasure.


"Fast... or slow?" he asked her
softly.


Amy groaned, "Oh, God, fuck me
hard!  I need a good pounding!"


"Your wish is my command," he
said to her, and pulled back about halfway, and rammed back into her.  Amy
screamed at the sensation.  He did it again, and again, and soon her body was
bucking back up into his.  She was lost to the pleasure, her mind filled with
nothing but sparkles of pleasure.  She continued to grunt and groan with each
thrust, her body racing toward orgasm.


Don rammed into her as hard as he could, driving
deep into her.  He was holding her tightly, letting his chest rub over her
nipples as they fucked.  He could see from the look on Amy's face that her
climax was fast approaching.  He began to roll his hips at the end of each
stroke, grinding his pubes against hers.  It only took a few of these before
Amy screamed out, her body frozen in utter pleasure, her orgasm taking hold of
her.  He continued to thrust into her throughout, and it prolonged her
pleasure.  Only when she began to come down did he slow down, and then stop,
though he kept making small movements to keep himself hard.


Amy looked up at him when she was able to
regain her senses, and her eyes showed awe.  "Oh, Gods, I missed
that."


"Excuse me?" Don said.  "I
know we've met, but I'm pretty sure I'd remember if I slept with you..."


Amy pulled herself tightly against him,
and kissed him.  Then she said, "Not really... I didn't look like me at
the time."


Given that there was only one woman left
from the game that he had slept with, Don came to his conclusion pretty
quickly.  "Neiela?"


"As I said, my name is Amelia. 
Not that far a stretch from that to Neiela.  God, you fucked me so good that
night, I just couldn't wait to get you back inside me.  I didn't want to
distract you from your test, though."  She kissed him again, passionately,
and her pussy rippled against his cock.


"Somebody hasn't come yet," she
said when she broke the kiss.


"You're right.  Somebody
hasn't."  He smiled wickedly at her, and then set her down on the bed,
pulling out of her.  She pouted.  "Roll over," he said, and her eyes
lit up.  Once she had, he pulled her up onto all fours.


"Oooh, you bad boy," Amy said,
her voice dripping with lust and anticipation.  "Okay, fuck your
bitch!"


Don pressed his cock back into her cunt,
and then bent over her back, slamming into her hard.  Amy cried out in surprise
and immense pleasure.  Don reached down and began to fondle her tits.


"You like it this way, don't
you?" he whispered in her ear.


"Ungh," was all she managed to
say, as he began to rut into her at that moment.  She repeated it again and
again as he continued to slam into her.  She could feel him penetrating deep
into her, and she loved every millimeter of his cock.  As his fingers found and
gently twisted her nipples, he began to really thrust into her.  Amy began
screaming again, lost in another small orgasm.  Don barely noticed, as he
started to ride her harder and faster.  As his cock slipped against the front
of her pussy, it found her g-spot, and Amy went into overdrive, bucking her
hips back at him and squeezing his cock for all it was worth.


Don released Amy's tits and grabbed her
hips for leverage.  He was moving as fast and as hard as he could, thrusting
into her with all his might.  Amy was lost to the sensations, right on the
verge of a massive orgasm.  Don was close to coming himself, and he let himself
plunge over the edge, his cock spewing its load deep inside of Amy's pussy.


Amy cried out at the first touch of his
cum, her orgasm gripping her body and causing her to buck frantically on his
dick.  She was milking him for everything he had, and their bodies thrashed
together, until Amy had simply had all she could take.  With a final scream,
she collapsed onto the bed, Don's cock slipping from within her.  His last
small spurts landed on her ass, and he shivered at the sudden cold that
surrounded his dick.  It took him a few seconds to settle down, but when he
did, he checked on Amy.


Amy was breathing comfortably, so he
gently turned her onto her side so that she would be comfortable.  He was a
little sleepy himself, but he first got up and went into her bathroom. 
Grabbing a washcloth, he wet it with warm water.  Taking it back out to her, he
cleaned off her ass, and then very, very tenderly wiped off her pussy and inner
thighs.  Once he'd finished with her, he wiped off his own self, and tossed the
washcloth back into the bathroom.


Lying down beside her, he pulled a
blanket over the both of them, and fell asleep.


 


-----


 


"So, what would you have done if I
hadn't rescued her in time... or for that matter, if I'd fallen off that
cliff?  How would you have explained my death?"


Melanie smiled softly at him.  He was
surprised that she was still there, since it had been a couple hours since Amy
and he had gone to her room to celebrate.  The other two men were nowhere in
sight.


"You were never actually in mortal
danger.  Amy was never in any danger at all.  We don't tell you these things
before the test, of course... you have to have an incentive.  Had you fallen
off the cliff, a spell already in place would have slowed your fall long before
you hit the ground.  The tiger would never have been allowed to harm you, and
the objects you so adroitly dodged would have disintegrated upon hitting you,
rather than causing harm.  We don't put you in actual jeopardy until your
fifth-circle test."


"You shouldn't tell me that, should
you?  I mean, what about my fourth-circle test?  Now I know it won't be
dangerous."


"The test isn't conducted the same
way, so there is no need for you to be deceived.  And, as I said, your
fifth-circle test is actually dangerous.  Thus, the ruse is no longer
needed."


"Well, thanks... I guess.  I need to
get home now.  My family will be wondering where I've gotten off to."  Don
rose, and so did Melanie.  "Will I see you again?" he asked as he
held out his hand to shake hers.


She grasped his hand and shook firmly. 
"I think you can count on that.  Good luck, Mr. White," she said with
a mischievous smile.


Don grinned at her, then he walked over
and gave Veronica a warm hug and an even warmer kiss.  He whispered in her ear,
"I believe there's a full moon coming up in a few days.  I'll be here to
make sure we're properly bonding."  Veronica blushed, and he kissed her on
the cheek before he turned and left.


Amy accompanied him to the door, and out
onto the steps.  Once the front door was closed, he turned to her and embraced
her, kissing her passionately.


"You did great today," she said
when they finally broke their kiss.  "Thanks for rescuing me."


"Apparently you didn't need
rescuing," he said somewhat sourly.


"You didn't know that at the time. 
You're my hero."  She kissed him again to prevent him from arguing.  


"When will you be leaving?" he
asked, his voice regretful.  He really liked Amy, and she had been a lot of
help to him.


"In a few days or so.  We'll see
each other again before I leave, don't worry.  Now, go on.  You have something
to tell your sister."  Amy kissed him passionately, then shooed him down
the stairs.  He waved at her before getting in the car and driving home.


 


-----


 


Don paid little attention to the cars in
the driveway, though he recognized both of them.  He was whistling when he
stepped inside, but as he walked into the living room, his cheerful tune died
off.  His face took on a neutral mien, and he tried to keep his voice flat.


"Gill..." he said, indicating a
question without asking one.  What are you doing here?


"Don, we need to talk."


Don caught movement out of the corner of
his eye, and looked to see Susan and Julie on the stairs.  He wondered where
Katie was, until he sensed someone behind him.


"Let's go out back, then.  You mind
if they tag along?  Otherwise I'm just going to have to tell them about it
later."


"Whatever," Gill said
dismissively.  He led through the house and out the back door.


"Everything all right, honey?"
Don's mother asked him.


"Just going out back to talk,"
he said on his way through.


Once out in the yard, Don went and leaned
against a tree.  He kept his eyes on Gill, but made no provocative or
threatening gestures.  He didn't know what was coming.  He did know that
if Gill wanted a fight this time, he'd wipe the floor with him.  Having been
released from not letting anyone know about his magic, Don was just as likely
to use a spell on Gill as to let things get out of hand as they had last time.


"So what's on your mind?" Don
asked finally.


Gill looked at him.  This was hard enough
for him to do, but Don's self-satisfied attitude...


"What the hell are you so smug
about?" Gill demanded.  "I ought to beat the crap out of you right
here and now for what you've done to me."


"Gill, you said-" Susan warned,
but Don raised his hand to request silence.  She acquiesced rather quickly,
Gill noted sourly.


"Look, I've had a very long and
trying day, and you are not the worst thing I've faced today.  If you
want to take a swing at me, go right ahead, but I guarantee you won't like the fucking
results.  I'm in no mood for your shit.  You had something to say, so say
it."


Gill glared at him, trying to decide
whether to swing on him or not.  He had decided one thing in the shower at the
gym, but being faced with Don's arrogance...  He had not noticed Don
muttering something under his breath.


Gill swung on Don, but he suddenly found
his hand enclosed in Don's, his punch having no effect.  Don stared straight
into his eyes, and again, said something quietly.


Suddenly, from behind Gill, there were
three screams and a growl.  Gill wheeled, and nearly pissed his pants.  Not
five feet from him stood a large tiger.  It was the same tiger that Don had
conjured earlier in the day.  Gill stumbled backward as the illusion lunged at
him.  As he fell over his own feet and the tiger appeared about to land on him,
Don made it vanish.  He could see Gill was shaking.


Pushing himself off the tree, he stepped
between Gill and the girls.


"The reason you couldn't beat me
last time, and the reason you can't beat me now, has nothing to do with my
fighting ability.  You know and I know that I haven't got any.  But I've spent
the last several weeks learning magic.  Real magic.  I spent today doing
all sorts of shit to prove my skills.  If I use my magic, you aren't a
challenge for me.  I could beat you into the ground."


"Then why don't you?" Gill
snarled as he got to his feet.


Don was unmoved by his anger. 
"Because I have no reason to.  Regardless of what you may think, I don't
hate you.  What Susan and I have together has nothing to do with you, in my
mind.  Now, you came over here to say something.  What was it?  Or did you just
feel the need to try to beat on me again?"


Gill walked up to him, but kept a
personal distance.  "I had thought we might be able to talk this out. 
What the fuck did I ever do to you?"


"You mean, besides trying to beat
the crap out of me?" Don asked with a hint of humor.


Gill's mouth twitched, but he didn't
smile.  He waited.


"You keep assuming that it had
something to do with you.  Look, you've been told time and again.  Susan wanted
to get even with you.  I didn't know anything about it at the time, and I could
hardly take it back after it was done.  What happened after that had nothing to
do with you, and everything to do with us.  What happens between us is,
quite frankly, none of your damned business."


"And you're still seeing
that..." Gill caught himself before he got hurt.  "Her?" he
asked, pointing to Julie.


"I don't have an exclusive
relationship with either of them.  They've known about each other from day one."


"So you don't love either of them. 
You're just using them."  Gill was trying to drive a wedge into the
relationship, hoping to break them up.


He didn't realize how hopeless that was. 
"Nobody is being used.  We're all just having some fun together.  You
remember that?  Fun?  You know, enjoyment?"


Gill glared at him, but then took a deep
breath.  He brought himself back to the thoughts he'd had in the gym, the
realization that his own attitudes were probably the faulty ones.  He opened
his eyes again, and looked at Don.


In that moment, he realized that it
wasn't Don who was being arrogant.  He, himself, was the one expecting everyone
to live according to his rules for them.  Don was merely doing something, as he
put it, that was fun.


Despite that, he couldn't bring himself
to like the person before him anymore.  "You and I are never going to be
friends again, are we?" Gill asked.


"No.  Probably not.  Sorry."


Gill nodded, and straightened himself. 
"Okay," he said, mustering as much dignity as he could manage. 
"I'll leave you alone from now on."


Neither offered to shake, but Don nodded
in acknowledgment.  Gill marched out the back gate, and closed it, and was
gone.  In a few moments, they heard a car start up, and pull out of the
driveway.


Don visibly slumped.  Susan and Julie
were there in an instant, on either side of him.  They both led him up to the
porch, where they settled down next to him on the steps.  Katie seemed to have
disappeared back into the house.


For a long time, Don sat and talked with
the two girls.  Finally, it was time for them to go home.  Julie promised to
take Susan home, so Don kissed them both good-bye, and then headed back into
the house and up to his room.


"Since when do we keep secrets from
each other?" Katie asked as soon as he entered his bedroom.  She was
sitting on his bed, and rose shortly after he closed the door.


"Sorry, Katie.  I wanted to tell
you, but I wasn't allowed.  My M..er, my magic instructor told me I couldn't
tell anyone.  Today after I passed that test, they told me I was allowed to
tell people, so..."


"I'm your sister, dammit! 
And I thought I was your friend."


"Katie," he said, going to her
and hugging her, "you are my friend, and I didn't want to hide it
from you.  But I couldn't go against my Mistress."  Whoops.


"Mistress?"


"That's just what you call your
magic instructor when she happens to be a woman."


It didn't take Katie long to put two and
two together.  "Veronica?"


Don nodded.  He noticed that Katie was
not pulling away from their hug.  He was in no hurry to do so, either.


He could see Katie relax a little.  She'd
clearly been upset at him not telling her.  She hugged him more tightly.


"I knew you'd been different
somehow... but none of us could put a finger on it."  She put her head on
his chest, and he held her affectionately, trying to will his body not
to react.  It was a very tough thing to do.


Suddenly, her head came up.  "Did
you mesmerize Julie and Susan or something?"  Her tone was accusatory.


He quickly shook his head.  "I don't
even know how to do that.  I'm not even sure it's possible.  Besides, if I was
going to do that, I'd probably have picked a target closer to home."  He'd
said the last without thinking, and was already kicking himself for it.


Katie blushed, but she didn't pull away
from him, which was a surprise.  He'd loosened his grip as soon as he'd
realized what had come out of his mouth.  She didn't take advantage of the
opportunity to go.


There followed an awkward silence in
which they stared at each other, but no one said anything.  The silence was
finally broken by their mother calling them to dinner.


Don made to leave, but Katie didn't let
go of him.  He looked down into her face, and was startled when she reached up
and kissed him - very quickly - on the lips.  Then she let him go, turned, and
opened the bedroom door.  In a flash she was down the stairs.


It was a bit longer before he followed
her, and not nearly as steadily.
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Chapter 17


 


"Jake, come look at this!"
April White called out.  Her husband, who had been sitting at the table doing a
crossword, came over quickly.


The two looked out, and were extremely
startled to see a large tiger in their back yard.  One of their son's friends
was lying on the ground, and April started as the animal leapt at the boy. 
Jake held his wife, and promptly the animal vanished.


"Tell me I'm seeing things!"
his wife pleaded.


Jake opened the window a little bit, so
he could hear the conversation.  When his son admitted to having magic, Jake
went pale.


"We've got to talk to him about
it!" April urged in a hushed voice.


"Not until we speak to Reverend
Dewey."
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"How are things with your
family?" Amy asked him.  He'd spent the last three hours with Veronica,
fulfilling his apprenticeship duties regarding bonding, and now she was taking
a nap, and he was talking with Amy on the couch in the living room.


"Mom and Dad are fine, I guess... 
They seem to be avoiding me for some reason," he said, unable to see the
warning that presented.


"I meant your real family, Don.  How
is Katie?"


"A little miffed at me, still, for
hiding my magic from her."


"We're all a little surprised that
you did."


"I made a promise."


"Yeah.  I guess we didn't take that
into consideration.  Most apprentices tell someone before they're
supposed to."


Don shrugged.  "Too much other crap
going on at home.  They didn't need that dumped on them."


"How are Julie and Susan?" Amy
transitioned smoothly.


"Susan's just fine.  Gill's left her
completely alone the last couple days, as he promised to.  Julie... is still
recovering from losing Paul.  She's doing all right, though."


"With your help," Amy added
warmly.


"I do what I can, I guess."


"And how's Annie?"


Don had been looking out the front
window.  His head snapped around to stare at Amy.


"I was there, Don.  I know what you
feel for her."


"That was there.  She doesn't even
remember me here."


"Did you ever tell her how you
feel?"


Don paused for a long moment.  "Not
in the right ways, I guess."


Amy pushed herself closer to him. 
"I think you told her in every way that matters.  Did you two get along...
um... physically?"


Don blushed at the intent of the
question, and shook his head in sorrow.  "We never tried.  Things were
always getting in the way."


Amy looked at him sadly, and ran her hand
along his cheek.  "I have to leave tomorrow morning, so this'll be the
last time I see you this trip.  I'll be back, though.  You really need to think
about Annie."


"She has her own life here, she
doesn't need some teenager showing up on her doorstep, and..."  Amy
silenced him with a finger to his lips.


"You and I both know that she isn't
happy here.  You were able to give her comfort and joy that she didn't know
from anywhere else.  I can't tell you what to do, Don, but you really do need
to think it over."


"Okay," Don said, his voice a
little heavy.


"Now, you look tired, and I need to
rest, too.  Let's go take a nap together.  I want to feel you next to me again,
before I have to leave."


"Yes, Mistress," he said with a
smile.


 


-----


 


The warning signs that Don had been
ignoring for the last few days became abundantly obvious when he saw three new
cars parked outside their house.  He had to park in the neighbor's driveway -
something he'd gotten permission to do a long time ago - and got out of the
car, more curious than anything.


What's this all about? he
wondered.  Walking into the house, he had a sense of deja vu.  Once again he
was returning from Veronica's, and once again there would be a confrontation
that began in the living room.  As Don walked in, he saw his parents, sitting
on the couch.  It looked as if his mother had been crying.  His father stared
at him with an odd look on his face.


In the chair across from them sat a man
in a suit.  After a long moment, he recognized the man as his parents'
minister.  Don had no religion of his own; as soon as he'd been old enough to
stay home alone, he'd stopped going to church with his parents.  They, however,
were devout Christians, and it was for this reason that he'd not mentioned his
magic to them.  They had not brought their religion home before, though... and
he was grateful that they didn't try to convert him or Katie back to their
beliefs.


These thoughts didn't have a lot of time
to run through Don's head, as his arms were suddenly grasped from either side. 
He looked quickly at the two men - large, imposing men - who had hold of him. 
He assumed these men were deacons in the church.  That told him exactly what
this was about.


The minister was focused very intently on
Don, while his parents just looked dismayed.


Don took a deep breath.  He knew he was
in no spiritual danger.  What could they do?  They could try an exorcism, he
supposed, and that would be unpleasant, since they would never be able to cast
out a nonexistent demon.  Physically, the two men holding him could be
dangerous.


You should have been paying more
attention.  Then they wouldn't have been able to grab you!  Don vowed to
keep his guard up at all times from now on.  Another thought occurred to him as
he was being held, and it was more important to him than his own predicament.


"Where's Katie?" he asked
calmly.


"Your sister is in her room.  She
doesn't need to be exposed to this," the minister said quietly. 
"Young man, your parents have told me things that it is frankly hard to
fathom.  They have said you have dark power."


Don smirked.  "And you'd like a
demonstration?"


Before the minister could stop him, Don
muttered a couple short spells.  The first weakened the muscles of the arms
holding him.  The second increased his agility to that of a weasel... if only
for a few seconds.


Don twisted and squirmed, and in a
half-second was completely free of the two men holding him.  A third spell
flashed a tremendous light in their face.  It was a little too close to one of
the deacons, and his nervous system overloaded, causing him to pass out.  The
effect was similar to some less-than-lethal weaponry, and Don made a note to
keep that in mind for later.  The other deacon was shaking his head, trying to
clear his vision.


"Is that what you were looking
for?" Don asked, standing away from the deacons, but not approaching his
parents or the minister.  His position allowed him to look up the stairs, and
he saw Katie sitting at the top.  She put her finger to her lips, and he winked
quickly, unnoticed by anyone else in the room.


"So, you are in league with
Lucifer," the minister said harshly.  "You must give this up,
boy!"


Don cocked his head and put his hand on
his chin.  "Lucifer... Lucifer... Nope, can't say as I know anyone named
Lucifer."


"Beelzebub!  Satan!  The Accursed
One!" the minister spat.


"Oh, Him!" Don said
mockingly.  "I've made no agreements with him, and I've signed no contract."


"His ways are slippery and hard to
discern, my young man.  You might not have been aware of the agreement when you
made it, but in his clutches is where you are!  You must turn away!  You must
return to Jesus!"


Don coughed.  "Buddy, I left Jesus behind
many years ago.  I haven't seen much reason to go back, either.  My power
doesn't come from a demon, Reverend.  My power is a natural part of the
universe.  If there is a God, He created the power I use as surely as he
created the air you breathe."


"Lies!  The words of the
wicked!" the minister screeched.  "We will drive out this demon
together!  Fight, boy!  Fight him!"


Don walked closer to the minister, and
behind him, he heard Katie creep down the stairs far enough to watch.  The
minister stepped back, having risen during his little diatribe.  As Don
approached, the man held out his Bible, a golden cross emblazoned on its front.


"Do not approach me, you servant of
evil!  In the name of Jesus Christ, I command you to leave this boy!"


Don reached out and took hold of the
book.  Removing it from the shocked minister's unresisting fingers, he ran his
fingers over the cross, and then held the book in his hands for a long time. 
It had no supernatural ability that he could discern, even after a muttered
magic-perception spell.


Don turned and set the Bible on a shelf,
then turned back to the pastor.  He could see his parents out of the corner of
his eye.  His mother was cringing; his father was furious.


"Even God cannot cast out something
that doesn't exist in the first place," Don said.  "I am not
possessed.  And I am offended that you think that I should listen to you, when
you come in here ranting about something you clearly know nothing about!"


"How dare you speak to a man of God
that way!" Don's father bellowed, finally gaining a voice.  "You
apologize this instant!"


"For what?  Isn't it a Christian
teaching to 'hate the sin, and not the sinner?'"  So why are you all
looking at me like that?


His father grew much redder in the face. 
"Go to your room.  And so you cannot go seeing whatever evil person has
dragged you down into this pit, you are grounded!  You will go nowhere
except to school!"


Don shrugged.  He knew he could get past
them without any real problem.  He turned back to the pastor, then grabbed the
Bible off the shelf and handed it back to him.  "The deacons will be
fine.  The unconscious one shouldn't be seriously hurt.  Perhaps you should
read this," he said calmly as the pastor took hold of the Bible.  "I
did."


Don turned and walked up the stairs. 
Katie was waiting for him at the top.  She hugged him tightly, and sniffled. 
He patted her shoulder, then walked on past into his room, closing the door
calmly.


Once inside, he started laughing as hard
as he could ever remember.  He laughed so hard his sides began to hurt, and he
collapsed on his bed, overcome with guffaws.


He thought I would be scared off by a
cross!  Like I'm a vampire!


 


-----


 


Katie watched her brother go into his
room, but she didn't wait to hear his laughter.  She stormed down the steps to
confront her parents.  She hit the bottom of the stairs as one of the deacons
finally got his vision clear enough to move around.  The pastor went over to
comfort him.


"How could you guys do that!  He's
not some damn demon, he's my brother!  Geez, I think you guys have seen The
Exorcist a few too many times!"


"Katie, Sweetheart," her mother
started, "you just don't understand..."


"Oh, I understand just fine!  Don
has something you don't understand, and that makes you scared.  You can't
control it, can't define it, can't put it in a little box, so it frightens
you!"


"Watch your mouth, young lady,"
her father scolded.


"You're worried about what I'm
saying?  After all the stuff he just said?" she demanded, pointing
to the preacher, who was now, along with his associate, helping the unconscious
deacon.  "What a damned double-standard that is!"  She'd
avoided saying 'goddamned' only because she knew the trouble that would get her
in.


"You listen to me, and you listen
good, young lady," her father started in.  "This is none of your
concern, and I think you need to learn some manners and some respect."


"Respect?" she started to ask,
but her father cut her off.


"Don't talk back to me!  Now you're
going to apologize to Reverend Dewey, and you're going up to your room until
you can behave civilly."


Katie's eyes burned with fire.  "It
will be a cold day in Hell before I apologize to him."  Katie
turned and stormed back up the stairs, pissed off and hurt.  She was going to
go to her room and cry, but decided she didn't want to be alone.


Katie knocked on Don's door.  She heard
some noises inside, but they were too muffled for her to make out.


Don had very nearly gotten over his
giggles when Katie knocked on the door.  He opened it with a wary look on his
face, until he saw her.  He almost smiled, until he noticed the expression on
her face.  He pulled her into his room and closed the door.


Katie hugged her brother fiercely.  She
began to cry, letting her frustration out while he held on to her.  She didn't
know what was happening to her family; she only knew that the only person that
seemed to care about her right now was the one holding her.


Don pulled Katie over to the bed, and sat
down on the edge of it with her.  He pulled her fully onto the bed until he had
his back to the wall.  She was clinging to him, her head buried in the crook of
his neck and shoulder.  He rubbed her back and let her cry it out, not really
knowing what else to do.


After a while, Katie calmed down a bit. 
Don reached over - stretching mightily - to grab the Kleenex off his night
table.  She blew her nose and wiped her eyes, and coughed a little, and Don sat
there, holding onto her throughout.


"You're not possessed, are
you?" Katie asked softly.


"No, Katie," Don said, his
giggles almost returning.  A funny thought occurred to him just then. 
"Have you ever noticed that if you take the word sacred and swap
two letters, you get scared?"


Katie looked at him, and began to smile. 
Then she started to giggle.  It was infectious, and before long, they were both
laughing heartily.
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"Hey, Donny," Katie said
softly.  She whispered because she knew her brother didn't like to be called
that in public.  Julie was with her, and smiled.  He kissed Julie, then hugged
his sister.  They were in school, getting ready to go to lunch.  He was happy
to see both of them.


"Where's Susan?" he asked.  It
had become something of a ritual for them all to eat lunch together.


"Getting yelled at.  She didn't get
her homework done," Julie said, giggling.


"Be nice," Don said with a
smirk.  He ran his hand along her side.  "You only got yours done 'cause
you had help."


Julie smiled brightly, and kissed Don
again.  Kate stood by, and tried to ignore the tingling that arose between her
legs.  Stop it!  He's your brother!


Once Don had finished putting his books
in his locker, the three headed off down the hallway.  They rounded one corner,
and stopped, because they could see a rather large senior heading in their direction.


"Oh, shit," Julie said. 
"That's one of the football players I used to date."


Now, for the last few weeks, Don had
enjoyed a respite from the teasing and beatings of the seniors.  He hadn't
known why, but he had enjoyed it.  Clearly this was at an end, unless he was
misreading the situation rather badly.


"Hey, White!  You and I are gonna
have a talk!"


The girls stepped back as Don directed
them, but he stayed put.  He'd taken enough abuse from the football team to
make him instantly angry that one of them would approach him now.  The words not
this time echoed through his head.


"What do you want, Troy?" Don
said crossly.


Troy stepped up to him.  "Ooh, tough
guy.  I'm gonna teach you not to screw around with girls that have been marked
as senior chicks."


"Marked, huh?  Do you lift your leg
when you do that?"


There were some chuckles from the kids in
the hall, who had all stopped to watch the coming fight.  Troy grew red in the
face.


"You fucking son of a bitch!"  Troy ignored the low chanting that Don was doing, and didn't notice the movement of his
hand.  When Troy swung on him, Don seemingly slid sideways without actually
moving.  In truth, he had simply been able to sidestep very quickly.  Troy was caught off-balance, and Don pushed him as he had Gill.  Troy stumbled, but didn't
lose his footing.


As Troy whirled, Don chanted another
spell, augmenting his own strength.  He lunged off his back leg, and delivered
a fierce blow to Troy's chin.  The football player staggered back until he
bounced off members of the crowd.  There were gasps that anyone Don's size
would attempt to take on a member of the football defense.


Troy cursed a blue streak as he rubbed
his chin.  Julie had seen the look that crossed Troy's face before.


"Don, careful!" she cried out.


"Shut up, you bitch!" Troy hollered.  He locked eyes with Don, who almost looked as though he had the upper
hand.


"Apologize to her.  Now," Don
said coldly.


"Fuck you!" Troy snarled.


Don chanted his spell somewhat more
loudly this time, enough that some of the students caught it, and knew what it
meant.  As Troy was about to lunge at Don again, Don stepped forward and
delivered a perfect martial arts two-handed punch to Troy's solar plexus and
abdomen.  Don had seen this move in movies many times, but he wouldn't normally
have had the strength to pull it off, nor the precision.  The magic took care
of that part.


Troy felt all the air whoosh out of his
body, and he also felt his feet leave the ground.  Don had used more strength
than he'd intended to, and Troy went flying.  The kids that didn't move out of
the way fast enough got shoved aside by Troy's flying body.  Luckily no one got
pinned behind him, because when he hit the lockers, he left a dent.  One of
them would need to be cut open with a torch.


Troy fell to the floor.  People could see
the blood oozing out of the back of his head.  It was only a cut, but it looked
nasty.  The crowd moved away as Don got closer.


"I'm sick of your shit, Troy.  And I'm sick of the goddamned football team's shit.  What you just got was a small
taste of what I can do to you if you really piss me off."  This was a lie;
Don was nearing his limits on what he knew.


"All right, White, to the
office!" the assistant principal bellowed.  The other kids scattered, except
for Julie and Kate.  "You two, get to lunch!" he said.


"But sir," Katie tried,
"We saw the whole thing.  This wasn't Don's fault!"


"Right.  That's why the other guy is
the one lying on the floor bleeding.  Now get moving, before you're in as much trouble
as he is!"


"Go on, Katie," Don said to
her.  "I'll be fine.  I'll see you after school."


Katie and Julie moved off, and Don headed
for the office.  He noted with some satisfaction that Troy had not moved yet.


 


-----


 


When the assistant principal, Mr.
Houston, came into the office, he jerked his thumb at Don to indicate where
they were going.  Don shrugged and followed him into the principal's office.


"What's going on, Mr. Houston?"
the principal, Mr. Vandermeer asked.


"This bastard just took down Troy
Wilkins."


"Let's watch the language, shall
we?" Mr. Vandermeer asked.  Turning to Don, he said, "Is this
true?"


"No, sir, my parents were married
when I was born."  Don had no idea why that had just come out of his
mouth.  He was never one to be a problem, but lately he'd just had so much crap
thrown at him from authority, he couldn't resist rebelling a little.


Mr. Vandermeer, who had known Don for
several years, having been his junior high principal at one time, smirked. 
"Okay, smart aleck, you know what I meant."


"Yes, sir, I did lay Troy out cold."


"Out cold is a bit of an
understatement!" Mr. Houston snarled.  "They're taking him to the
hospital!"


"Oh, come on, Mr. Houston," the
principal said.  "Does Mr. White here look like he could do that to a guy
the size of Troy Wilkins?"


"The kids I talked to said he was
casting spells.  Like he's some kind of a witch."


"I am not a witch," Don said,
offended.  "I am a magician.  Witches practice an entirely different kind
of magic, based on their religion.  My magic does not come from a
religion."


Mr. Vandermeer raised his eyebrows at
Don's statement.  "You're saying you did 'put a spell' on Troy?"


"No, sir, I used a spell to beat the
snot out of him."


"Why?"


"Because I refused to let him beat the
snot out of me again."


"There's never been any proof to
back up your claims, Mr. White," Mr. Houston snapped.  He was a big fan of
the football team.


"Hmmm.  Could this be because the
football team invariably backs its own?  Every time I have gotten in a fight,
the football team has said that the member I accused was practicing, or was
with them, or some other lie."


Mr. Vandermeer raised his hands to
prevent the continuation of this argument.  "Regardless, your actions
today were inexcusable.  Protecting yourself is one thing, but putting another
student in the hospital goes well beyond self-defense.  I will call your
parents, and they should hopefully be able to be here shortly.  We will discuss
your punishment then.  Please wait out in the office."


Don rose, and glared at Mr. Houston. 
When he stepped into the outer office, he saw Susan there.  He smiled at her,
until he realized she must also be in trouble.  She got up and went into the
principal's office, and Don sat down.  She was back out in a few minutes, and
sat next to him.


"What're you in for?" Don
asked.


"I told a teacher off.  She didn't
believe me that I lost my homework on the bus, which I did!"


Don discreetly took her hand and squeezed
it.  She smiled at him.


"Anyway, I told her what a bitch she
was.  Needless to say, she didn't like that very much."


Don chuckled.


"They called my mom.  She's going to
ground me, I'm sure."


"I've already been grounded,"
Don said.  He told her the story of the previous night's encounter.  Susan
grimaced.


"So what're you doing in here?"
Susan asked, when he was done.


"Troy Wilkins decided to pick on me
today.  Bad move for Troy.  I guess I used a little too much oomph, 'cause they
took him to the hospital.  I think they're going to suspend me for fighting."


"Is that fair?  You were just
protecting yourself!" Susan demanded.


Don shrugged.  "I don't think it's
fair, but they don't give a shit what I think."


He chatted with Susan for the next twenty
minutes, until her mother showed up to take her home.  She gave him a kiss
before she left, and her mother glared at her for that.  Then Don sat alone,
waiting for his parents to show.


Finally, a good fifteen minutes later,
his mother and father walked into the office.  His father stared daggers at
him, and Don looked back impassively.  The secretary picked up the intercom
phone, and soon the principal motioned them all into his office.  Don walked in
and sat down without being bidden; though he hadn't been here much, he knew the
routine.


The principal sat in his chair and leaned
back.  Mr. Houston was there, leaning against the wall.  Jake and April White
sat in chairs behind their son.


"All right, Don," Mr.
Vandermeer said.  "According to Mr. Houston, you have seriously injured a
star football player, sending him to the hospital with a concussion, and
several bruised ribs.  I'd like you to tell us your version of what
happened."


Don said, "I was walking to lunch
with Katie and Julie..."


Mr. Vandermeer raised his hand to
interrupt.  "Excuse me for asking, but who are they, and why aren't they
here?"


"Katie is my sister, and Julie is my
girlfriend.  They aren't here because he," at this, Don jerked his
thumb at Mr. Houston, "sent them to lunch.  They wanted to come to give
their side of the story, but he wouldn't let them."


Mr. Vandermeer looked darkly at Mr.
Houston, but then nodded for Don to continue.


"Anyway, I was walking to lunch with
them, and we turned the corner, and here comes Troy.  He's obviously ticked
about something.  Well, I've had enough of his beatings and torment, so I asked
the girls to step back, and then I asked him what he wanted."


"What did he say?" the
principal wanted to know.


"Something about how I wasn't
supposed to go out with girls that the seniors - by which I'm guessing he meant
the football team - had picked for themselves."


"Then what did you do?"


"I made a smart-ass remark that he
didn't appreciate too much, because he swung on me."


"Right," Mr. Houston said,
snorting.  "I don't see any marks on you!"


"I said he swung on me.  I did not
say he hit me.  I moved out of the way."


"Of a punch.  From a
linebacker."  Mr. Houston was obviously unconvinced.


"Would you like me to demonstrate
how quickly I can get from here to where you're standing, Mr. Houston,
sir?" Don said with disgusting politeness.  Mr. Houston kept his mouth
shut after that.


"Then what happened?" Mr.
Vandermeer asked.


"Well, I sort of shoved him while he
was off balance, you know, because he'd missed.  When he got his footing again,
he whirled around and started to come at me.  I realized I was going to have to
fight him or get beaten up.  I'm tired of getting beaten up.  So, I chanted a
spell or three, and... well, kind of laid him out.  I'm sorry he got hurt; I'm
not used to using that spell."


"And you expect us to believe this
crap?" Mr. Houston snarled.


Don picked up a coffee mug sitting on the
edge of Mr. Vandermeer's desk.  "Is this special to you, sir?"


"Huh?  No, it's just a mug I brought
from home."


"I'll replace it."


Don chanted a spell, and held the mug in
one hand.  He began to squeeze, until the cup - a heavy porcelain mug -
shattered into many pieces that fell to the floor.


"Yes, sir," Don said to Mr.
Houston, "I expect you to believe that crap."


Don heard his mother gasp from behind him,
and he felt his father's hand on the back of his neck.


"You're coming with me, young man! 
You were warned!"


"If you don't remove your hand, Dad,"
Don said rather irately, "I will have Mr. Vandermeer call Child Protective
Services."


"Why don't you just use a spell on
him?" Mr. Vandermeer said with a smirk.


"I'm tired," Don said
truthfully.


"Mr. White, please sit down." 
Jake sat down in his seat, but was clearly unhappy.


"Don, I can see your point. 
However, I'm afraid I can't let this go without punishment.  Otherwise, we will
have students taking up magic... or martial arts... and beating up other
students who they feel deserve it, and then where would we be?  Now, I think
the situation is serious enough to warrant suspension for the rest of the week...
which is, of course, the rest of the school year."


"Sir," Don said, trying to keep
his voice level, "you're sentencing me to another year of high school. 
Without my finals, I won't pass two of my classes.  I need those classes before
I can take next year's classes, and you don't offer them in summer school,
because they're AP courses."


"That's not fair!" April White
said, suddenly coming to her son's defense.  "What punishment is the other
kid going to get for attacking my son in the first place?"


"The other kid," Mr. Houston
snapped, "is in the emergency room!"


"With a concussion and some
bruises!  Big deal!" April shouted back.


"April, that's enough," Jake
said.  "We'll deal with this later.  Mr. Vandermeer, are you done?"


The principal looked at Jake, then at
Don, and began to worry.  There was, however, nothing he could do.  "Yes,
I think so."


"Let's go, Donald," Jake said,
not touching his son in the presence of the school administrators.


Don got up, and looked at Mr.
Vandermeer.  He then glared at Mr. Houston.  "I hope you're happy, sir. 
Just so you know, I'll be taking this matter to the Board of Education, and
perhaps the State Department of Education.  By the time I'm done, this school
won't be allowed to have a football team.  I can put together enough victims of
your goon squad to shut you down.  And I will."  Don turned and walked
out, leaving his parents to stare at the administrators.  Don didn't care; he'd
had enough crap from people who wanted nothing more than to keep him under
their thumbs, and it was high time he told them where they could stick their
thumbs.


 


-----


 


The ride home was extremely quiet.  Don
figured his parents wanted to be behind closed doors before they let rip.  When
they pulled into the driveway, he got out of the car and went into the living
room.  This was where they had their yelling sessions, the few times they'd
ever done so.  Though he would, in the past, have been nervous or outright
afraid of what was coming, now he was too annoyed to be scared.  He'd done
nothing wrong, and he was the one getting all the punishment.


The door slammed soon after he sat down,
and both of his parents came in.  His mother sat in a chair as far across the
room from him as she could get, but his father paced angrily back and forth.


"I don't get it.  I just don't get
it.  Where did we go wrong?"  Don knew this was a rhetorical question; his
father wasn't actually talking to him, he was ranting to himself.  "We
spend years trying to raise them right.  We take them to church.  We try to
instill in them values.  But no.  First you turn away from the church..."


Jake turned and bellowed at Don,
"And then you blaspheme God with your... your devil worship?"


Don sat quietly, a neutral expression on
his face.  He figured he was probably expected to show remorse or fear, but as
he felt neither of them, he wasn't going to act like it.


"What is it going to take to get
through to you?  Your... your 'magic' nearly killed somebody today!  Is that
what it's going to take?  Is someone going to have to die before you wake up
and turn away from this... this cult you've joined, this bastion of evil!  What
am I supposed to do, wait until you hurt one of us next?"


Don sat still, saying nothing.  He knew
this would enrage his father even more.  At this point, he was enjoying the
show.  He had to work not to smile at his father.  It had been a long time
since he'd gotten a home sermon.  He remembered them from his childhood.  His
father had not become a more eloquent speaker over the years.


"So what do I do with you?  I
grounded you, but I had to let you go to school.  Well, you get in trouble there,
too!  So.  You are still grounded.  Now you may go nowhere.  I will not
allow anyone in here to see you.  You will be completely isolated.  You need to
think long and hard about what you're doing, young man.  This has got to end,
before your immortal soul burns in the fires of damnation!"


Jake White was winded.  He was getting
too old for this sort of aggravation.  He had lost a half-day's wages, and his
son sat there, almost like a statue.  It was infuriating him all the more that
his son wouldn't even try to argue back, as he had sometimes done during these
lectures.


"WELL?" Jake screamed in
rage.


"Can I go to my room now?" Don
asked calmly.


Jake was apoplectic, and April spoke,
before her son was physically harmed by her husband.  She didn't realize that
wasn't possible.  "Yes, Don.  Go now.  I will bring your dinner to you; please
stay in your room."


"Fine," he said, knowing full
well he could leave any time he damned well pleased.  He walked up the stairs,
closed the door, and sat down at his computer.  He chuckled to himself at his
father's tirade; it was about what he'd expected, really... lots of bluster,
but his father's fundamentalist Christian beliefs would not allow him to do
more to Don than yell at him.  He was, after all, already grounded.


The loss of Julie and Susan would be a
problem; he was sure that their parents would know that he wasn't supposed to
be out and about, and so they would have to be sneaky about it.


He sent off an email to Susan, explaining
what had happened.  It occurred to him that she, too, might be grounded now. 
He shrugged, figuring he could work it out.


Turning to his third-circle magic book,
he cast the decryption spell, and then went looking for a good sleep spell...
just in case he needed to go somewhere.
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 Don was sitting in his room, typing
merrily away on his computer, when there was a knock at the door.  It was so
quiet, it had to be his mother.  No one else was supposed to be allowed in to
see him, anyway.


"C'mon in, Mom," he called
out.  April opened the door, and stood in the doorway.  She'd come no closer to
her son than that.


"Come on.  We're going to the
school."


"What for?  I'm suspended."


"I know.  And despite your...
problem... that wasn't fair.  I'm going to talk that principal into letting you
back into class."


Don shrugged.  He would much rather take
his finals than not, as he had no interest in spending another year in high
school.  The truth was, if he didn't pass those classes, he might not bother
with finishing high school, and just take his GED.  But if his mother wished to
argue the point, then that was okay by him.


The two walked down to the car, and got
in.  April started the car and looked over at Don.  She shivered, and fidgeted
uncomfortably.


"Mom, would you like to sit in back
while I drive?"  He knew better than to ask if he should sit behind her;
she no longer trusted him.


"Yes, I think that would be
best."


They changed places, and she was now
cringing as far into the opposite corner of the car from him as she could get. 
Don ignored that, and drove off for the school.


 


-----


 


Don wandered around the office.  He
didn't feel like sitting there, fidgeting, while his mother was in yelling at
the principal.  He couldn't quite make out what they were saying, only that
there were raised voices.  He could have used a spell to hear better, but he
figured he'd just as soon not know what was said.


He looked at the bulletin board, which
had announcements on it.  None of them were especially important, especially
since three-quarters of them were out of date.  He chuckled at that.  Just
then, one of his teachers walked in.


"Hello, Don... I thought you were
suspended."


"Hi, Mrs. Nash.  I am.  My mom's
reaming out the principal, trying to get me out of it."


"Oh.  That's... nice of her, I
guess."


Don shrugged.  "I don't hold out
much hope."


Mrs. Nash lowered her voice.  "That
stuff they're saying about you..."


Don grinned mischievously.  "What am
I being accused of?"


"They're calling you a
warlock."


Don frowned mightily.  "Mr.
Houston.  He can't get his mind around the idea that witches and warlocks
aren't the only magicians in the world.  I am a magician.  Nothing more. 
Nothing less."


Mrs. Nash looked at him strangely. 
"I... Well, quite honestly, I didn't expect you to admit to being a
magician, either.  I assume we're not talking about tada and
abracadabra..."


Don chuckled.  "No.  Neither of
those words comes up in my spells."


"Well..."  she was interrupted
as the office door opened, and April and Mr. Vandermeer came out together.


"Mrs. Nash... good thing you're
here, as I believe Mr. White is supposed to be in your class this hour.  Mrs.
White has convinced me that our punishment for young Don was too harsh.  He
will, however, be restrained to one classroom, as a form of on-campus
suspension.  I wonder if you'd be willing to take that duty?"


With little hesitation, Mrs. Nash said,
"Surely.  He's never been a problem in my classroom."


"Thank you.  Is that satisfactory,
Mrs. White?"


"Yes.  Very.  Thank you.  I'll see
you at home, Don."


April scurried out of the office, giving
Don a wide berth.  He chuckled.


"Should I go get my books, Mr. Vandermeer?"


"Yes.  After that, you will be
restricted to Mrs. Nash's classroom, and the teacher's lounge, where you will
eat your lunch and return directly to Mrs. Nash's class.  You may go to the
restroom between classes, but if you are seen wandering the halls, you will be
severely punished."


"Understood.  Thanks."


Don left, a confused look on his face.  Just
what the hell did Mom threaten him with?  The teacher's lounge?
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Don was in his room, relaxing a bit.  He
was amusing himself by writing symbols in the air.  A simple, first-circle
spell, it didn't mean anything other than that he thought it was neat.


A soft knock at his door announced the
arrival of his sister.  It couldn't be anyone else, because his mother refused
to come near him anymore, and his father would not have bothered knocking.


"C'mon in, Katie," he said
softly, not bothering to stop what he was doing.  When she walked in, she was
kind of startled.  He'd spelled out, "Hi, Katie!" in sparkly green
letters - her favorite color - and it floated before her until it dissipated.


"If Mom and Dad catch you doing
that, they're gonna freak," she warned.


"They've already freaked, so what's
the difference?  I have to practice.  Trouble is, a lot of these spells work on
other people.  It's hard to practice them with no one to practice them
on."


Katie sat down on the bed next to her
brother.  "Where does your magic come from?" Katie asked.


"What do you mean?"


"Well... you told me you're not a
witch, but... where do you get magic from?"


"Magic is just a natural part of the
world.  You just need to know how to get to it... and believe that you
can."


"Oh.  Could I learn magic?"


Don hesitated for a long moment.  She was
clearly not magician material; Veronica had made that plain.  However, he
wasn't about to tell her she'd already been rejected.


"You might find it tough going,
Katie."


"Oh.  Okay."  He'd expected an
argument over that, but she'd not given him one.  He was concerned for a
moment, until she leaned back against him.  "So what kind of spells are
you trying to practice?"


"Just some basic physical control
spells.  Veronica told me to work on them."


"What do they do?"


"Well, it depends on what you want
them to do, really.  Like the one I was thinking about toying with can make a
person's fingers act with a mind of their own."


"Hell, my fingers do that already. 
Just listen to me play piano, and you know they don't listen to my brain!"


Don chuckled at his sister.  She'd been
taking piano lessons for three years, and she still had difficulty at times.


Katie sat up and turned to look at him. 
"You could try the spell on me..."


"Hmm?"


"See if it can make me play piano
better!  I'm working on Fur Elise, and that damned song is a pain in the
ass!"


He smiled at her.  It was a good idea,
though he'd never have asked her straight out.  "Okay.  Let's go to your
room."


Don followed Kate into her room, and he
closed the door.  There was little chance of his mother coming up here, but
there wasn't any point in making it easy for her to catch him doing magic.


"So, what do I do?" Katie
asked.


"You don't have to do anything
except sit at the piano."


Katie had an electric piano in her room,
that she could play without disturbing anyone.  She sat down on her stool and
placed her hands on the keys.


Don looked at his sister, and had to stop
himself from admiring the way her hair flowed down her back, and the way her
butt looked.  He had enough of a side view to see the swell of her breast, and-


Knock it off!  This is the real world,
not Zemlia Nov!


Shaking his head, Don began to chant the
spell.  The problem he had was that the spell required visualization.  He tried
to visualize Katie playing Fur Elise flawlessly, but his other thoughts
intruded on his image.  He imagined things that he shouldn't be thinking of his
sister, and before he could stop the images, the spell was complete.


Katie expected her hands to start playing
music at any moment.  She'd heard him finish up, though he'd spoken too quietly
for her to make out the words.  Her left hand reached up and caressed her neck,
flicking some stray hairs out of the way.  She was a little surprised; she
didn't understand what that had to do with playing piano.


When her hand ran down her body and
cupped her tit through her shirt and bra, she gasped.  This was definitely not
how you played piano!  Her body, however, seemed to like the notion well
enough.  She sighed softly as her hand squeezed her tit, and moaned as it ran
its fingers gently over her nipple, causing it to harden and poke through the
materials.


Her right hand was not idle for long. 
Soon, it made its way between her legs, pushing strongly against her jeans. 
Her middle finger made repeated heavy strokes against the crotch of her pants,
and she was beginning to get very excited.


Don watched in awe as his sister began to
play with herself.  He was going to stop the spell, but he suddenly couldn't
find his voice; his sister's movements mesmerized him.  Her hand worked
strongly between her legs, and he couldn't help but wish that it was his own
hand.


Katie was well aware that she should not
be masturbating in front of her brother.  She was also aware that it was his
spell that had done this to her.  Did he want to see this?  Or did he goof? 
Either way, Oh! oh, god this feels good...


Katie's left hand slipped against her
breast more strongly, pulling on her blouse until a button pulled open.  She
slipped her hand into the opening and across her other tit, enjoying the
sensations.


Her right hand grew weary of pressing
against fabric, and so it reached up to unfasten her jeans.  It took only
seconds before it had them undone, and her fingers were now slipping beneath
the waistband of her panties.  As her middle finger brushed past her clit, she
moaned loudly.  Her fingers began to work against her slit, slipping against
her opening and up to tease her clit.  She moaned again in pleasure.


Don could barely breathe, watching his
sister slide her hand in her pants and move her fingers in unseen ways.  Her
left hand was sliding back and forth across her chest, and had managed to pull
open two more buttons on her blouse, so that he could clearly see her bra-clad
tits.  He longed to help her, but was deathly afraid of going anywhere near
her.


Katie's fingers began to slip faster
along her slit as her passion increased, and she could feel herself getting
closer to release.  She moved her hand up, to focus solely on her clit, rubbing
it furiously back and forth, then in circles.  She knew she was close, could
feel it begin to grip her...


"Aah!" she cried out, her
orgasm washing over her.  Unfortunately, the stool she was on was made for
piano playing, not orgasms, and when she arched her back and threw her legs
out, she could feel the stool tip beneath her.  She had no ability to correct
for it, and she felt herself begin to fall.


Suddenly, a pair of strong arms caught
her.  She opened her eyes to see her brother staring down at her.  He picked
her up and moved her over to the bed as the last tremors of her orgasm
subsided.  Looking up into his concerned face, into those wonderful eyes... 
She knew then that she couldn't go on hiding herself from him anymore.


Don looked at his sister as he cradled
her on the bed.  With her face coated in sweat, her hair stuck to her scalp, she
looked beautiful.  She was as beautiful as she had been in Zemlia Nov.


"I'm sorry, Katie," he said
softly.  "That's not what I meant to do, but seeing you sitting there...
the image popped into my head before I could stop it."


Katie shivered at the thought.  He
wanted to see me like that!  She had to be sure, though.


"So, you wanted to see me touch
myself?"


"God, that was incredible!" he
whispered hoarsely.


She lifted her hand up and ran it over
his chest.  "Is there anything else you'd like to see?"  Her hand
continued to travel upward, reaching his neck as he replied.


"Katie, I..."


Her hand gripped the back of his neck,
and pulled his head down.  She raised up to meet him, and their lips met
again.  Katie pressed her lips hotly against his, and moaned softly.  She
slipped her tongue out and pressed it against his lips until he opened his
mouth.  Her tongue entered and found its dance partner, waiting for her and
eager to play.


For long moments, they kissed.  Don
slipped his lower hand out from beneath her, and used it to support himself as
he pushed her back down onto the bed.  He finally slipped his remaining hand
out from behind her back and used it to caress her hair.  They continued to
kiss, and Don was growing hard from remembering what they had done together in
that faraway land.


Finally, Katie let him loose.  He pulled
back somewhat, with a questioning look on his face.  She screwed up her
courage, and took a deep breath.


"Donny," she said, her voice as
soft as velvet, "I love you.  I love you in ways I'm not supposed to.  I
can't control myself anymore, I... I need you.  Make love to me, please?"


Don grew a little dizzy.  Had his spell
done so much more than intended?  Katie put his fears to rest quickly.


"I've thought about you for a long
time... like that... and ever since you started going out with Julie, and then
Susan... every time I would think about it, I'd get tingles... and... and I
just can't stand not having you!  Please!"


Don wasn't about to resist that plea -
not that he'd had much desire to do so in the first place.  He smiled gently at
his sister, and nodded.  She smiled in relief, but then bit her lip in
anticipation and nervousness.


"It's going to hurt, isn't it?"
she asked.


"It could," he whispered. 
"I'll try to be gentle."


Don moved down her body, and took off her
shoes and socks.  He let his hands run along the front of her calves and thighs
until he reached the waistband of her jeans.  Katie lifted her hips as he
tugged on them, and they finally came free, but they pulled her panties with
them, because they were so tight.  Don shrugged and pulled the panties, too,
and in only a few seconds, his sister's lower body was completely exposed to
him.  He inhaled her fragrance and enjoyed the view.  He'd never seen his sister
naked in this body, after all.


Katie saw the look in her brother's eyes,
and she felt the same; she wanted him so bad she could taste it.  She watched
as he removed his own shirt and let it fall to the floor.  When he began to
undo his pants, she felt a warmth spread between her legs that she'd not felt
quite the same way before.  She got goose bumps as he pulled the jeans down off
his legs, leaving him in just his underwear.


Don made her wait for the rest.  He moved
back to the bed, and leaned over his sister.  He leaned down to kiss her again,
and his hand undid the remaining buttons on her blouse.  She moaned into his
mouth as he pulled it open, laying her skin bare to his touch.  As his fingers
slid across the silky skin of her abdomen, she mewled and shivered.  She could
feel her body heating up, and she longed for him to go further.


Don could feel his sister's tension, and
after a little more kissing, he leaned back.  She sighed audibly at the loss of
his touch, but when he lifted her tenderly by the shoulders, she smiled and
came willingly.  Once she was sitting up, he pushed her blouse off, and then
swatted it off the bed.  She rubbed her hands across his chest, feeling the
smooth skin there.  She tingled as her brother's hands rubbed across her back,
obviously heading for the clasp on her bra.  When his fingers found and
unhooked it, she sighed softly.


Don's hands gently pulled the bra off his
sister's shoulders.  He intentionally looked away, watching it fall to the
floor, before turning his eyes back to take in the unobstructed view of her
wonderful breasts.  He saw the tightness of her nipples, and the flush across
her chest.  He tenderly pushed her back down onto the bed, and stepped back.


Katie could barely control herself as her
brother pulled down his briefs.  He let them fall, and she could see his hard
cock, waiting to do its job and turn her into a woman.  She reached out and her
nimble fingers encircled it, stroking it very softly.  The soft, velvety skin
felt wonderful, and the iron-hard muscle underneath made her even wetter than
she already was.


Katie gently tugged on her brother's
cock, urging him to join her on the bed.  Don got the idea quickly enough, and
he was soon above her.  She parted her legs, a look of worried anticipation on
her face.  What if he didn't like her?  What if she wasn't any good?


Don looked down at his sister, and saw a
wonderful, beautiful goddess.  That she would give herself to him as her
first... again...


Don stroked his sister's breast, trying
to get her as aroused as he could.  She shivered under his touch, and her
nipple tightened even more.  She was beginning to roll her hips, trying to get
his cock inside of her, instead of lying along her slit where it currently
rested.


"Oh, shit, Donny... I need it..."


Don smiled at her lovingly, and
repositioned himself so that the head of his cock was pressing against her
opening.  He tried to hold still, but Katie's hips were having no part of
that.  She bucked upward, and just that fast, he was inside her.  She winced,
and he knew that her cherry was busted.  Leaning down, he embraced her
tenderly, and kissed her face repeatedly.


After a few seconds, Katie began to move
her hips again.  Don pushed himself up to look down at her.


"Are you ready?  We can wait if it
still hurts..."


"It didn't hurt that bad.  I'll be
okay.  But I want that," she said, and squeezed her pussy muscles to
indicate what that was, "to be all the way inside me."


Don smiled down at her, and then leaned
down to kiss her again.  As their tongues once again intertwined, he began to
slowly rock his hips back and forth, gently pushing himself further and further
into his sister's pussy.  She mewled in pleasure at the feel of him  Finally,
after several wonderfully pleasant strokes, he was fully inside her, and she
felt his pubic hair rubbing against her clit.


Katie rocked her hips again, insisting he
continue.  Don consented, sliding his dick out a short ways and then back in,
moving in smooth motions that he hoped would be comfortable for her.  Katie
moaned in pleasure, assuring him she was loving every second of it.


Don began to make his strokes longer,
sliding nearly his full length out of his sister's cunt and back in.  The two
continued to kiss as he moved, and Katie wrapped her arms around his back,
pulling her upper body against him.  He loved the feel of her tits pressed into
his chest.  His dick twitched as she rubbed herself side to side against him.


Katie was in heaven; her brother was
making her feel absolutely fabulous, and she was a woman now; his woman,
as far as she was concerned.  She couldn't believe how complete she felt with
him inside her.  Her body was already on the verge of the largest orgasm of her
life.


Don could feel the tension in his
sister.  He knew what that was, and he was glad for it, because he knew that he
couldn't hold out much longer.  He'd wanted this to be good for her, but he was
just too excited at the idea of being able to take her virginity twice.  The
first time didn't even hold a candle to how he felt now.  His hips began to
move faster, thrusting his dick into her, and causing her to grunt loudly.  She
was panting and groaning, and so was he, both of them rising to meet their
climaxes.


When Katie's orgasm hit, she screamed,
filling the room with her shouts of passion.  As her pussy rippled along his
cock, Don had no chance of holding back.  He slammed his cock fully into her
and froze, his cum bursting forth from his cock.  The two groaned and writhed
together for a long moment before they were able to come down off their high.


As Don rolled them to one side, his cock
still buried in his sister, the door to her room burst open.  Katie was still
too fuzzy to care who it was.  Don already knew who it would be.


"You... spawn of Satan himself!  Get
away from our daughter, you demon!"  Don looked at his father, who was now
red in the face.  Jake made to grab for Katie, but the look that crossed Don's
face caused him to retreat immediately.


"Katie, Honey," Don said very
softly, "I think they want us to get up."


"Hmm?"  Katie was too far out
of it yet to be panicked.  He knew she would be, shortly.  She was beginning to
regain her senses already.  His cock had slipped from within her, and he rolled
to a sitting position.


"Get away from my daughter!"
April screamed.  "I want you out of my house, you... you creature!"


"And where do you expect me to
go?" Don asked calmly.


"We don't care!" Jake
screamed.  "If you don't leave on your own, we will have the police come
and escort you out!  You have defiled our only daughter!"


"Hey!" Katie screamed, finally
aware of what was going on.  "He didn't 'defile' anybody!  It was my
idea!  And if that's being defiled, I want to be defiled every night at eight
o'clock, please!"


Don loved his sister just then, but her sense
of humor was lost on their parents.  They glared at Don.  "You've
corrupted her with your evil, but we can save her!  You, you will go, you...
Devil Bastard!"


Katie was up faster than anyone had
imagined she could move right then.  Her hand swept across and slapped her
mother so hard that it left an imprint.


"Don't you dare talk about my
brother that way!  If you kick him out, I'm going with him!"


"No!" her mother shouted back. 
"You can be saved, Katie!  Just turn back to Jesus, and - "


Katie slapped her mother again. 
"I'm tired of your bullshit!  Either you let Donny stay, or I'm going with
him!"


"That... thing may not stay
in my house," Jake snarled.


Don stood up, and moved behind Katie,
restraining her from anything further.  "We'll be gone by the time the sun
goes down.  Will you let me have my car?"


"I don't want anything you've
defiled with your... being!" his mother screeched.


"Take it," Jake spat.


"Okay."


The parents left, slamming the door. 
Katie turned to her brother, her eyes wide with some fear.


"Donny... what do we do?"  The
expression on her face was very familiar to him; he'd seen it many times in
Zemlia Nov.  Once again, Katie would depend on him.


And you like that, don't you?


He had to admit that he did.
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Chapter 18


 


 


Don finished loading his computer and his
clothes into the car - he had an old Volvo station wagon - and then went to see
to his sister.  Katie was staring at a pile of clothes on the bed, and at her
suitcase, which was already crammed with clothes.


Don stepped behind her and embraced her
warmly, finally able to touch her as he wanted to again.  Katie melted against
him, but he could still feel the tension in her body.


"Donny, where are we going to go? 
And... I can't even take all my clothes!  They don't all fit!  And then there's
Charlie..."  Charlie was a large stuffed rabbit she'd gotten as a child,
and she would not go without him.


"Charlie will fit in the back seat. 
I know exactly where we're going.  And why don't you take some of the boxes in
the hallway closet to put clothes in?  Are you taking anything else?"


Katie loved it as her brother's hands
rubbed against her stomach, trying to soothe her nerves.  She loved everything
about him.  And right now, she loved that he was able to do her thinking for
her.  She had forgotten about the broken-down boxes they had in the hallway
closet.


"There's not much else for me to
take," she said finally.  "Some books, I guess, but you probably don't
have that much room left..."


"We've got all the room you'll need,
Katie," he said softly in her ear.  He kissed her ear, and then trailed
kisses all over her cheek.  Katie giggled softly, and snuggled even further
against him.  She could feel his erection pressing against her, but she knew
they didn't dare do that here again.  Still, she let him hold her for a long
time before she pulled away.


Don let her go reluctantly, and then he
turned to get Charlie.  "I'll take him out to the car," he said.  She
nodded, and went to get some boxes from the closet.


 


-----


 


When Don turned off the car, Katie looked
at the house.  It was larger than their old one, and it looked far more
expensive.


"Where are we?" she asked.  Don
just smiled at her, and got out of the car.  She followed suit, and was a
little surprised when he took her hand for the walk to the door.  It did feel
very nice, though.


Don rang the doorbell, and then he pulled
Katie into his arms.  He held her from behind, just to let her feel protected. 
He knew this would be hard on her until she grew comfortable... and he didn't
think she was going to grow comfortable soon.


When the door opened, Veronica smiled,
but it was clear she was confused.  "Don... Katie...  won't you please
come in?"  She'd noted how they were standing, and she gave Don a knowing
smile as he passed her in the hall.  Don walked all the way back to the study,
holding Katie's hand.  He just felt more comfortable talking in there.  He also
needed to show this room to Katie.


"Katie, this is where I've been
learning magic.  Veronica and I work in here.  This is where I've been most of
the time I've been gone lately."


Katie looked around, taking it in.  She
didn't let go of Don's hand throughout, and he made no effort to get her to. 
He liked his hand right where it was.  Finally, she turned around and looked at
him again, the fear still plain on her face.  He leaned down and kissed her
softly.  She panicked for a second, with another person there, but it felt so
good to her, she soon forgot about that, and was kissing him back enthusiastically.


When they finally came up for air,
Veronica moved closer to them.  She'd stayed a discreet distance while they had
been communing, but she did wonder why they were here.


Sitting up on her usual stool, Veronica
said, "So, Don... I assume this is not a social call, given the look on
her face.  What's the matter?"


Katie shivered, and Don embraced her
again.  She clung to him, but she didn't cry, so he figured he could talk to
Veronica.  He looked at his mistress and saw concern and caring in her eyes.


"We need a place to stay."


Veronica cocked an eyebrow.  "Perhaps
you'd better explain."


"Well, Katie, Julie, Susan, and even
Gill seemed to be okay with the idea of my magic, but my parents are
fundamentalist Christians.  It didn't go over so well with them."


"They kicked you out over your
magic?" she asked incredulously.


"No.  They tried to exorcise my
magic.  It was amusing," he said with a chuckle.  "But they tried to
ground me over it, too."


"Okay..."


"Well, I got into a little trouble
at school... don't worry, the boy got out of the hospital yesterday," he
smiled at Veronica, who looked a little shocked.  "And I doubt he'll ever
pick on another nerd ever again."


"So..."


"No, they didn't kick me out over
fighting, either.  They kicked me out over her," he said softly,
indicating his sister.


"You two have..."


"Become intimately involved, yes,"
he said.  Katie cringed, worried about Veronica's reaction.


Veronica, of course, was not surprised.  "I'm
happy for you both.  Of course you can stay here, I hope there wasn't any doubt
about that in your mind."


"Not in mine, Mistress, but Katie
was worried."  Don had slipped, and Katie looked at him just then.  He
caught her eyes and smiled softly.


"That is what I call her,
Katie..."


Katie smiled a little, and hugged him
tighter.


"You'll need to get used to calling
me Veronica," she said, "if you're going to be living here.  I don't
want to be called 'Mistress' all the time."


Don nodded.  "I guess I can
understand that."


Veronica lowered her voice and asked, "Just
how much does she know about... us?"


"You mean... oh, that.  No, she
doesn't know about that.  I'll explain it later."


Veronica nodded.  "Okay.  Do you
have things in your car we need to unpack?"


"Yes."


Veronica got off her stool.  "Let me
show you to your room... or do you want separate rooms?"


Don looked down.  "Katie?"


"I want to stay with you," she
whispered.


He hugged her more tightly as he looked
up.  "I guess room will do."


Veronica smiled as she motioned them to
follow her.


 


-----


 


"What did she mean, do I know about
you two?" Katie asked.  They'd finished dinner some time ago, and they
were sitting in their room together, trying to calm down from a very stressful
day.


Don sighed softly, and pulled Katie
against him as he leaned back against the headboard.  "Veronica and I have
been sleeping together for a while."


"What?" Katie asked
incredulously.  She didn't pull away from him, but she did twist her body so
she could see his face clearly, to make sure he wasn't kidding.  "She's
old as Mom!"


Don smiled.  "Yeah, I think she is,
not that it matters.  It is a required part of my training, that I bond with
her in that way.  I'm not going to lie to you; it's not something I don't enjoy
doing... in fact, we don't exactly restrict ourselves to the required schedule."


Katie shuddered at the thought.


"What's the matter?"


"That's gross."


Don laughed, and hugged his sister
tighter.  "I will try to restrain my passions for her.  But Katie... I am
required to sleep with her at least once a month, on the full moon.  I'll try
to control myself... and her... at other times.  We should probably talk about
Julie and Susan, too..."


"What about them?"


"Katie, I love you.  I don't want to
hurt you.  There's no point in beating around the bush, so to speak... I've
been sleeping with Julie and Susan both."


"I know."


"Well... I mean, what do you want me
to do about it?"


"I don't understand."


Katie could be remarkably naive at times.


"Do you want me to break up with
them?"


The light finally dawned on her.  She got
a warm, tingly feeling when she realized that her brother was willing to make
her his girlfriend.  She turned and hugged him tightly, pulling herself up to
kiss him.


"Donny, I love you so much,"
she said, her voice soft and almost awestruck.  "But you and I can't be
boyfriend/girlfriend... we'd get into so much trouble!  You need to have
a girl that you can go out with.  I just want to be one of the girls you...
stay in with."  She winked at him, and he blushed.  He hugged her tightly,
and then their lips connected passionately.


For the rest of the evening, they stayed
in rather loudly.
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Don and Katie were eating breakfast when
Veronica came in.  It had been several weeks since they'd moved in, and the
three had settled into something of a routine.  Veronica greeted them both
pleasantly, and she leaned down to receive a kiss from Don, which he was more
than happy to deliver.


As usual, Veronica looked over at Katie
after her morning kiss.  She'd been trying to discern Katie's feeling toward
her since the siblings had moved in, yet Katie was something of an enigma.  She
rarely spoke to Veronica, but Don had assured her that this wasn't due to any
ill feelings, but simply because Katie didn't feel comfortable with her.


Veronica sighed as she got her coffee and
sat at the table.  Katie smiled gently, but didn't say so much as good
morning.  Don was still eating his breakfast, which had been prepared by his
sister.  She had begun doing that shortly after they had moved in, and though
he could hardly complain, it made him just a little uneasy.  Still, she seemed
happy doing it, so he wasn't going to make her stop.


"Don, we need to start some new
skills for you today," Veronica said.  "I should warn you that this
is the phase of third-circle training where a lot of apprentices get hurt."


Katie immediately asked, "Is he in
danger?"


Veronica was kind of surprised she'd
spoken, but understood the urgency of the question to her.  "Not very much
danger.  He could be hurt, but probably not badly.  The worst I've ever heard
of is a couple of days in the hospital."


Katie looked distinctly ill, until Don
reached over and took her hand.  Veronica noticed, and she sighed inaudibly. 
Not that she resented the bond between them, but she and Don had not really
been as intimate as they used to be, and she missed his touch.


"What is it I'm going to be
learning?" Don asked.


Veronica shook off her self-pity.  "Magical
self-defense.  Or at least, the start of it.  You'll be learning more and more
about this as you go.  Today we'll start with learning to deflect energy
spells."


"But I don't even know any energy
spells yet."


Veronica nodded.  "It is easier to
deflect them than to create them.  Not to worry, you'll have a few of those,
too, by the end of your third-circle training."


"Okay."


Veronica finished up her cup of coffee,
and rose from the table.  She was still wearing her bathrobe, and Don's eyes
followed her movements.  She didn't really notice, however.  "I'll let you
two finish up.  I'll be in the study when you're ready."


Don nodded to her, and she walked out. 
Don turned to his sister to reassure her.


"I'll be okay, Katie.  Veronica will
be careful."


Though that was reassuring to Katie, that's
not what was on her mind.  Though inaudible, Veronica's sigh had not gone
unnoticed.


"Donny, you need to do something
about her."


Don raised an eyebrow.  "I'm not
sure I know what you mean."


"She's really sad.  I don't think
you've been paying enough attention to her."


"I spend every day with her,"
he objected.


"You know what I mean!"
she insisted.  Finally it connected, and Don blushed.


"Um... well... no, I mean... we used
to do that kind of a lot."


"How much is 'kind of a lot?'"
Katie asked.


"Probably two or three times a week." 
His blush deepened.


Katie's mouth fell open.  "And you've
only been with her once since we got here?  Donald White, I thought you
were smarter than that!"


"Huh?"


Katie rolled her eyes.  "She misses
you!"


"Well, I've been a little preoccupied..."


It was Katie's turn to blush; they'd had
sex at least once a day since they'd gotten here.  Even during her period,
because she'd wanted him.  She found that highly odd, but she also didn't care;
her brother was so sweet, he'd taken care of her every need.  But she knew that
he had other people to care for, as well.  Susan and Julie had not been over as
much as they should have been.  She realized this needed to change.


"You and I need to have a talk
tonight," she said.  "But you have to get ready for training.  Please
be careful?" she entreated him, her plea clear in her eyes.


"I will."  He leaned over and
they kissed warmly.  She felt her insides melt from his touch.  When they
parted, she blushed.


"If you don't leave now, you'll be
late to training."


"It's only thirty feet from here..."


"Very late," she
emphasized, and Don got the message.  He chuckled as he rose from the table.


"I'll see you at lunch."


 


-----


 


Don's talk with Katie was enlightening
and confusing at the same time.  He was confused that she would tell him to do
what he was doing, but he felt he understood her a little better.


What he was doing was approaching
Veronica's door.  He was wearing only pajama bottoms, as had become his custom
living here.  When he reached the door, he had to consider whether or not to
knock.  He realized that knocking wasn't terribly romantic, and so he decided
to quietly open the door.


He had no expectation of sneaking up on
Veronica; he expected her to be looking his way when he put his head in through
the opening.  He found that she wasn't, however.  Instead, she was unbuttoning
her blouse.  He entered the room silently, and barely breathed until the door
was shut and latched.


By the time he'd finished doing that,
Veronica had removed her blouse, and was just setting her bra down.  She was
facing the closet, which meant she had no view of him yet.  He walked softly
over to her, and paused just a moment.


When he'd finally settled his breathing,
Don lifted his hands and placed them very gently on Veronica's shoulders.  He
felt her shiver slightly, and then relax.  He began to run his hands over her
shoulders and upper back, caressing the skin and occasionally kneading the
muscles beneath.


Leaning in, Don kissed the nape of
Veronica's neck.  She shivered again, and a soft sigh escaped her lips.  She
wasn't moving at all, letting him touch her as he chose.  His kisses moved from
the back of her neck around to the side, and he moved a little closer, his
hands working a little lower down now, caressing her shoulder blades and her
sides.  Veronica felt tingles all through her body at his touch.


Don moved even closer, sliding his hands
along her skin around to her stomach.  His lips moved up to nibble on her ear,
causing her to giggle lightly, and blush.  She could feel his body pressing
against her back, and she felt his cock pressing against her ass.  Their
lovemaking was usually much more playful than this, but she was loving every
second.


Don's fingers scampered across the flesh
of her tummy as she squirmed beneath their ministrations.  He knew exactly how
to pleasure her, and she was already fully aroused and ready for him.  He was
drawing it out, tonight, however; he didn't want to just screw her silly and
let it go at that.


"Oh, gods," Veronica moaned
finally, "what's gotten into you?"


Don took a long time to answer her; he
didn't wish to interrupt his lips' work on her earlobe.  Once he took a break,
though, he whispered, "Someone reminded me that I've been neglecting you. 
I'm sorry."


"Ohhhhh.  Don, you don't have to be
sorry... I know she's prettier than I am.  And I know you love her, and that
you don't love me."


Don's fingers reached up and brushed the
bottom of Veronica's breasts, causing her to shudder.  He continued to stroke
the bottom swell of her tits, and she moaned again.


"I don't have to love you to care
about you.  And I don't really have to do either of those to want to
make you feel good.  Does this feel good?" he asked, stroking her breasts
more fully.


"Ohhhh, gods, yes..."


"Would you like me to stop?" he
teased.


"Never..."


As his fingers continued to caress her
tits, he whispered into her ear, "Finish undressing."


Veronica unfastened her skirt - she
almost never wore pants - and let it fall to the floor.  Her panties, already
drenched in her juices, followed suit.  She was now completely nude, and still
feeling self-conscious about her body, though Don had repeatedly told her that
he loved looking at her.


Veronica reveled in the feelings he was
causing in her, but she wanted to be more active.  She stepped away, Don's
hands falling reluctantly from her breasts.  She turned to look at him, and
smiled.  It was easy to see his pajamas tenting from his stiff cock.  She knew
she wanted that.


Kneeling, she tugged his pajamas down off
his hips, letting them fall to the floor unnoticed as she stared at his fully
erect prick.  She licked her lips, and then she let her tongue slip out so that
it could lick the head of his cock.  Don moaned softly, and she put her hands
on his hips.  She turned her head to lick down one side of his cock, and then
she licked across his balls.  Don trembled at the feeling.


As she returned her tongue back to his
cock and licked her way to the tip, Veronica brought a hand to his balls and
began to fondle them very gently.  She knew that he was sensitive there.  As
her lips slipped over the helmet of his cock, her fingers danced deftly across
his nuts.


Don knew that he would not last very long
with her treating him to this.  Her lips sank further onto his prick, and her
tongue slipped wetly along the underside of his shaft.  Her fingers continued
to fondle him, and her free hand moved to the base of his dick and began to
stroke the part of it not in her mouth.


That portion was getting smaller and smaller,
however, as Veronica worked her mouth further and further onto his cock. 
Finally, there was no room for her hand as her lips reached bottom and her nose
was nestled in his pubic hair.


Then she hummed.


Don gasped as the tingles shot throughout
his body.  In a flash, he was coming, his cock spewing its load down her
throat.  She had to stop humming to swallow, but it no longer mattered.  He
grunted as the last shots of his cum were expelled, and he was breathing hard.


Veronica slipped his cock out of her
mouth, and smiled to herself.  She finally rose, to meet his concerned gaze.


"I'm supposed to be pleasing you,
not the other way 'round," he complained.


"Oh, I'm sure you'll be pleasing me
soon enough," she said with an impish grin.  "I was just about to
take a shower.  Why don't you join me?  You can wash my back."


"I'd rather wash your front,"
he said with a grin of his own.


"That," she retorted,
sliding against him, "is one of the ways you'll be pleasing me."  She
kissed him passionately, her tongue invading his mouth.  He ignored the taste
of his seed, and kissed her back, hard.


Finally, they separated, and he followed
her into the bathroom, closing the door behind him.  Veronica had a huge
tub/shower combination.  It was big enough for two people to lie in very
comfortably.  He thought this might, in fact, be a good thing.


After Veronica turned on the hot water to
warm up, she slithered against Don's body again.  He loved the feel of her tits
pressing against him, of her erect nipples dragging across his skin.  When her
fingers gently encircled his cock, he felt it stir.  He knew she was right; he
would soon be ready for her again.


It wasn't all that long before the steam
was fogging up the room, and they knew it was time to step in the shower.  Don
held Veronica's hand as she stepped in, and then he followed her, closing the
glass door.  Veronica was already beneath the spray, and he enjoyed the look of
her glistening body in the dim light.


"Are you planning to stare at me all
night?" she asked with a grin.


"I just might," he said in
reply.  She opened her arms, inviting him to come to her.  He stepped close,
and pulled her to him.  Their lips met and they kissed wantonly.  Don felt his
cock surge as her tongue pushed its way into his mouth.


Veronica very clearly felt it, as well. 
She moved her feet, and Don's cock slipped between her legs, rubbing up against
her wet pussy lips.  Their wetness had little to do with the shower.


Veronica broke their kiss, and she
moaned.  "I need you inside of me, lover."


"Yes, Mistress," Don said, a
playful look crossing his face.  He gently pushed her back against the tile
wall.  Veronica shivered at the touch of the cool tile, but ignored it.  Don
was glad for the non-skid floor surface as he reached down to grasp the back of
Veronica's legs.  He lifted her off the ground, and she wrapped her arms around
his neck as he pressed her tightly to the wall.


Veronica wrapped her legs around Don's
waist, and he was able to move his hand down to position his cock.  Slowly, he
let her slip down the wall until the head of his cock was pressing at her
entrance.  She moaned in anticipation, as he pushed her tightly against the
wall again, keeping her in place, the head of his cock almost, but not quite,
inside her.


Don ran his hands up Veronica's sides,
caressing her tenderly.  He looked up into her eyes, seeing the need, and the
care she felt for him.  It wasn't love for either of them, but they knew what
their bond was, and in some ways it was stronger than love could ever have
been.


Don suddenly pushed away from the wall
slightly.  Veronica slid down onto his dick in one swift motion.  She cried out
as he filled her depths.  She felt so full, so wonderfully full, and she was
seeing stars at the sudden pleasure.


Don did not give her time to recover, but
instead began to thrust up into her, using the wall again to hold her in
place.  She was awash in the pleasant sensations she felt.  Her cries echoed in
the small chamber as the water washed over her from the side, and his cock
slammed up into her from below.


As Veronica tilted her head back, her
eyes closed, her groans and pants freely escaping her lips, Don leaned in and
began to kiss and nibble on her neck.  Veronica groaned in one long, low tone
as he did, and her pussy rippled along his cock.  He felt her body shudder, and
her tits were shoved forcibly against his chest, her back arching as much as it
could.  He knew she was coming, and he continued to thrust into her throughout.


As Veronica began to come down, Don
stopped his thrusting, but he didn't let go of her.  He chanted a quick agility
spell - he'd need his balance for what he was going to do - and then he
squatted, finally dropping down until he was sitting in the huge tub, the hot
water washing over both of them.  He didn't move, letting Veronica recuperate
from her climax.


After a few moments, Veronica looked him
in the eyes and smiled.


"That was wonderful," she said,
her pussy squeezing his cock tantalizingly.  "But somebody didn't come
yet."


"Somebody was hoping we weren't
through," he said with a grin.


Veronica raised her eyebrows and smiled. 
"I'm beginning to like you..."  She leaned forward and kissed him
passionately as her pussy rippled along his cock.


Once they broke their kiss, Veronica released
her legs' grip on her lover, and she maneuvered herself into a kneeling
position, his hard cock still buried inside her.  She wanted to keep it there
for just as long as possible.  She pushed him, and he scooted backward.  She
knee-walked with him until he was resting more comfortably with his back
against the side of the tub.  Throughout it all, she kept her pussy rippling
along his shaft.


Once they stopped moving around, Don put
his arms around Veronica and held her.  She looked into his eyes, and she
almost wanted to cry.  It was so clear that he cared for her... that he would
do almost anything to make her happy.  He tilted his head up and they kissed,
more tenderly this time.


As they kissed, Veronica began to roll
her hips.  She slid herself on and off his dick in small strokes, arousing both
of them without upsetting their kissing.  She clamped her pussy muscles down on
his cock as she pulled off him, sending shivers throughout his body.


They stayed that way for quite a while,
just moving enough to keep each other well aroused.  Finally, though, Don broke
their kiss, and put his hands softly on either side of her face.


"You're beautiful," he said. 
Veronica blushed.  She never felt beautiful, except for moments like this one. 
Don lifted his knees up, to cushion her ass, and he tried to push himself
upward.  Veronica helped, and soon they were standing up again.


Don moved away from Veronica, letting his
dick slip from her pussy.  She almost groaned in frustration, but she knew he
wouldn't leave her like this.  He stepped around her, and she knew immediately
what he was doing.  She leaned forward and pushed her ass upward.


Stepping behind Veronica, Don pushed his
cock back into her pussy, and she moaned at the return of her pleasure.  He
didn't wait, but began to thrust into her using smooth strokes that took him
almost all the way out of her pussy before he slid back in.  The angle caused
his dick to rub against the front of her pussy repeatedly, and she was soon
feeling a warm tingle all over her body.


Don leaned forward, cupping her tits in
his hands.  His fingers rubbed on either side of her nipples, causing her to
moan.  He knew she was close, and he wasn't far off, either.  He wanted to come
with her, wanted to share that moment.  He massaged her breasts as he continued
to thrust into her.


Veronica put her arms against the wall,
bracing herself for what she knew was coming.  Her pussy was already beginning
to tingle, and she longed for it to explode with her orgasm.  Don's fingers
were driving her crazy, and his cock was driving her to heaven.  She could feel
his body tightening against her.  She rippled her pussy muscles even harder,
trying to draw his cum out of him.


Don let one hand slip down off Veronica's
tit, and he stroked it against her clit.  That was all she could take, and she
cried out, her orgasm washing over her body.  Her pussy clamped down so tightly
on his cock that he could barely move.  He could no longer control his own
body, and he thrust into her one last time, releasing his cum in powerful
blasts deep into her pussy.


The couple groaned and bucked together
for long moments, lost in their passion.  They each slowly collapsed to the
floor, Don's cock slipping from her pussy.  It was several more minutes before
either of them had the wherewithal to speak.


Veronica moved back into Don's lap.  She
was more sated than she could ever remember being.  The young man beneath her
looked up into her eyes, and knew that he had succeeded; he had made her
happy.  She kissed him warmly, and embraced him.


After a long moment of companionable
silence, he said, "It's a good thing you've got a big water heater."


She giggled and nodded.  It was a happy
moment.
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"Okay, today we're going to take it
up a notch," Veronica said.  "That's why I asked Katie not to be in
the room.  First, she might find this distressing, and second, if you slip and
deflect it the wrong way, she could get hurt.  So you need to focus."


"How much more intense does this
get?" Don asked.


"For third-circle, this is the last
stage.  You won't be able to draw on the magic more until you're nearing the
end of third-circle, or into fourth-circle.  Anyway, this is the last technique
we teach you now for this form of magic defense.  Then we'll move on to some
other things."


"Okay."


Veronica moved closer to him, to show him
the spell in his book.  He wrapped his arm around her waist as soon as she was
close enough, and she snuggled against him for a long moment without saying
anything.  Finally, she ran her hand down the page until it was at the right
spell.


"This is the one you need to use
today.  It's pretty intense, and you're probably going to get pretty tired.  We're
going to cut out after lunch, because you're just not going to have the strength
to keep this up."


"Hmmm.  I wonder what I'll do with
my afternoon," he said, and began stroking her side, and letting his hand
wander down onto her ass.  Veronica shivered.  Since they had reacquainted
themselves a week and a half ago, they had been much more affectionate, much as
they had been in the beginning.  Katie was hardly being ignored, but Don had
realized that he was ignoring the other women in his life, and so he'd spent
lots more time with Susan and Julie, as well.  Everyone seemed to be happier
now.


"So, have you got the spell
memorized?" Veronica asked him, snapping him out of his reverie.


"Oh, sorry, I was thinking about
this afternoon."  Veronica blushed as he squeezed her ass, but then he let
her go to hold the book.  It took him only a little while to memorize the spell
- it was short - and then he closed the book, setting it on the table.


Don readied himself, chanting the spell
and trying to focus.  The spell was only half the battle; if he didn't
concentrate and pay attention to Veronica's attack, the spell wouldn't do any
good.  He wasn't strong enough as a magician for an 'all-over' defense spell,
so this worked more like holding a buckler in his hand to ward off a sword
attack.


When he felt he was ready, he nodded to
Veronica.  She put up her hands and began forming an energy ball.  He did not
know - and was afraid to ask - what that ball would do to him if he missed. 
She launched it without warning, but he saw it coming anyway, and he was able
to deflect it.  He found that the hardest part of the spell was controlling
direction, but then he decided to treat it just like the shield it was, and he
used his arm to direct it.


The energy ball came again, and once
more, he batted it aside without too much effort.  Veronica spun the ball
quickly, however, and Don dropped to the ground as it whizzed past him.


"Good!" Veronica said in
praise.  "Sometimes the easiest thing to do is just not to be in the way."


As she said this, however, she maneuvered
the ball to be right above him, and let it dive down straight at him.  Don had
no time to roll, and he wasn't in a position to deflect the energy.  He raised
his shield up to meet it in a head-on impact.  He felt like he was being pushed
down into the floor.  Concentrating, he managed to angle his shield without
moving his arm, and the ball of energy slid off his shield, bounced off the
floor, and whirled into the air.


Don quickly got to his feet, and was
facing the ball of energy when it came at him again.  He deflected it one more
time, and it whirled away.  He wondered how long they were supposed to do this;
he was already getting physically tired, and he didn't know exactly how long
his magic would hold out.


The training went on for much longer than
Don thought he would have been able to hold out.  He'd cast a stamina spell,
but it hadn't been a strong one, because he didn't want to draw down too much
on the power available to his shield.  After an hour, however, he was growing
weary.


That's why he made the mistake.


He'd just deflected Veronica's attack in
a rather flashy and impressive maneuver that involved a roll and then a swipe
at the attacking ball.  He was pretty pleased with himself, and he wasn't
paying attention.  Had Veronica known that, she would have stopped her attack before
it hit him.  However, she, too, was growing weary, and she didn't quite notice
that he wasn't aware of her maneuver.


The energy ball hit Don squarely on the
side.  He screamed in pain, and it threw him off his feet.  It wasn't strong
enough to do much more than that, but the internal injuries it could cause were
worrisome enough.  Veronica cried out herself, and ran to his side, vaporizing
the ball with a thought.


"Don!  Don, oh, shit... Are you
okay?"


Don was in no position to answer her. 
His eyes were still spinning loop-the-loops inside his head, and his brain
seemed to be squashed to one side.  He tried to take a deep breath, but that
incited such a violent, stabbing pain that he decided not to do it again for
the rest of his life.


"I'm going to get help,"
Veronica said softly.  She stroked his cheek, and then she dashed out of the
room.  It was only seconds before she returned with Katie, who screamed and ran
to his side.


"DONNY!" she wailed.


"Careful, Katie," Veronica
warned.  "Don't touch him too much.  I don't know what I hurt.  Oh, gods,
Don, I'm so sorry!"


Don was too busy groaning in pain to
worry about her apology, or to acknowledge it, or even to forgive her, which he
didn't think was necessary, as it had been his own damned fault for not paying
attention.  He groaned, and both ladies looked at him with concern.


"The ambulance is on the way,"
Veronica said softly.  Katie was caressing his head, trying to make him feel
better as best she could.  Don felt little more than the pounding inside his
head and the pain inside his body.  He hoped the ambulance would arrive soon,
with something to stop the pain.


He was unconscious when they did arrive.


 


-----


 


Don came slowly back to consciousness. 
He knew he was in a hospital; it was the only place he could possibly be in a
bed and be this uncomfortable.  He opened his eyes, hoping it was still
daytime.  He saw that it was, indeed, still light out.  It took only a second
before Katie entered his field of view; she'd been watching him intently from
her chair, and had seen his eyes open.


"Donny?" she asked.  She hated
that her voice quivered, but she was so scared for him...


Don reached out for her, and was actually
surprised that he could.  He took her into his arms and they hugged.  She squeezed
a little too hard, and he winced.


"Oh, geez, I'm sorry!" she
said, almost afraid to touch him now.


"It's okay, Sis.  What's wrong with
me?"


"They won't tell me. 
Veronica is off talking to them."


Don nodded, and he pulled his sister into
his arms.  He kissed her softly on the lips, to let her know he was okay, and
then he hugged her.  She was very careful to be gentle now.


A short time later, the doctor came in
with Veronica in tow.  He smiled to see the siblings hugging.  Veronica
wondered what else they'd been doing, but she kept her smirk to herself.


"Well," the doctor said, to
announce his presence.  "It would seem you were practicing your martial
arts a little too aggressively."


Don looked up quizzically.  He saw a
stern nod from Veronica, and he got the idea.  Don said, "I guess.  I didn't
expect her to get off that snap kick so fast."


The doctor nodded.  "Yes, that would
be about what I expected from your injuries.  I can hardly tell you not
to exercise, but you do need to be more careful."


"What's wrong with me, anyway?"
Don asked.


"Oh, I didn't tell you that, did I?" 
The doctor had a shame-faced grin.  "I told your aunt.  You have two
cracked ribs.  They will stitch in a few days, and you will be sore for a week
or two.  Don't get back to your sparring until they don't hurt anymore.  Be
very careful for the next few days that you don't do anything to torque them or
bump them, or you will be very sorry you did."


"I gather," Don said.  He could
already feel them aching.


"You passed out from the pain.  You
don't have any head injuries or concussion that we can see.  Take it easy.  If
you have any dizziness or any other problems, get right back here.  Otherwise,
you are free to go."


"Thanks, Doc," Don said.  He
shook the doctor's hand, and sat up slowly.  Katie helped him, and Veronica
held his hand as the doctor walked out.


"So, Aunt Vera," Don said with
a sarcastic grin, "how did I do, anyway?"


"Gods, Don, I'm sorry.  I didn't
mean to..."  Don put his hand on her cheek to quiet her.


"I let my guard down.  Stupid
mistake.  I don't think I'll be doing it again."


Veronica nodded somberly.  "Let's
get you home.  You need to rest and heal."


"Yeah.  Oh, god, this hurts,"
he said as he let his feet drop to the floor and a stab of pain shot through
his chest.  "I don't think this is going to be much fun."


Veronica said nothing as she led them
both out to the car.


 


-----


 


Don sat in the back of the car with his
sister because it was more comfortable for the trip home from the hospital.  He
didn't pay attention to much on the way; he was in too much pain.  The doctor
had given him a shot of something, but it wasn't doing a whole lot.  Veronica
had assured him that a more effective remedy was waiting at her house.


When they got to the house, Don was still
not paying much attention.  He didn't really notice the startled look on Katie's
face, and it wasn't until the car door opened that he knew that someone
unexpected was there.


"Jesus, what did she do to you this
time?"  Amy crawled into the car and turned to look at him.  She ran her
hands gingerly over his chest and abdomen, chanting softly.  "Good grief. 
C'mon, we need to get you inside."


Don made an indication that he could
hardly move with her where she was.  She said, "Right."  It was only
then she realized that there was someone staring at her.  She looked up at
Katie, and smiled.  "I remember you.  Too bad you don't remember me. 
Anyway, hi.  My name is Amy."  She stuck out her hand, and Katie very
tentatively shook it.


"You know my brother?"


Veronica had leaned down to look in and
see what was going on.  "Help him out of the car, Katie, and we'll explain
inside."


"Okay."  Katie opened her door
and very carefully helped her brother slide over and get out of the car.  She
kept a grip on him, though he could walk just fine by himself.


"What the hell did you do this
time?" Amy was demanding of her aunt.  Veronica stuttered; she knew that
Amy would be concerned, but she had not been prepared for outright hostility.


"Amy, I was just-"


"Just overdoing it.  Again. 
I will never forgive you for Jacob, and I'm not going to let you-"


Don put his hand tenderly on her
shoulder, and Amy stopped in mid-sentence, turning to look at him.  Her entire
posture changed, and it was an almost fascinating thing to watch as she went
from totally pissed off to utterly concerned.


"It was my fault, Ames.  I let my
guard down.  It was a stupid thing to do."


"After how many hours of training?"


"Just one," he said quietly.  "Can
we go in?  It's hot out here."  Amy took Don's other arm - the first was
still occupied by his sister - and they led him into the house and into the
living room, where he was directed to sit.


"Who are you?" Katie asked more
quietly, now that they were indoors.


"Veronica is my aunt.  I'm another
magician, like your brother.  I'm a third-circle magician, just like he is."


"There's got to be more than that..."
Katie said.


Amy blushed.  "Yeah, well... I came
a couple months back to help your brother get ready for his third-circle test."


"And?" Katie said.


"You're going to have to tell her
something," Don interjected.  "She's too smart for that to be enough." 
Katie leaned against her brother; she loved it when he praised her.


Amy turned to Veronica.  Veronica
grimaced.  "Don, if you think she can handle it, we can show her
what happened."


"I thought you said her memory was
erased."


"It is.  But I can show her... like
a TV program.  She won't remember, but she'll know what went on."


Don turned to his sister, and she looked
at him worriedly.  He smiled at her, and gave her a kiss.  She melted against
him; he always made her feel safe.  He turned back to Veronica.  "In the
study?"


"Yes."


Don struggled to get up, and both Katie
and Amy helped him.  As Don started walking toward the study, he began to talk.


"Katie, what I'm going to tell you
is going to sound a little far-fetched, but it's the truth.  It's how I started
to become a magician, and you were there, but you don't remember it.  You
should probably be thankful for that, given all the shit that happened. 
Anyway, here's how it began..."
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"Stop squirming!" Amy said
good-naturedly.


"Then stop touching me that way,"
Don replied with a grin.  "I thought you were supposed to be healing
me.  Is this something about how a happy attitude makes the patient heal
faster?"


"Keep that up," Amy said with a
wicked grin, "and I'll do something that will make you need another
three days of healing therapy."


"Katie, save me!" Don said in
mock despair.  All three of them laughed.  Katie was sitting beside her
brother.  She couldn't help with what Amy was doing, but Amy'd asked her to be
there, anyway.  She didn't know why, as such, but had a feeling she was about
to find out.


"Don," Amy began, slowing the
movement of her hands.  Her spell had been chanted and she was visualizing now,
during which she could talk freely, as long as she kept her concentration.  "Have
you thought any more about Annie?"


Don stiffened.  They'd not talked about
her in Katie's presence, though she'd seen enough to deduce things from the
presentation a few days before.  Katie felt his body tense, and she caressed
his arm.


"Do you know where she is?"
Katie asked with interest.


"Yeah.  I have her address in my
wallet," he admitted.


"How did you get that?" Katie
asked.


"How do you think, Sis?  She gave it
to me.  We were riding together on your favorite animal, and she and I
exchanged addresses and phone numbers.  We didn't know that she wouldn't
remember any of it when we got home."  Don frowned sorrowfully.


Amy picked up the charge.  "Have you
thought about contacting her?"


"And say what?  'Hi, you don't
remember me, but we once had a real intense relationship, and I saved you from
dying from a wyvern bite?'  I don't think I'd get very far."


"Donny... how... intense...
was your relationship?"


"Not as intense as yours and mine!"
he retorted.  Katie blushed crimson.  Don waited for her to settle down.  "We
never got to have sex.  Things were always happening.  She got sick, or we got
separated, or we were both just too damned tired.  Or you or Julie really
needed company that night, or... well, you get the point."


Katie frowned at the idea that she had
been responsible for some of her brother's unhappiness.  She worried that she
was doing it again, here in the real world.  "Did you love her?"
Katie asked bluntly.


Don blushed.


"Enough to accept certain death over
her," Amy replied for him.


"She wasn't asking you,"
Don said hotly.


"What?" Katie asked.  "I
don't remember anything like that from the video..."


"Well, we glossed over a lot of
details, to save time.  When you guys went to the sacred swamp... you remember
that part?"


"Yeah."


"Well, he was told that he could
retrieve the antidote, but that he would end up dying in the swamp... that in
order to save a life, one had to be given up.  It was a test, of course,
because we wanted to see what kind of person your brother was.  He passed with
flying colors."


Don was blushing, and Katie looked at him
intently.


"So you do love her."


"Yeah, I guess."


"Was she married or anything?"


Don shook his head.  "She lost her
parents a couple years ago.  Her older brother is a jerk.  She's basically
alone."


Katie shivered involuntarily.  That one
word struck fear into the core of her soul.


"Donny, you need to find her."


"And do what?"


"She fell in love with you once,"
Amy replied.  "No reason to think she wouldn't do it again."


"I said I was in love with her,"
Don responded.  "That doesn't mean she was in love with me."


Amy cocked an eyebrow.  "If you
think that for a moment, you weren't paying attention."


Katie chimed in.  "Donny... did you
promise her?"


"Well... yeah, but it's not like she
remembers that I promised her."


"Donald White!  That does not wipe
away the promise!"  Katie was very cute when she was trying to be stern. 
He leaned over and kissed her.  She accepted his kiss, but she wasn't letting
him off that easy.  "You owe it to her."


"She's got you there, tiger."


"Okay, okay.  I'll go find her...
but I'm not making any promises.  I don't know what she's like here.  In ZN,
she was scared to death half the time, and I was the nearest source of
protection."


"Uh-huh."


"And she's not going to remember
that, anyway, thanks to that neat little brain-wiping technique you guys used."


Amy got a strange look on her face, but
she didn't say anything.


Katie did.  "Promise me you'll find
her and look out for her."


"Katie... I promise I'll find her. 
Beyond that, it'll depend on whether she wants me around."


"Okay, I guess that's fair," Katie
said, a frown crossing her face.  Don reached out and hugged her with one arm,
and she leaned against him.  His presence eased her discomfort, and she sighed
gently.
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Don sat in his car across the street from
a large house that almost looked abandoned.  Though the lawn was kept and the
bushes were pruned, the house had a vaguely empty feeling, just looking
at it.


Don knew that it wasn't empty, of
course.  First off, there was a car parked in the driveway, and it was no clunker,
so obviously someone was there.  Secondly, there was a light on in an upstairs
window.  It was still early morning, and the sun was just barely over the
horizon.


Don ate his Croissan'wich and watched the
house.  He didn't really know what else to do.  This was the address that Annie
had given him while he was in Zemlia Nov.  Now, if the girl getting ready
upstairs - he'd seen a silhouette - wasn't Annie, then obviously she hadn't
felt a thing for him, and he could go home and say that it had been a mistake.


Deep down, he dreaded that option.


He had long since finished his breakfast
sandwich and his orange juice by the time she came out of the house.  Don's
breath caught in his throat as her auburn hair and olive complexion shouted her
identity.  He took in the rest of her body, remembering almost more than seeing
each detail, each curve.  Her small breasts still enthralled him, and he
remembered the feel of her lips on his own.  He wanted to feel that again, to
hold her in his arms...


Don shook himself from his reverie as she
started her car.  He waited until she was about a hundred feet away before he
started his own car and followed her.  He hated doing this; it would look like
he was stalking her to anyone else.  The truth was that he simply had no plan
for getting back into her life.  He watched as she drove down to a gym, and
pulled in.  He rolled on past and then turned around, parking in the empty lot
across the street from her workout center.


Okay, so she likes to stay fit.  That's
interesting, I guess.  Not very useful, though.


Don followed her all day; she went down
to a rescue mission, presumably to serve breakfast.  She went to Wal-mart.  He
thought that was especially interesting.  Do rich people normally shop at
Wal-mart?  He had to admit he didn't know.  She went to lunch.  And then
she went home, and stayed there.  He saw her sitting in the living room,
watching television, with the occasional move to do this or that.


At dinner time, she went back to the
rescue mission.  Don realized that this was obviously a passion of hers.  She
gave no indication of being an evangelist... I wonder if she is actually there
to save people, or if she just goes to feed them.  He didn't know, but it
was dark when she came out, and he had to work especially hard now not to be
noticed as he was tailing her.  She went straight back home, and gave every
impression that she would be there the rest of the night.


Don sat in his car and tried to think. 
Watching her surreptitiously had been very thrilling for him, but vaguely
unsatisfying.  He wanted to kiss her and fondle her, not watch her drive around
town.


Around eleven o'clock, he headed for his
motel.  You're going to have to come up with something, slick.
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Don was wandering through the mall,
seemingly uninterested in anything around him.  In truth, he was very carefully
keeping an eye on Annie.  This required the use of a magic spell, since she was
nearly four hundred feet away from him.  When he saw her go into one store that
he knew she would probably be in for a while, he slipped into a nearby clothing
shop to make a purchase.  He asked the clerk to hold it for him, and he
wandered back into the mall, looking to see that Annie was still in the store
he'd left her in.


Once she came out, Don picked up
following her again.  He didn't quite know how to initiate contact, he was
merely waiting for the opportunity.  He'd had a thought, which was why he'd
purchased the item at the clothier.  He didn't, however, know if she would cooperate
with his idea.


For two more hours, Don wandered
aimlessly behind Annie who, he assumed, was wandering aimlessly.  It was around
four in the afternoon when she finally did the one thing he needed her to do in
order for his idea to work.  She bought food.


In this case, she bought a fairly big ice
cream cone that looked quite good.  She was eating it happily, and Don was able
to maneuver into a position in front of her.  He walked about ten feet in front
of her, and then slowly shortened that distance to about six feet.  She was, he
noted, paying more attention to the ice cream and the shops than to anyone
around her.


Don stopped, as if to look at a store,
and turned.  He knew she could avoid him, if she was paying enough attention,
but he was counting on her distraction.


Annie noticed him just in the nick of
time, and she started, jerking away from him as if she had run into a wall.  At
just exactly that moment, Don turned toward her, his eyes lingering on the
store, and he began to walk.  His head came around just as he bumped into her.


Don hit Annie's arm, and the ice cream,
of course, went flying against her blouse.  Annie screamed in shock, and
dropped her ice cream cone.


"Oh, shit!" Don said in dismay
that was entirely feigned.  "I'm sorry!  Can you ever forgive me?  Damn, I
need to watch where I'm going!"


Annie was flustered.  Her first instinct
was to snap at him, but his immediate regret for what he'd done drowned any ill
feeling she had.  Now she was looking at him as he floundered.  She tried to
get a word in, but he was apologizing in six different ways at once.


Don pulled a handkerchief out of his back
pocket.  "Here, let me wipe that... no, on second thought, maybe you
had better wipe that off.  Let me take your bags."  Don handed her the
hankie, and took hold of her shopping bags, so she could wipe off her blouse. 
They both knew the chocolate stain would never come out.


"Aw, hell.  I'm sorry," he
said.  It was clear that he meant it, and he did; he hated ruining her shirt,
it was just the only thing he could think of.


"It's okay," Annie finally
managed to get in.  "It's an old shirt, anyway," she lied; it was
only two months old.


"I feel awful.  I wish there was
something I could do.  Look, at least let me buy you a new ice cream cone."


Annie wanted to beg off; she wasn't
comfortable with people.  The look on his face, however, made her change her
mind.  She saw a kindness there, and an eagerness, that she couldn't really
fathom, but she found it attractive.


"Okay," she said.


"Great!" Don said, motioning
back the way she had come.  He kept hold of her bags as they walked back to the
ice cream parlor.  Once she'd ordered her cone, and Don had gotten a smaller
one for himself, They walked back out into the mall.


"Hey... why don't we sit and finish
these?  I'd hate to bump into you all over again, being the klutz that I am."


Annie laughed.  She knew it was a line,
but it was at least original.  She didn't know what it was about this young man
- and she knew he was younger than her - but she found herself attracted to his
personality.


"Okay," she said again.


They made their way over to a bench and
sat down side by side.  After a short silence, Don finally got up the nerve to
say something.


"I'm Don.  You're..."


"Annabelle Carter.  My friends call
me Annie."


"Well, Miss Carter - "


"Please," she said, raising a
hand, "don't call me that, of all things!"  She smiled
at him.  "Annie."


"Thank you.  Well, Annie, I'm sorry
I tried to run over you... I'm new here, and was just kind of gawking at all
the stores.  Is this a good place to shop?"


"I suppose.  It's the only mall in
town, so there aren't a lot of options."


Don nodded.  He knew that the chit-chat
was important, as difficult as it was for him to maintain.  He spent the next
twenty minutes talking about nothing at all with her.  He was astonished that
she didn't hesitate to talk with him, though they didn't approach any personal
topics.


Finally, when she had finished her ice
cream, they both stood.  He kept hold of her bags, and said, "You were
going home, weren't you.  I've delayed you.  I'm so sorry..."


"No, that's okay.  It's not a
problem."


"Let me walk you to your car.  It's
the least I can do."


"All right," she replied.  They
walked together, continuing to chat.  Suddenly, as they passed the store that
Don had gone into earlier, he stopped.


"Could you wait here for just a
second?  I won't be gone but a moment."


Annie nodded, taking her bags from his
hands.  Don walked into the store and found the clerk who was holding the
package for him.  She walked behind the counter and picked it up, handing it to
him.  He received his receipt, and then he headed out of the store, back to
where Annie was waiting.  He was actually a little surprised that she had
waited; it would have been a good time to leave, if she was uncomfortable.


Don stammered a little; it was the first
real emotion he'd exhibited all day, because he didn't know how she'd react.  "Look,
I... um... the shirt is my fault, I should have been watching where I was going,
so... I got you this."


Annie set down her bags and took the bag
he was carrying.  She pulled out the garment inside to find a lovely
light-green blouse.  She looked at the tag; it was her size.


"How did you know?"


Don shrugged.  "I guessed." 
Guessing had nothing to do with it; she'd told him in Zemlia Nov what her sizes
were.


"But how did you know I liked green?"


"I didn't," Another fib.  "But
it goes so well with your hair and your skin..."


Annie blushed.  "I... don't know
what to say."


"You don't need to say anything.  It's
just my way of saying I'm sorry for bumping into you."


"Thank you.  And you're forgiven."


Don beamed a smile at her, and then he
picked up her bags so they could continue to walk to her car.  He had
deliberately parked several rows away, so that she wouldn't get suspicious. 
Once they were there, he placed the bags in the trunk and then turned to her.


"I'm sorry I messed up your shirt. 
But I'm not sorry we met.  Thank you for the pleasant chat."


"Thank you, too," Annie said, a
strange feeling of loneliness washing over her.


"See ya 'round," Don said, and
walked off.  He turned back and waved, and Annie returned the gesture with a
smile.  She got in her car and started it up, pulling out in something of a
daze.


Don had to hurry to get into his car
before she was completely out of sight.  He managed to get behind her, with
only two cars separating them.  He followed her until she pulled into her
driveway, at which point he broke off his surveillance and went back to his motel
room.


His half-hour with Annie had been perhaps
the happiest he'd been since leaving Zemlia Nov.  His sister and the others
were wonderful, and he wouldn't want to do without them, but he knew that Annie
was really the one he wanted.  With these thoughts in mind, Don began to pack.
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When Don walked in through the door,
Katie was the first to greet him, throwing her arms around him and hugging him
tightly.  A passionate kiss ensued despite the two other ladies waiting to
greet him.  Both of them smiled, and politely waited their turn.  Their
greetings were less passionate, but no less heartfelt.


"I'm glad you're back, Big Brother,"
Katie said.


"How'd the trip go?" Amy wanted
to know.


"Girls, why don't we let him sit
down in the living room and rest so he can tell us all about it," Veronica
advised.  Everyone thought that was a good idea.  Katie dashed off to get him
something to drink while Amy sat down beside him and tried to let him relax. 
Veronica sat in a chair across from the sofa, and smiled pleasantly.


"Was it troublesome?" she asked
him.


"Not really," he replied.  He
realized there was more to her question than mere curiosity.  "Why?"


"I just have a sense... of
foreboding, I guess you'd call it.  Something doesn't feel right in the area
around Annie."


"Are you trying to tell me-"
Don started.  Veronica cut him off.


"No, I'm not saying anything is
wrong with Annie herself.  Just that things are not right around her.  And I
don't have anything to go on other than a gut feeling.  If I did, I'd have let
you know already."


"Okay."  Katie came back in
then with his drink, and she sat down beside him, handing him the soda.


"So?" she said expectantly.


Don took a sip of his soda, and set it on
the coffee table.  He said, "Well, finding her wasn't any problem at all. 
She lives right where she said she did.  The house almost looked abandoned when
I saw it, it's so dark and lifeless.  She doesn't work, but she does charity
work, and keeps herself fit.  I didn't see her talk to a single person besides
me."


"Oh, come on," Katie objected. 
"You never saw her talk to anyone?"


"Well, she could have spoken to
people on the phone, I suppose, but no, when she was out and still in my sight,
I never saw her talk to anyone."


Veronica nodded.  "That doesn't
surprise me.  With what I learned when she entered the game, it sounds
plausible that she has almost no contact with the outside world.  Anyway, go
on.  You found her, then what?"


"Well, I followed her for a couple
days, just trying to figure out a way for us to meet.  So, when she goes to the
mall, I kind of make arrangements to bump into her.  Of course, she was holding
an ice cream cone when I did."


"You didn't!" Amy accused.


"Yeah, splattered it on her blouse. 
I was kind of upset about that, it was a nice blouse.  But I couldn't think of
anything else."


"Cute," Veronica said with a
smile.


"Well, I did the whole, 'God I'm an
idiot,' bit, and insisted on buying her another ice cream cone.  Anyway...
Veronica, is there any chance she remembers some of the game?"


"Not likely.  Why?"


"I dunno.  It just seemed like she
was awfully willing to talk to me.  I'd seen her shy away from store clerks,
but she barely hesitated to chat with me over ice cream.  It was weird."


Veronica sat, puzzled, for a second.  "It
is possible that she subconsciously remembers you, and attaches positive
feelings to you.  There's no way she would remember any details, however."


"Oh.  Okay.  Well, anyway, I chatted
with her over ice cream, and I had bought her a new blouse to replace the one I
knew I was going to ruin, so I gave her that..."


"Wait a minute, you had a
replacement blouse with you?" Katie asked incredulously.


Don rolled his eyes.  "No.  I had
bought a nice blouse at a store, and asked the clerk to hold it for me.  After
everything worked out, I went into the store and pretended to pay for it."


"Oh, okay."


"Anyway, that was about it.  I
walked her out to her car, and I followed her home - not that she noticed - and
then I went back to the motel to pack and come home."


"What was she like?" Amy asked.


Don's eyes sort of glazed, and everyone
could tell he was seeing her in his mind's eye again.  "As beautiful as
the day we met the first time.  She's still just as sweet and vulnerable, and
kind as I remember."


"And you still love her," Katie
said.  It was not a question.


"Yeah," he said with an audible
sigh.  "I just don't know what to do.  I wish she could remember what
happened."


Amy looked at Veronica, but neither of
them said anything.


"You should go to her, Donny,"
Katie insisted.


"I want to, Katie, but I don't know
how."


"You'll think of something,"
Amy encouraged.


"Hell, it's not like I'm any good
with girls..."


"Julie and Susan would beg to
differ.  In fact, both of them are upset at not having seen you for the last
few days."


"Shit," Don replied.  "I
don't know what to do."


"I guess you have to make a choice,"
Veronica said.  "Julie and Susan, or Annie."


"Hey, what about me?" Katie
whined.


Veronica smiled tolerantly and looked to
Don to answer her.


Don said, "You're not a choice,
Katie.  You're a necessity.  Anyone who can't handle me and you being together
is not going to be my partner."


"Oh," Katie said, blushing.


"Anyway, I guess I do need to think
things over.  I'll be in the back yard," he said, rising from the couch. 
The others watched him go in silence, and then had their own discussion about
things.


 


-----


 


"You know there are ways," Amy
insisted.  "The spell is reversible."


"Yes, there are ways.  And
all of them can be dangerous, if not put forth in the right way.  You know as
well as I do what the consequences could be."


Amy nodded reluctantly.  She did know
that the issue wasn't as simple as she'd like it to be.  "Isn't there
anything we can do?"


"Yes, Amy, there is.  I'm going to
need your help, because the spell is complicated and quite difficult to
manage.  I'm going to need you to use your healing skills to watch over me and
make sure I can complete the spell.  If it goes only half-done, it could be
catastrophic for everyone."


Amy nodded.  "What do you need me to
do?"


"Go and get a couple wet washcloths,
and some water.  Also, you might want to get the medicine kit from the
bathroom."


Amy nodded, and left to do as she had
been bidden.  Veronica cleared her work table, and pulled down a book from the
highest shelf.  This book, her most prized possession, allowed her to create
her own spells.  She opened it to the necessary section, and began to compose.


When Amy returned, she found her aunt
hard at work.  She sat quietly, waiting for Veronica to finish, all the while
worrying about the situation.  It was a full half-hour before Veronica looked
up, her face bearing a look of satisfaction.


"I think I have it."


"Are you sure?"


"You can never be sure with a
first-time spell.  You know that.  But I think this will do it."


"Okay."


"You've attended me for other
spells.  You know the routine.  If I look as if I'm getting weaker, you'll need
to cast a healing spell to help me through.  That's new for you, I know, but
you've healed Don on more than one occasion, so I'm sure you'll do just fine
with this."


"Thank you for trying," Amy
said quietly.


"I can't reunite you and Jacob, Amy,"
she said sorrowfully, "but if I can do this, I will.  Now, let's get
started."
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"Now, this is a one-bedroom
apartment, and it's kind of small..." the apartment manager said.  He
looked at the couple as if he was trying to convince them to go away.


"We'll need a two-bedroom apartment,
sir," Don said.  "This is my sister, Kate."


"Oh!" the man said brightly,
far more interested in renting to siblings than an unwed couple.  Don grinned
at the man's idiocy.  "Well, then let's walk down here."


They walked down and unlocked the door of
an apartment, and he showed them inside.  They walked around for several
minutes, looking it over.


"As you can see, it's not well furnished,"
the man said, pausing.


"That's all right, we can bring in
our own furniture."


The man thought this was all sorts of
good news.  "The rent is $550 a month, plus deposit, and that only
includes the water and the gas.  You gotta pay the electric yourself."


"That's fine," Don said.  Katie
looked nervous.  The manager pulled out the paperwork from his clipboard and
sat at the kitchen table - one of the few things that was in the apartment - to
fill it out.  He had an office attached to his own apartment, but he kept
tenants away from himself as much as possible.


Don filled out the necessary spots, lying
where he had to in order to get the paperwork out of the way.  He counted out
the necessary money - which he'd obtained from Veronica - and in only a few
more minutes, the manager was shooed out the door, and the two of them were
alone.


Katie came over to her brother, almost
shaking.  He took her into his arms and held onto her, giving her all the love
and support he could manage.


"Donny, how are we going to afford
to live here?  I can get a job, but it isn't gonna pay much..."


"Don't worry about the money,
Katie.  Veronica said she'd take care of things for us.  We're paid off for the
rest of the month, anyway."


"And food?  Furniture?  Other stuff?"


"All being taken care of.  Stop
worrying."


"Okay," she said.  She laid her
head on her brother's chest and sighed as he held her.  She believed him when
he told her that things would be all right.  She just hoped he was right.
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"Thanks again, Annie," the
shelter manager said.  "We always appreciate your help."


"No problem, Mr. Witherspoon.  I'll
be here tomorrow."


Annie walked down the street toward her
car.  She pulled her keys out as she walked, looking around nervously.  It was
not the best of neighborhoods, and she often wished that Mr. Witherspoon would
offer to walk her to her car, but he never did.  Not that she had any interest
in a forty-five-year-old man, but she could use the escort.


She made it safely to her car, and
slipped inside quickly, shutting the door and locking it immediately.  Putting
the key in the ignition, she turned it.  The engine cranked and cranked, but
would not start.  She cursed loudly, and tried again.  Still, nothing happened.


Shit.  Frank, you dickhead.  She
had just had her car tuned up a month ago.  There was very little chance it had
broken on its own.  Her brother, Frank, however, was notorious for pulling crap
like this.


I'm going to kick him in the nuts for
this!  It's a seven-mile walk from here!


Annie got out of her car and headed back
to the shelter, hoping that Mr. Witherspoon could call her a cab.  When she
arrived, however, she found it was already locked up tight.  Though they called
it a shelter, it wasn't really.  It was just a place that fed the homeless,
along with giving them what she considered a rather long speech about God and
salvation.


The price of being fed here, she
thought to herself with a grimace.  She wondered exactly what she should do.  Now
you know why you should own a cellphone.


Well, nothing for it, I guess.  I will
simply have to walk.


 


-----


 


Don had watched Annie struggle with her
car.  He didn't know quite what was wrong with it, as he had not witnessed the
tampering.  He considered the idea of picking her up right then and giving her
a lift, but he thought she might be suspicious about that.  Instead, he cast a
spell to cause her to simply ignore him, and he followed her to make sure she
would be all right.


 


-----


 


Annie cursed her brother for nearly a
quarter mile before she realized she was in trouble.  She had not noticed the
two punks following her in the shadows, but when three more emerged, it was obvious
that she would be in deep shit soon.


"Hey, mama, what you lookin' for
down here?" the one teen asked.  His accent was ridiculous, given that he
looked white enough to be an albino.  She ignored his question, and tried to
walk faster.


"Hey, where you goin', bitch?"
another thug called out.  The boys kept pace with her easily, and closed in.


Oh, shit.


 


∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼


∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼


 





















Chapter 19


 


Don saw the teens as soon as they had
shown up, and he had immediately recast his spell on them as well.  It was
getting tough to hold it in place, but he hoped he wouldn't have to do so for
long.  When it became obvious that they weren't going to let her pass
unhassled, he had to consider what to do.  He wasn't sure how or when to
intervene.  If he moved too early, she would be suspicious of a setup.  If he
moved too late, she could get hurt.  Timing was everything.


 


-----


 


"Hey, don't walk so fast,
Honey!" one of the boys called out.  "We just wanna walk wit'
ya!"


Annie did her best to ignore them, and
kept her feet moving one in front of the other.  When one of the boys stepped
in and pushed her, she staggered sideways, right into one of the other boys. 
His hands groped her body, but she got away before he could touch anything
truly degrading.


"Ooh, that felt nice, mama,"
the boy taunted.  "I think I want me some more of that!"


The punk reached for her arm.


 


-----


 


Don saw the one youth push Annie into the
other, and he saw her struggle free.  The next move was both angry and easily
readable, and Don's decision had been made for him.


 


-----


 


Annie screamed out as the boy grabbed her
arm roughly.


"Let me go!" she said, and
slapped him with all her might.


Annie heard the snik! of a
switchblade opening.


"You shouldn'a done that,
bitch," the punk said.  He waved the knife blade around so that it
reflected light into her eyes.  One flash was especially bright...


In the next second, a siren and blue and
red lights filled the air.  Everyone whirled, and Annie lost her balance,
falling to the ground.  The punks took one look at the cop stepping out of his
patrol car, and they knew this was no time to act tough.  They all ran like
hell.


Annie looked up at the 6' 6" tall
officer who looked like he pumped iron on his lunch hour.


"Are you all right, Miss?" the
officer asked her.  She nodded shakily, looking over her shoulder.  The teens
were nowhere in sight.


When she looked back, the officer wasn't
anywhere around, but in his place was another person.  The patrol car had oddly
vanished, as well.


"What?" Annie cried in alarm.


The man in front of her reached his hand
out to help her up.  She took it, shakily.  Before she could say anything to him,
he spoke.


"You again!" Don said, acting
as surprised as he could.  This was the most crucial moment; if she didn't
believe his shock, the game was up.


Annie was badly shaken, and it took her a
long moment to realize who he was.


"What are you doing here?" she
asked.


"Being lost," Don said. 
"I saw those guys harassing you... though I didn't know it was you
you, if you get my drift... and, anyway, I decided to try to help."


"So you called the police?  Where'd
he go so fast, anyway?"


"It's a long story," Don said
with a smile.  "Would you like a ride home?  Why don't you have your
car?"


"That, too, is a long story,"
Annie said bemusedly.


"I'll tell you mine if you'll tell
me yours," Don said with a smile.


"Deal," she said.  "You
first."


As he opened the passenger door on his
car, he said, "There never was a cop.  It was just an illusion to scare
the piss out of those idiots."


"Uh..." Annie replied as he got
behind the wheel.  He knew what she was thinking.


"I'm a magician," Don
explained, looking over at her.


"Right," she replied, in a
manner that clearly indicated she thought he was joking.


Don cast an illusion spell right before
her eyes that showed a glowing bouquet of roses.  It shimmered brightly, then
faded.  It was just a silly little trick, but it proved his point, or so he
thought.


"So you installed a hologram
projector in your car... neat, technically speaking, I guess, but hardly
convincing."


Don arched his eyebrows.  "You
really want me to prove it to you?"


Annie shrugged her shoulders.  She didn't
want to offend him; she wasn't home yet, after all.


Don sighed.  "Okay.  Open your
door."  Once Annie had opened the door, Don closed his eyes and began to
chant.  This was a very difficult spell that he'd not tried on this level
before, and he chanted for two solid minutes.  Annie would have interrupted
him, but she was distracted by a distinct shimmering just outside her car door.


After the chant was complete, the
shimmering began to coalesce, and Annie gasped in shock as a small carousel
horse, on a pole, appeared out of thin air.  She was even more surprised when
it began to slide up and down on the pole, as a carousel horse would.


She looked back at Don, who looked as if
he had a splitting headache.


"So... it's just another illusion..."


Don shook his head without looking at
her.  "Pick it up."


She looked back at it, and then, slowly,
she reached down to grab it.  She was very surprised when she was able to pick
it up and hold it in her hands.  The horse continued to move up and down slowly
on its pole.


"How..." she stammered.


"With great difficulty," he
responded.  "Sorry it doesn't contain a music box.  I'm not that good.  It
does have a spot for one, if you'd like to buy the mechanism from someone,
though."


"Oh," she said, now embarrassed
that she'd not believed him.  The idea, however, that she was sitting next to
someone who could do real magic, however, was a little disconcerting.


"Wow," she said with some awe. 
"I... wow."  When he looked over at her, he saw her shiver a little.


"What's the matter?" he asked.


"I've never met someone who could do
real magic.  That's kind of creepy."


"Sorry.  But it did save your butt
back there..."


"True," she said after a long
pause.  "Thank you, by the way."


"No problem."


They drove in silence for a little while,
with Annie caressing the intricately-detailed wooden horse he'd created for
her.  At the right place, she directed him to turn.


"I believe you were supposed to tell
your story now," he said with a smirk.  She could see that he was still
suffering from a headache.


"My brother is an asshole.  He
probably broke the car on purpose, just to get me in trouble."


"Why is he like that?"


"Turn here.  It's a long
story."


"I gathered that already," he
said with another grin.  She giggled, and began to tell him about it.


"My parents died in a plane crash a
couple years ago.  My brother's always been kind of a jerk, and Mom and Dad
didn't like him much.  They left everything to me in the will, and of course,
he was some kind of pissed.  Ever since then, he has done a lot of shit to try
to get me to pay him to leave me alone.  I'm not going to do that, because I
know it won't work.  He'll only harass me more."


"I see.  Does he work?"


"Yeah, when he can keep a job."


"Hmm."


They talked for a little while longer as
Don drove her back out to her house.  Finally, he pulled in the driveway that
he had watched so avidly for so many days.  He turned off the car, and looked
over at her.


"Would you like me to come get you
and take you to your car tomorrow?"


"Oh, thank you... but I couldn't ask
you to..."


"Well... I mean, you didn't really
ask, I offered..." Don said.  He felt nervous dealing with Annie, because
she didn't really know him anymore.


Annie had to bow to his logic, though. 
"True.  If you really don't mind..."


"No, I don't mind at all," he
said, then kicked himself mentally.  He knew that had come out too eagerly.


Annie smiled at him.  "Thank
you."  She pulled a receipt out of her pocket, and grabbed the pen he had
lying on the dash.  She scribbled her phone number, and gave it to him.  As
their hands touched, Don felt tingles shoot through his arm.  She leaned over
and kissed him quickly on the cheek, then leaned back.  "And thanks for
saving me, even if it was by... magic."


"My pleasure," Don responded. 
"What time should I call?"


"Early.  I want to try to get the
car fixed tomorrow."


"Okay.  I'll see you tomorrow,
then.  Good night."


Don watched as she got out of the car,
taking her gift with her, and he followed her with his eyes until she waved
from the door and went inside.  After that, he started the car and went back to
the apartment.


 


-----


 


"So?" Katie asked, sitting
across the table from her brother.


Don explained the night's events to her. 
"So I'll probably be busy all day tomorrow."


"Then... are you tired?"


"Not really," Don said,
stretching.  He'd been sitting in his car for most of the evening.


"Good," Katie said with a
smile.  She walked over to him and wrapped her arms around his neck.  "If
I'm going to be stuck here all alone tomorrow, the least you can do is keep me
company tonight..."


Don pulled her close to him, kissing her
hotly.  Her tongue pressed against his lips, and he opened his mouth to admit
it, his own tongue slipping against hers in passion.  His hands massaged her
lower back for a while before slipping down onto her ass.  Katie moaned against
his tongue as he plied her butt cheeks.


Katie tugged at her brother's shirt,
pulling it up his body.  She wanted him naked, and soon.  They had to break
their kiss to get his shirt off, and she peeled hers off as well.  Don pulled
her against him tightly again, their kissing resuming where they'd left off.


Don let his hands slide up his sister's
back until they reached the clasp of her bra.  He worked for a few seconds to
unfasten that, and then he tugged it off her shoulders.  They didn't break
their kissing as they stepped apart just slightly, to allow the bra to fall to
the floor.


As Don's hands caressed his sister's
back, her hands were unfastening her jeans and pushing them down off her hips. 
They eventually fell to her feet and she stepped out of them, being barefooted
already.  She then set to work on her brother's pants, which took her only
slightly longer.


Don kicked off his shoes as Katie pulled
his jeans down off his hips.  His socks went with the jeans, and he stepped out
of the pile of clothing.  Katie wasn't through, though.  She pulled his briefs
down and off his body as well, leaving him completely naked.


Breaking their kiss, Katie knelt in front
of her brother.  She gripped his dick lightly, and licked the head, using a
feathery touch, causing his cock to twitch.  She smiled at that, and then she
opened her mouth and took him inside.  Her tongue swished back and forth across
his shaft as her lips applied suction.  Her head bobbed up and down, and it
felt absolutely wonderful to Don.


Don tangled his fingers in Katie's hair
as she continued to suck him.  He was too worked up to last too long, and he
could already feel the pressure building in his balls.  He moaned in pleasure,
and Katie increased her movements, driving him to his climax.


In only a few more seconds, Don grunted
and came, blasting his load deep into her mouth.  Katie swallowed quickly,
keeping up with the flow of his cum.  She sucked until he was past his orgasm,
and then she slowed her movements, gently licking his cock as she very slowly
let it slip from between her lips.  She let her tongue trail behind, letting it
lick around the head of his prick even after her lips had moved all the way off
him.  Finally, though, she rose back to face him again.


Don took her tightly into his arms, and
kissed her passionately.  As their tongues once again dueled, Katie could
already feel his cock hardening again, as it pressed against her stomach.


Don pushed Katie backward, walking with
her as they continued to kiss, until she bumped into the kitchen table.  Don
lifted her up onto the table, putting her ass right at the edge, her pussy in
the perfect position.  He moved his hips back, still not breaking their heated
kiss.


Reaching down, Katie took hold of Don's
cock, positioning him at her entrance.  Then she reached out for his hips,
urging him to take her.  Don thrust forward, pushing his dick halfway into her
on the first thrust.  Katie screamed into his mouth in pleasure and surprise.


Don pushed the rest of the way more
slowly, but it didn't take him long to bury his cock inside her.  He didn't
pause at all, but immediately began thrusting into her.  Katie was quickly
moaning and squealing in bliss, lost to the feel of his cock pounding into her.


Don grabbed her hips for leverage and
fucked her hard and fast.  He needed the release as much as she did.  Her hips
were soon rolling and bucking in time to his movements, driving both of them
closer and closer to their peaks.


Finally, in unison, they screamed out
their orgasms, and writhed against one another as their bodies shuddered and
their minds reeled.  It was a long time before either of them began to come
down.  Don was the first to begin to gather his thoughts, and he caressed his
sister gently as she slowly descended from her high.


She looked at him with a smile. 
"That was great," she said.


"I'm glad you liked it," he
kidded.  "Care for more?"


"Fuck, yes!" she replied
enthusiastically.


It was a long night.
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Annie slipped into the passenger seat and
smiled at Don.


"Thank you so much for doing
this," she said quietly.


"My pleasure," he replied, and
pulled out of the driveway.


The ride back to the shelter was mostly
quiet.  They made some chit-chat, but there was little frivolous conversation
left to have, and Don could hardly talk about their relationship, as they
didn't yet have one in this world.


Luckily, it didn't take him long to make
it back to the shelter.  Annie had already called a towing company, and the
driver wasn't long in showing.  He hooked the car up to the truck, and off he
went.  Don followed him to the shop.


The mechanic looked at the car with total
disinterest as the tow truck driver dropped it off in his space.  Don parked
the car, and the two of them were soon standing by the mechanic.


"So, what seems to be the
trouble?" the mechanic asked.


Annie said, "When I got in last
night and went to start it, it wouldn't catch.  It kept cranking, but the motor
wouldn't ever run."


"Uh-huh.  You wanna get in and try
again?" he asked.


Annie slipped behind the wheel and turned
the key.  The starter cranked for several seconds before she gave up.  The
mechanic nodded, and then lifted the hood.  Before Annie was able to finish
climbing out of the car, the mechanic had found the problem.


"Yep, no wonder it wouldn't start. 
Your coil wire's been disconnected."


"Disconnected?" Don asked.


"Yeah.  Take a look.  It ain't broke
or nothin'.  Someone just pulled it off.  I'd say someone don't like you,
ma'am."


"Frank," she spat.


"Your brother?" Don asked.  She
nodded.  "Oh."


"He's a real pain in the ass." 
To the mechanic, she asked, "How much to fix it?"


He waved her off.  "I ain't gonna
charge you for this.  It's twenty-five bucks for the tow, though.  You can pay
in the office."  The mechanic quickly wrote up a slip and handed it to
her.  It wasn't long before she was done.


"Guess I didn't need to drag you out
of bed so early," Annie said to Don apologetically.  "I figured Frank
had done something really bad."


"It could have been really bad, if I
hadn't come along when I did," Don reminded her.


"Yeah."  She shivered thinking
about it.  Don put his hand on her shoulder gently, and she smiled at him.


"Hey... you were expecting to have
to wait on this thing all day, weren't you?" Don asked.


"Yeah," Annie said, frowning.


"That means you don't have any
plans, right?"


"Nope," she said, a slight grin
playing across her face.  She knew what was coming.


"Maybe we could do something
together, then.  Go to a park or a movie, maybe do something fun...  I don't
have anything to do today..."


Annie felt drawn to him.  She didn't know
why, but she liked him already, which was unusual.  She still felt a little
afraid, however, remembering that she didn't really know him at all, and
her mind reminded her that he was capable of using real magic...


Might he be dangerous?


Still, her heart told her she could trust
him.  The battle was clear on her face, though she didn't realize that.  She
sighed slightly, trying to decide what to do.


Don could read the expression on her face
clearly for once, and felt he needed to make her feel more at ease. 
"C'mon.  It's just a day doing stuff together.  I promise, I'll be on my
best behavior.  We can quit anytime you say, and if you don't like me, I won't
bother you again."


Annie wavered for a few more seconds, but
then decided that she didn't feel like spending the day alone, anyway.  She
nodded to him.


"Well... okay.  How about something
more active, though?  I haven't been roller skating in a really long time, and
they just opened a new rink up the road from me..."


"Okay, great," Don said too
enthusiastically.  "When would you like to go?"


Annie looked at her watch.  It was barely
nine o'clock.  "They don't open for another hour, I think.  Did you eat
breakfast?"


"No."


"Okay, maybe we could grab something
at Cracker Barrel, then..."


"Sounds good.  Why don't we take
your car back home.  I'll follow you, and you can ride with me?"


She looked at him for a moment, but bent
to the logic of it.  "Okay."


 


-----


 


Breakfast was slightly uncomfortable for
both of them, as they were still getting acquainted.  Don had to be very
careful not to mention things in her life that she had not told him about
outside of Zemlia Nov, and that caused him to restrain his conversation a bit.


For Annie, she was battling with
herself.  She had long protected herself from strangers: men especially.  With
this man - teen, she told herself - however, she felt drawn to him, as if she
knew she could trust him.  The incongruity of the two emotions caused her to
falter from time to time on her own words, when she found herself relating
things that she didn't normally tell anyone.


Finally, it was late enough in the day
that the roller rink would be open.  They drove over to the facility and went
inside.


The smell of newness was still in the
air; Annie had not been kidding when she'd said it was recently opened.  Don
paid for their entry and they got their skates before heading to a bench to
change footwear.


As he put on his skates, he watched
Annie.  He saw a look of concern cross her face.


"What's the matter?" he asked.


She looked up at him, startled. 
"Oh!  Sorry, didn't mean to look upset.  I haven't been on roller skates
in probably six years.  I'm kind of worried about falling."


"I'll stick close to you until you
get the hang of it again," Don offered.


"Thanks."


After they both had their skates laced,
Don rose to his feet.  He'd been on skates far more recently, having attended a
party with his sister at the beginning of the school year.  Annie sat
nervously, trying to get up the nerve to stand.


Don reached out his hand to her, and she
looked up at him.  Taking his hand, she rose hesitantly until she was standing,
shakily, on her own two feet.  Don let go of her hand reluctantly; he didn't
want her to get upset with him.


"Oh, boy," she said.  She tried
to move, and only Don's quick grab kept her from falling.  He tried very hard
not to laugh, but a grin spread across his face, anyway.  Annie was too
disconcerted to notice.


"It's going to be a long
morning," she groused.


 


-----


 


Don skated easily next to his partner. 
They'd been on the floor now for over an hour, and Annie was still struggling
to keep herself upright.  He'd taken to keeping his hand very lightly on her
back, so that he could react quickly enough to catch her if she started to
fall.  She had given him a dirty look at first, but after the second time he'd
kept her from landing on the floor, she didn't object.


Although the rink was mostly empty, a
group of teens had come in and were racing around the place.  Their very
presence made Annie uneasy, and she skated a little closer to Don, not
conscious of her action, but wanting to be nearer to him for encouragement.


One of the boys, obviously a more
obnoxious one, zoomed by them and pushed Annie.  She immediately lost her
balance and wound up on the ground.  Don swiveled around, staying with her, and
dropping to one knee.


"You all right?" he asked,
concern etched into his features.


"He did that on purpose!" Annie
grumbled angrily.


"Yes, I think he did," Don
said.  "Just wait for a second."  The boy was already zooming back
toward them, laughing derisively.


Don closed his eyes for a second, and
then chanted softly.  Annie heard him speak, but couldn't make out the words. 
He opened his eyes when he was done, and glared at the youth.


Suddenly, the youth screamed in panic,
and jolted backward.  Unfortunately for him, his feet did not jolt backward as
quickly as his head, and he landed unceremoniously on his ass.


Annie giggled.  Don laughed outright. 
She looked up at him with a smile.


"Magic has its uses," he
replied quietly.  Her eyes twinkled at him, and then she took his hand so he
could help her up.


 


-----


 


The two continued to skate and talk
pleasantly until after noon.  They weren't really exerting themselves much, so
they didn't tire out.  The teens had given up harassing them and left the rink
shortly after the little incident with Annie.  Finally, they decided they'd had
enough.


"You know," she said,
pondering, "you never did tell me what you did to that boy."


"I just placed a large and angry
beast in front of him.  Right in front of him."


"What did you use?" she
wondered.


"An ogre."


Annie cocked an eyebrow at him. 
"Seen many ogres lately?"


Don almost answered, Just one, but
caught himself.  Instead, he just smirked.


"You hungry?" he asked.


"Yeah," she said.  "I
don't normally do all this moving around."


"What're you in the mood for?"


"Let's just do someplace
quick," she said.


"Okay."


 


-----


 


After lunch, which had been nothing more
than a trip to Wendy's, Don asked Annie if she would walk with him in the
park.  After only a brief hesitation, she agreed.  They were walking along a
quiet path at the moment; teenagers didn't find much of interest here, so they
stayed away.


The pair chatted pleasantly about vaguely
personal things, but they didn't get in-depth.  Annie had related most of her
life story to him, and he had told her about himself.  She'd been intrigued
when he'd talked about his magic.


"How did you get interested in
becoming a magician?  I mean, how did you find someone to teach you?"


Don knew better than to answer that
question substantively.  "I'm not allowed to talk about that.  There was
a... test involved, but I can't tell you more than that."


"Oh."


"Sorry."


"That's okay."


The two continued to chat as they
wandered aimlessly through the park.  They made their way into an area with
children playing while mothers watched over them.  Don walked toward an ice
cream vendor.


"Want some?" he asked Annie.


"Are you going to make me wear
it?" she asked with a giggle.  Don blushed.


"Not this time," he said,
grinning.


"Okay, then."


They got their ice cream and continued
their walk.  They weren't going anywhere, they were just spending time
together.


Eventually, their ice cream gone, they
made their way over to an area of fountains in the middle of the park.  They
sat side by side, enjoying the cool spray and watching the way the wind blew
the fountain water to and fro.  It was a pleasant way to wrap up their day
together, and they sat quietly for a long time after they had run out of things
to say.


After a little while, Annie looked at her
watch.


"Oh.  I guess I'd better get home. 
I missed my morning at the shelter, but I don't want to miss dinner."


"Okay," Don said.  They had
been sitting on a retaining wall and, while she had stood up on the lower
level, he had put his feet under him and stood up on the top of the wall. 
"If you don't want to walk all the way over there to the steps, this is
quicker..." he offered, reaching down with his hand.


Annie took hold of his hand and put her
foot up on the wall.  He pulled as she stepped up, and then she was standing
next to him.  She had wondered why he had taken her right hand with his left,
but now that she was beside him, she realized that he wasn't letting go.  It
took her only a second to realize that she liked the feel of her hand in his, and
she didn't say anything, but smiled at him.


The pair walked back to his car in
comfortable silence, hand in hand.


 


-----


 


When Don pulled into Annie's driveway,
there was someone standing at the front door.  He was taller than Annie, but
had the same auburn hair and dark complexion.  He could almost feel her shiver
beside him.


"Aw, shit," she said.  It was
the first time he'd heard her swear on Earth.


"Who's that?' Don asked, pretty sure
he knew the answer.


"Frank," she confirmed.  She
got out of the car, and so did Don.  While Don stayed several steps back, Annie
strode up to her brother.


"What the hell do you want?"
she snarled.  Don raised an eyebrow.  She was obviously upset.


"I need money," Frank snapped
back.  "I deserve half of what you got.  You know that, you stupid little
bitch."


"Mom and Dad didn't think so, and
neither do I," she replied.


"Listen, you little cunt, I don't
have to take this shit from you.  Bad things can happen to anyone, you
know."


Annie stepped back at the thinly veiled
threat.


"Get the fuck off my property,"
she ordered.  She cringed at the quiver in her voice.


"And if I don't fuckin' feel like
it?" he taunted, stepping closer to her again.


Suddenly, he felt a firm hand pressed
into his chest.


"The lady asked you to leave,"
Don said.  He'd chanted both a strength spell and a stamina spell to get him
through this.  He wasn't going to let anyone hurt Annie.


"Who the fuck are you?" Frank
growled.


"None of your business.  Your sister
told you to leave.  You can do so the easy way or the hard way."


Frank sneered at the boy in front of
him.  "Don't threaten me, wimp, or I'll tear you a new asshole."


Don shoved.  It was a magically augmented
shove.  Frank staggered back until he lost his balance and landed painfully on his
ass.


"Fuck!" he snarled.  He got
back to his feet, and began to move toward Don again.


Don wasn't going to let this continue. 
As soon as Frank was within range, Don stepped forward and hurled a right cross
to Frank's jaw that sent him reeling, and once again landed him in the grass.


"I can hit you harder than
that," Don lied.  His hand was already throbbing from that.  "But it
would be better for you if you just left."


Suddenly, Don saw a strange shadow pass
over Frank's features.  The sun didn't dim, so it was not a cloud, but the
man's face was clearly blurred by a darkness.


Some kind of magic?  What's going on?


As quickly as it had come, it faded, and
Frank rose to his feet.


"You ain't getting rid of me this
easy," he said to Annie.  Then he stormed off down the street.


Annie came to Don.  "You hurt your
hand."


He was shaking it to try to get blood
flowing again.  "Yeah.  I really need to learn some more healing
spells."


"Well, until you do, we can do it
the old-fashioned way.  C'mon, I'll get you some ice to put on it."  As
she unlocked the house and led him inside, she turned and said, "Thanks,
by the way.  He was really starting to scare me."


Don nodded, still wondering just what
he'd seen.


I need to talk to Veronica about it.
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"Hey, Lover," Amy said when she
opened the door.


"Amy!" Don said in some
surprise.  He recovered quickly, though, and embraced her, kissing her warmly
for a long moment.  When he finally released her, she smiled.  "What are
you doing here?" he asked.


"Just visiting my favorite
aunt," she replied.


"Don't let her fool you,"
Veronica said from behind her.  "I'm her only aunt.  She's been
waiting here for you."


Don cocked an eyebrow at Amy, waiting for
her retort.  She just smiled at him, and pulled him inside the house.


"So how are things going?"
Veronica asked as they all sat down in the living room.  Veronica didn't feel
like getting up, and so she conjured tea for all of them.  Don was not used to
that sort of thing, and his eyes widened to see her do it.  She noticed.


"Hey, if I can send your immortal
soul to a different dimension, don't be so surprised that I can whip up tea out
of thin air."


Don blushed.  "It's not that...
hell, I had to conjure something myself the other day, but... I'm just not used
to you doing it."


"Well, just us magicians in the
house, no reason to hide.  You're avoiding my question."


Don sighed.  "Annie and I seem to be
getting along okay.  I spent the entire day with her a few days ago, and we've
been on one more date since.  She seems fairly comfortable with me."


"But there's a problem?" Amy
asked, aware of the concern in his voice.


"Her brother.  Veronica, remember
when you said you thought there was something wrong around Annie?" 
Veronica nodded.  "The other day, her brother came over to confront her...
I had to kind of calm him down..."  The other two let that ride; they knew
what he would have done to protect Annie.  "Anyway, I saw, like, this shadow
pass over him... but there weren't any clouds, so..."


Veronica looked at him with concern. 
"You think he's being affected by a Shadow?"


"A what?"


"A Shadow.  A demonic presence under
the control of an evil magician.  Shadows aren't very strong... they're
manipulators; they try to make people do things, but they can't force them to
act completely against their will.  Her brother must already be something of a
pain."


"He is, so she says."


Veronica nodded.  "Let's go into the
seeing room."


The three walked through the study into a
darkened room.  Veronica turned on a very dim light, which reflected off the
inky pool of water in the middle of the room.  She knelt down in front of it,
and the other two joined her.


Veronica began her chant, her eyes
closed.  She muttered quickly and softly, opening her eyes about halfway
through the spell.  Soon, the pool began to ripple and bubble, then it settled,
giving them an image.  Though Don could see it, it didn't make much sense to
him.  He didn't have a grasp on it before it faded entirely.


"Okay..." he said.  "I saw
it, but... what was it?"


"You couldn't decipher it because
the evil magician is trying to block the information.  I was able to get just
enough.  It is a Shadow that is affecting her brother."


The three left the seeing room, moving
back into the study.  Veronica motioned Don to his stool, and he sat up on it.


Veronica looked to Amy, and sighed. 
"I should have warned you earlier... probably should have warned both of
you.  Evil magicians will target you because you exist.  They don't usually need
more reason than that.  If they find out about you, they'll try to get rid of
you."


"Okay," Don said.  "What's
that got to do with Frank?  That's her brother," he explained.


"Though Frank is the one being used,
he's not the target.  They're not after Annie, either.  At least, it is
unlikely that she's the target, unless she's done something to offend this
magician... but going about it this way makes it seem more like she isn't.  You
are his most likely target, and he's using Annie as a means to get to you
without confronting you directly... perhaps wearing you down."


"Why?"


"He doesn't need a reason.  He just
doesn't like the competition.  Most evil magicians fight regularly."


"Great.  Is Annie in danger?"


"Potentially, yes."


"Wait a minute.  How can he know
about her?  I mean, Frank was being a dick before I showed up..."


"Well, Frank is probably a dick by
nature.  But the Shadow has probably only been there for a few weeks."


"But I haven't been there a
few weeks!"


Veronica sighed again.  "When you
were in Zemlia Nov, I was not the only one who observed you.  Of course, Amy
was there... but there were others, as well.  Not all of them are good
people."


"You let evil magicians run loose in
ZN?"


"I don't control Zemlia Nov, Don.  I
just used it for my purposes.  There are others that know how to pass in and
out of that space."


"Oh."


"Chances are that you were observed
by this magician.  In fact, I think I know when he saw you, from the display we
watched with your sister."


"Oh?"


"Yes.  I think that he was playing
as the dragon of Sacred Swamp.  The dragon normally found there is not crimson
in color, he's normally blue."


"But, if he's evil, why would he
save my ass?"


"So he could keep tabs on you, and
see if you were the one.  He knew that I wouldn't let you perish in the swamp,
anyway... your sacrifice there was proof positive that you were the right type
of person to become an apprentice.  By continuing to let you play, he could
keep track of you.  So, he knew all about Annie."


"But how would he know where to find
her?  Would he be able to overhear us?"


"Not without being close.  But it is
possible that he was able to track her through the game itself.  I will need to
look into that."


"How dangerous is he?" Don
wanted to know suddenly.


"This could be a serious threat.  If
he can control demons, even minor ones, he is at the least a fourth-circle
magician... or its equivalent, in his system."


"Shit."


"Yes.  You need to renew your
training with an eye toward fighting."


"Okay.  Let's get started."
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Don fidgeted after knocking on Annie's
door.  He'd never come over before without having an invitation, but he felt he
needed to talk to her as soon as possible.


"Don, hi!" she said
enthusiastically when she came to the door.  She let him in, and led him into
the living room.  "I thought you were out of town for a while."


"I was.  I came back early." 
Veronica had told him to practice what he knew, and he would return to her
every week to get new lessons.  She'd not wanted him to be away from Annie for
too long under the circumstances.


"Oh.  Is something wrong?" 
Annie could see the concern on his face, but she didn't know what was causing
it.


Don motioned her to sit on the couch, and
he sat next to her, but not too close.


"Annie... you believe in magic,
right?"


"It's kind of hard not to, around
you," she said with a grin.  Don smiled at her, but he wasn't reassured.


"But you realize that it's not a
bunch of tricks... that it's real."


Annie nodded.


"Okay... I have some bad news for
you, but it might be a little hard for you to believe.  I'm not telling you
this to try to hurt you or anything... I think you need to know this for your
own safety."


"Okay," she said nervously. 
His tone had her worried.


"Your brother is... being
manipulated."


She raised her eyebrows at him. 
"Don, he's always been like that..."


"This bad?"  


Annie reluctantly shook her head. 
"Well, no.  Recently, he seems to be getting worse, but still..."


Don interrupted her.  "That's
because of the thing that's manipulating him.  When he was over here the other
day, I saw it.  It's called a Shadow.  It's... well, it's kind of a
demon."


"A demon?" she repeated,
panicked.


Don put his hand on her arm, to try to
calm her down.  "It's a very weak demon."


"My brother is possessed?"


"Not in the typical way, no.  It's
more like... hmmm... Like he hears a voice in his head, telling him to do
stuff.  If it was stuff he wouldn't normally do, he could fight it, but this
demon is just egging him on, making his anger worse, and urging him to act on
it."


"Oh.  Still, I mean, c'mon, maybe
he's just being a bigger jerk than usual."


"Annie, I saw it.  Well, I
mean, as clearly as you can see this sort of thing.  They don't really have a
shape.  His face was clouded on a sunny day.  I talked to my magic instructor
about it, and she checked it out.  It is a Shadow."


Annie shivered, and Don returned his hand
to her arm.  She looked at him thankfully.  "But why is it doing that to
him?"


Don couldn't tell her the truth; he was
afraid she would send him away if she knew he was the cause.  "I'm not
sure."  He didn't lie entirely; he wasn't sure why the evil
magician wanted to hurt him, despite Veronica's insistence that he didn't need
a reason.


"Is there anything we can do about
it?"


"I don't know for sure.  I'm working
on it."


"Of course, it won't make him a good
person without the Shadow.  He wasn't one before..."


"No... but he might stop bugging you
so much."


She nodded.  She sat quietly for a couple
minutes, mulling things over, while Don sat next to her, silently comforting
her as best he could.


"You want to stay for dinner?"
she asked suddenly.


"Uh... yeah, sure, if it's not a
bother.  Don't you have to work at the shelter?"


"Mr. Witherspoon and I had something
of a disagreement.  I'm staying away for a few days until I can calm down
enough to consider things."


"Wow, it must have been nasty.  You
want to talk about it?"


"Not really.  He's just very
insistent about us always reminding people that their food is a 'gift from
God,' you know?  But I don't go there for that.  I just want to feed hungry
people, so I'm nice to them, but I don't beat them over the head with the God
thing... hell, I haven't been to church myself in ten years or more."


"Oh.  Well, that's too bad, that
he's being that way.  Anything I can do to help with dinner?"


 


-----


 


After dinner, which had been a simple but
tasty meal, the couple sat down on the couch.  Annie, without bothering to ask
him, picked up the remote and started a DVD.  Though he wasn't sure he would
like her choice of movie, he was happy to be with her, so he didn't say
anything.


When she slid over and leaned against
him, he wrapped his arm around her shoulders, allowing her to cuddle even
closer.  She curled her legs under herself and rested herself tightly against
his body.  He almost found it hard to watch the movie because it felt so good
to have her close to him, and his hand caressed her arm as they continued to
watch the movie, which turned out to be a fantasy-world romance piece that
wasn't half bad, in Don's opinion.


As the movie continued to play, Don grew
slightly bolder.  He let his hand move up and begin to play with Annie's auburn
tresses.  He heard her sigh gently, but she didn't say anything at all.  He
wasn't going to go any further without her encouragement, but this was nice
enough for the moment, anyway.


As that movie ended, Annie tilted her
face up to look him in the eye.  Luckily for Don, he'd seen that look on her
face before, so he knew what she wanted.  He leaned down and softly pressed his
lips to hers, kissing her tenderly, but with some meaning.  He didn't know how
she would feel about the kiss, but he loved being able to feel her lips against
his once again.


The kiss lasted for several moments,
before he finally leaned back from her and smiled.  She smiled back, but then
grabbed the remote.  She had a multi-disc machine, and she switched to a second
movie.  This one he'd seen before, and it was okay, but a little dull.  He
didn't tell her that.


Annie laid her head back down on his
chest, and he returned to petting her hair.  It was so comfortable with her,
just relaxing together on the couch...


He never noticed whether she fell asleep
before he did.
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Don was cuddling with Annie on the couch
again, as he had done for many nights over the last week.  They were just about
to watch a movie... if they ever stopped kissing long enough to start it.


Just then, there was a loud banging on
the front door.  Annie jumped, startled at the noise.  Don held onto her, to
reassure her, and she smiled at him for it briefly.


"That's got to be Frank," she
groaned.


"He's really becoming a pain,"
Don said.


"Yeah, but what can we do?"


Don sighed heavily.  When he'd been back
to see Veronica, she had given him an option, but it would be tough.


As the pounding repeated, he said,
"I can try to drive out the Shadow.  My instructor taught me the spell,
but it could be tough.  We'll have to let him in the house, so he can't easily
run away.  The Shadow will encourage him not to stick around."


"Oh."


"I'll help you clean up
afterward," Don said with a smirk.


"'kay."


Annie went and opened the front door,
backpedaling quickly as her brother came in ranting.  It was obvious he was drunk.


That should make this interesting.


Don began to quietly chant the spell,
closing his eyes and focusing on what was going on.  He knew that Frank wasn't
yet to the violent stage, and he hoped that they could drive out the demon
before he got there.


Suddenly, there was a shift in Frank's
tirade, and Don opened his eyes to see Frank staring daggers at him.  It was
clear that the Shadow knew what was going on.


Frank lunged, and Don dove over the back
of the couch to avoid him.  He renewed his incantation more vigorously, and
more loudly.  Frank picked up a heavy knick knack and threw it at Don, but Don
ducked out of the way.  Annie was cringing in the corner, trying to avoid the
fight.


Don moved so that he was now in-between
Frank and the front door.  It would be impossible for him to run, now.  His
spell was nearly complete, and he stretched out his arms as he reached the
final lines.  Frank screamed, and dropped to his knees.  Suddenly, he leapt
over the couch, reaching for Don's throat.  Don stepped back, and Frank's body
fell to the floor, nearly unconscious.


Don began the chant again from the
beginning, now standing over Frank's body, which was writhing in what looked
like pain, but Don had been told it was the demon trying to hold on to the body
as it was being forcibly driven off of.  Don was covered in sweat; the spell
required massive amounts of concentration, and he was barely able to keep
himself focused enough to manage it.


Finally, after the third recitation of
the spell, which he finished up shouting, a horrid screech was heard and Don
could see the Shadow rip from Frank's body.  The creature flew around the room
in a rage, but neither of the other people present were a suitable host.  It
flashed through the wall of the house, and was gone.


Don, having used up all of his energies,
collapsed to the floor, unconscious.


 


-----


 


Don awoke slowly, noting it was fully
dark outside now.  It had been twilight when he'd collapsed.  He groaned
softly, and Annie was quickly looking down at him.


"Are you okay?" she asked, the
concern clear in her tone.


Don mumbled, and tried to sit up.  His
head complained rather loudly about it, but he was able to make it to a seated
position.  He looked around to note that he was still on the floor.


"How long was I out?" he asked.


"An hour and a half.  I was tempted
to call 911."


"I'll be okay... but I think I
pushed myself just as far as I can go right now."  Don looked around for
Frank, but didn't see him.  "Where'd the idiot go?"


"When he woke up... which was maybe
an hour ago, he just sort of mumbled something and walked out the door.  Are
you okay?"


"I think so."  Don struggled to
get to his feet, and Annie helped him up, and then steadied him as he walked to
the couch.  "Oh, crap, my head hurts."


Annie disappeared for a minute, but she
was soon back with some Tylenol and water.  "Here."


Don took them and rested his head on the
back of the couch.  Annie sat down beside him and slid close, laying her head
on his shoulder.  "Thank you for trying."


Don put his arm around her gently. 
"Oh, I got rid of the little bugger.  The Shadow is gone.  Of course, your
brother's probably still gonna be a jerk... he's just not going to have
something egging him on anymore."


Annie looked up at him.  "Oh." 
She leaned forward, and Don tilted his head until their lips met.  For a long
moment, they communed silently, their lips slipping wetly against each other.


When they finally broke the kiss, Annie
looked at him with concern.  "You look pretty wore out."


"My head still hurts."


"Why don't you lie down, and we can
watch the movie?"


"Okay."


Don lay down on the couch, and Annie
grabbed the remote to start the movie.  When she slipped in behind him on the
couch and then pulled the afghan - normally laid across the back of the couch -
over them, he closed his eyes.  When she wrapped her arm around him, he smiled
slightly to himself.  He was asleep before the movie even began.
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"What's the matter?" Don asked
as Annie escorted him into the house.  He stopped dead when he entered the
kitchen.


"That's the matter!" she
cried.


Don saw the toaster floating across the
room, bread still in it, but charred to a crisp.  There was a mixer spinning in
mid-air, its blades turning dangerously.  Neither device was plugged in.


"Oh, shit," Don breathed. 
"Annie..."


"Do something!" she
cried.


"I don't... duck!"  Don
grabbed her and pulled her to the floor as a knife went whizzing over their
head.  Suddenly, the devices spun swiftly back into place, and the room grew
quiet.


"It's been doing that all day!"
Annie cried.  "It'll act up for a few minutes, and then nothing!  Don, I
can't deal with this!"


"Can you stay with a friend for a
few days?" he asked.


"Are you sure it wouldn't follow
me?"


Don had to admit that he wasn't. 
Especially given that it was almost certainly sent by the magician who was out
to get Don.  Annie was the poltergeist's target, and so it would go where she
went.


"Don... will you stay here, until it
goes away?"


Don stuttered a bit.


"I have three spare bedrooms.  You
can use any of them... Please?"


Don nodded.  "Okay.  Let me call my
sister and let her know."


 


∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼∼≈≡≈∼∼


 


"Shit!" Don yelled as the
butcher knife bounced off his shield.  He was using a full-frontal shield, which
meant he had to keep his wits about him, and protect his back, which was where
Annie was currently hiding.  He maneuvered sideways to block some flying books,
which tumbled to the ground.


"Watch out!" Annie screamed. 
The fireplace poker was lancing at him full-speed.  Don whirled and blocked,
the poker actually bending under the force of the impact.  It dropped with a clunk!
to the carpet.


Don had been defending them for over
twenty minutes this time.  The attacks had grown steadily worse as the days had
gone on.  He twisted and turned, blocking the movement of vases, books,
umbrellas, and more dangerous objects like knives, scissors and fireplace
implements.


Suddenly, they heard a groan.  Don
wheeled to see the large-screen TV lifting off the ground and beginning to move
toward them.


"Annie, I can't stop that without
destroying it..."


"I can buy a new TV!" she
screamed.


Don nodded.  He didn't wait for the
poltergeist to bring it to him.  Instead, he dropped his shield and formed the
one energy ball he knew how to make.  He let it loose at the television, and
the device shattered into thousands of pieces.  Luckily it didn't have a TV
tube, and so there wasn't much flying glass.  Still, he was cut in several
places.


Suddenly, the poltergeist stopped. 
Objects dropped to the floor, and the room was quiet once again.  The wind
caused by the phantom was now gone, and the room seemed deathly quiet.


Don and Annie both slumped to the floor. 
Don pulled Annie against him, and she laid her head on his shoulder.  It wasn't
long before she was crying.  Three days of this torment were simply more than
she could take, and she was completely at a loss.  Don held her tightly,
letting her cry it out.  He wasn't sure what to do, but he knew that he wasn't
going to be able to stop the creature by himself.  If it kept up for much
longer, he would have to call for help.
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Don was once again defending them.  This
time, he was using a full-body shield, which he couldn't hold for very long.  He
hoped it would be long enough.


Objects were pelting them from every
direction.  Annie was curled up into a ball, lying on the floor.  Don was
kneeling over her, his one hand resting on her side, his other raised to keep
the shield in place.  He suffered from numerous cuts and bruises that had been
caused over the last six days.


The poltergeist had broken every major
appliance in the house with the exception of the refrigerator.  The couple had
spent their nights and days in terror and exhaustion.  The phantom didn't let
them sleep, it hardly let them rest.  Don's magic was beginning to falter; he
could only go so far.


There were dozens of objects swirling
around in the room right now.  Every second or two, a few of them would launch
themselves against his shield.  He could feel it weakening; it would give a
little with each impact.


The noise in the room grew to a deafening
shriek as more and more objects pelted him.  His shields began to crack.. the
shriek became a roar...


Suddenly, the room was filled with a
giant sucking sound, as if the world was trying to vacuum itself up.  It lasted
for no more than a few seconds.  All of the objects in the room then crashed to
the floor with one thunderous clamor.


Then silence.


"What the fuck?" Don asked.  It
was entirely different from the way the poltergeist had left on all previous
occasions.


"Is it over?" Annie whimpered.


"For now... I guess..."


Don helped Annie up and over to the
couch.  He brushed the rubble off it so she would have a place to sit.  He sat
next to her and held on while she shivered in fear.  It had been a hellacious
week.


What the fuck will he do next? Don
wondered.
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Chapter 20


 


As Don set her bowl of cereal down in
front of her, Annie looked up at him with a smile.  He had stayed with her
throughout the hell that her life had suddenly become, and she couldn't fathom
why.


For Don's part, he sat down across from
her, and worried.  Though they'd had almost twelve hours of respite so far, he
didn't know when the poltergeist might come back.  He also feared that he
needed to tell Annie what was going on, and that she would be angry when she
found out he was the cause of her troubles.  On the other hand, telling her
about it all would be complicated and confusing.  Still, she deserved to know.


"What are we going to do
today?" Annie asked, interrupting his thoughts.


Don started, and then took a deep
breath.  "Well, so long as we have the break, we should probably try to
clean up your stuff.  After that..."  Don took a big sigh.


"What's wrong?"


"Annie, I need to tell you something
about what's going on... but it's probably gonna make you mad at me."


"Oh.  What?"


Don put his spoon down, and pushed his
bowl away.  "Everything that's happening to you is my fault."


Annie got a strange look on her face, and
set her own spoon down.  "You mean you conjured up that ghost thing?"


"No."


"Then I don't see how-"


Don raised his hand.  "Just because
I didn't create it... or release it, or whatever... doesn't mean I'm not
responsible for it being here."


"I don't understand."


"Remember the Shadow that was
affecting your brother?"  Annie nodded.  "When I talked to Veronica
about it, she told me that there was an evil magician behind it.  That magician
isn't after you or your brother.  He's after me, and he's using you to
get to me."


"That doesn't make any sense.  How
would he know about me and you?  For that matter, my brother's behavior got
worse long before I met you..."


Don took a deep breath, already blushing
in fear.  "Annie, our meeting wasn't an accident."


"What?"


"This is gonna be really hard
for you to believe, but you and I have met before.  I know; you don't remember
it.  Unfortunately, I'm also not supposed to tell you about it.  But, point is,
the magician knew about you because he's been watching me."


"Where did we meet before?"


"You wouldn't believe me if I told
you.  Your memory of it has been magically erased by someone else."


"You're right.  I don't believe
you."


Don shrugged.  "I don't know what to
say.  I'm sorry.  This is all my fault.  If I'd left you alone, you wouldn't be
going through all this."


Annie sat for a long moment, thinking
things over.  Despite what he'd just told her, she still felt very close to
him.  She knew beyond a doubt she could trust him.  And those feelings are
foreign to me... maybe he is telling the truth.


"What kind of relationship did we
have?" Annie asked him.


"We were very close."


"How close?" Annie said
with the beginnings of a smile.


"A little closer than we are
now," he said, blushing.


"Have you seen me naked?" Annie
asked coyly.


Don blushed crimson.  "Close, but
no."


"Oh.  I'm confused.  I mean... okay,
so if we knew each other before, then it would have had to be before my brother
started acting up... how did the magician know you'd come to find me again? 
Were you watching me all that time or something?"


Don shook his head, his own confusion
becoming evident.  "I'm not sure.  Maybe he guessed.  I only watched you
for a couple days before I bumped into you at the mall."


Annie's face twisted into a grin. 
"That wasn't an accident, was it."


Don looked down.  "No.  Sorry about
the shirt... I couldn't think of any other way to get to meet you again, since
you didn't remember me."


"What happened, when we met the
first time?"


Don looked up at her, staring deeply into
her eyes.  "Annie, really... I could tell you, but you'd think I was
making it all up.  It was that weird."


"Oh."


Annie sat in silence for long moments,
with Don staring out the window waiting for her to say something.  She was
confused by what he'd told her, yet her feelings for him did seem to stem from
some unknown source that she couldn't fathom.


Annie had never been close to anyone, and
she was surprised that she'd connected with Don.  But if we'd met before...
under... well, if he had to be as protective before as he's had to be the last
few days... he's a very nice guy.  But he's brought this... thing... into my
life?  Is that really possible?


Hell, he's a magician.  Anything's
possible.


Does it matter?


Annie finally made up her mind, and she
straightened herself, then took another spoonful of her breakfast.  Don looked
back at her, waiting for her to speak.


Annie saw his look, and shrugged. 
"What do you want me to say?"


Don stammered for a minute or two. 
"I expected you to be mad."


"Why did you come to find me?"
she asked.


Don stuttered for long moments, then
closed his mouth, taking deep breaths.  Annie waited calmly, wondering how
anything could be quite as bad as all that.


Don made another go at it after he felt
he had his emotions under control.  "When you and I were together
before... I..." Don took another deep breath, and let the remaining words
rush out, "I fell in love with you."


Annie literally dropped her spoon into
her bowl.  The clang was ignored by both of them.  Don was blushing fiercely
and couldn't meet her gaze.  Annie stared at him in shock.


He's in love with me?


She reached over and touched his hand,
forcing him to look up at her.


"Are you... still?"


He knew what she was asking.  All he
could do was nod, and then turn away.  He had trouble controlling himself. 
Annie could tell that he wasn't faking it; the emotions on his face were too
troubled to be a lie.  She felt an odd warmth in her heart, and her body
tingled slightly.


Somebody loves me.  She took hold
of his hand, but neither of them spoke for a long time.
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Annie was relaxing for the first time in
over a week.  Don had just left to do some shopping for her, and she was
running water for a shower.  The stress she'd been under was just too much, and
she really needed to calm down.


The poltergeist had been gone for a day
and a half now, and it seemed that it would stay gone.  She was glad the ordeal
was behind her.  Don had not shared his concern for what might happen next with
her, for fear she would worry too much.


Annie stepped into the shower, letting
the hot spray wash over her body and ease away some of the tension.  She hummed
softly to herself as she washed, trying to let herself return to normal.  She
wasn't paying attention to anything around her.


That's why she never saw the hand that
reached out for the hot water knob, cranking it to full blast.  It quickly
turned off the cold, as well.


In an instant, scalding hot water poured
out of the shower head.  Annie screamed and jumped away as far as she could. 
Her legs were still getting burned, though, and it took her a few seconds to
make it out of the tub.  She looked down to see her legs, red and painful.  She
looked up and around, to see what was amiss to cause this, but found nothing. 
She reached in and turned off the water, realizing at that moment that someone
had to have been there, since she knew that she had not adjusted her water.


Annie dried herself off, touching her
lower legs gingerly, as they were painful.  It was the equivalent of a bad
sunburn, and she was tempted to run cold water over it, but feared what might
happen with that.  She decided today was a good day to wear a skirt instead of
jeans.


After getting dressed, Annie went back
out to the living room to continue cleaning up.  As she entered the room,
something pushed her sideways.  Losing her balance, Annie stumbled against a
bookcase, and her head smashed into the edge, giving her a gash along the side
of her face.  She yelped in pain and held her hand up to the wound.  Though she
looked around frantically, she again saw no one.


Annie was disconcerted now.  She would
have been more frightened if she had not dealt with a poltergeist for a week. 
She knew, however, that this was different.  Though the poltergeist had been
nasty, and had thrown a lot of crap, it had never touched her.  Whatever
this was, it was attacking her more directly.


Oh, Don, where are you?  Of
course, she knew he would be a while yet.  She only hoped that this thing
didn't get too bad before he showed up.


Annie began cleaning up in the living
room, putting books back on shelves and straightening what she could.  They had
cleaned up the rubble the day before, but she'd not had any energy to put
things back in their place.  She tried not to let any blood drip on the books,
but she didn't have a bandage big enough to cover her gash, so she just let it
bleed, since it was doing so slowly.


As she bent down to retrieve more books,
something shoved her from behind.  She landed hard, and rolled onto her butt. 
She thought, for just a fraction of a second, that she saw a fleeting shape...
but it had been so transparent that she thought she might have imagined it.


"Knock it off!" she yelled to
the air.  She was getting fed up.  She got to her feet, and felt a little
woozy.  She went and got a hand towel to hold against the gash on her head to
stop the bleeding before continuing to work.  She was both irritated and
concerned.  She had no way to defend herself from something she couldn't see.


As she walked back into the living room,
she saw a foot move out and trip her.  She didn't have time to avoid it,
however, and when she fell, she hit her head on the end table, leaving a bruise
on her cheek.


"Fuck you!" she snarled.  She
turned and saw the phantom fade through the wall.  She felt shivers go down her
spine; this was really like a ghost.  She shook as she got up and sat on the
couch for a bit, trying to collect herself.


Don, please hurry home.


Annie stayed on the couch for a while,
before deciding that she had to do something.  She pulled herself together, and
stood up.  She couldn't keep working in the living room, though; that caused
her too much paranoia.


Deciding to make herself some lunch,
Annie went into the kitchen.  She was in the midst of slicing a tomato when the
phantom returned.  It solidified right beside her, about to push her, but this
time, she saw it first.


Annie panicked, turning toward the
whatever-it-was.  Her hand, in an automatic reaction, swept across her body to
block him.  The knife penetrated the phantom's hand.  Annie was shocked to see
the creature reel back and scream, as if in pain.  Its eyes, however, blazed
now with fury.  It backhanded her so hard she flew across the kitchen, slamming
face-first into a cabinet.  She didn't know if her nose was broken, but it was
bleeding profusely.  She knew there would also be a bruise on her forehead. 
The creature came at her again, but she bolted from the room, running into the
living room.


That was no help, as the ghoul merely
shifted to transparency and phased through the wall before becoming solid again
in front of her.  She nearly lost her balance avoiding him, instead diving over
the couch to put something between them.


The creature opened its mouth, and a
scream from the pits of Hell itself echoed through the room.  She cringed at
the mere sound of it.  The phantom lunged at her, throwing her to the ground.


Annie rolled as far as she could away
from the monster, and got shakily to her feet.  She didn't know what she could
do to get away from it.  Even going outside didn't seem like it would stop the
thing.  She picked up a book and threw it at the creature, but it merely phased
out of existence and back in again.  The book impacted the wall behind it, and
she knew that there was no way for her to hurt it.


The phantom charged at her, slamming her
back into a wall.  She was dazed for a few seconds, and by the time she'd
regained her senses, the monster was upon her.  It grabbed her around the
throat, and began to squeeze.  She choked, barely able to breathe.  She beat on
the phantom's chest, trying to push it away, but she didn't have that kind of
strength.  Her vision began to blur...


 


-----


 


Don was pulling into the driveway at that
very moment.  He had gotten food for them for a few days, and he'd stopped to
say hello to his sister, but he'd not wanted to leave Annie alone for too long,
so they'd not had any fun.


He walked in the door, and was
immediately assaulted by the negative magical flow in the air.  He rushed down
the entryway and into the living room, where he saw a... thing...
assaulting Annie, choking the life out of her.


Don's rage boiled up in an instant.  He
cast the most powerful strength spell he had and fairly flew across the room. 
He grabbed the monster's wrists and twisted, tearing his hands free of her
throat.  He heaved the phantom across the room, where it phased through the
couch and landed on the floor.  It was immediately upright again, however.


Don released his strength spell and
immediately cast his only energy-ball spell.  He lanced it out at the creature,
pinning it against the wall.  The monster simply faded out of existence, and
Don had to vanish his spell before damaging the house.  Don stood, nervously
alert, waiting for the phantom to return.  When it didn't, he turned to look at
Annie.


"Holy shit," he breathed.  The
bruises on her were severe.  "Annie, I'm sorry.  Are you okay?"


Annie was still trying to catch her
breath.  She'd been on the verge of passing out when Don had ripped the
creature's hands from her throat.  She leaned forward and hugged him, unable to
even sob, though she felt like it.


Don could feel her body trembling, and he
knew that it had been a very close thing.  You son of a bitch, he
thought.  If I ever meet you, I'm going to kill you.


The problem, however, was that this
magician was apparently much stronger than Don was.  He had no idea how to
conjure... whatever that phantom had been.  He knew that he needed help.


Quietly, Don began to cast a spell he'd
not needed before.  It took him several minutes to get his concentration back
enough to make the connection.


<Mistress, I need you.  NOW.>


He knew that sounded drastic, but he
hoped she would hurry.  He feared that the phantom would be back at any time,
and Don was not up to stopping it again.


 


-----


 


Don was not surprised to find Amy in
front of him when he opened the door.


"Aunt Veronica is getting stuff out
of the trunk.  What's the matter?"  Amy was clearly concerned, though she
was relieved to see that Don was all right.


Veronica approached just then, and Don
motioned both of them in, without having said anything yet.  He led them into
the living room, and it was immediately obvious to both of them that Annie was
in severe pain.


"What the hell happened?"
Veronica wanted to know.


"Something attacked her," he
said quietly.  "I used a sleeping spell on her to let her rest.  I'm...
not sure I know enough to heal her."


"You say something.  What was
it?"


"Hell if I know.  Some
creature-thing... it could fade in and out of solid form."


Veronica paled.  "Did it
speak?"


Don shook his head.  "No.  She said
it just shrieked at her.  I didn't hear it make any noise at all... I just felt
this... massive amount of negative energy from it."


"What did it look like?" Amy
asked, curious.  Veronica showed more intense interest in Don's answer.


"Human, mostly.  It was... all
black.  Not like it was burnt, it just... didn't have any color.  Except its
eyes, which glowed red.  It seemed like it was wearing either a cape or a
trench coat... or perhaps a robe.  It wasn't here for very long after I got
here... though I think it'll be back to finish what it started."


"What did it do to her?" Amy
queried.  Don explained what she'd told him.


"It's not trying to kill her... at
least, I don't think so," Veronica said finally.


"It was doing an awfully good job
for not trying," Don groused.


"It's an avatar."


"A what?"


"An avatar.  A stand-in for the real
thing.  The magician created it and sent it here.  It's a part of him."


"Oh, that's just fucking great.  How
do we get rid of it?"


"You can't drive avatars out.  You
can only destroy them."


"I was barely able to make it go
away temporarily!  How do you expect me to kill it?"


"You're not going to.  You're going
to look after Annie.  We'll take care of the avatar."


"Okay, fine, I guess... but I don't
think I know how to heal her.  She really ought to be in the hospital.  Her
nose is busted, she's got bruises everywhere... and from the way she screamed,
I think she either busted or bruised some ribs."


"I'll help you," Amy said. 
"I'll teach you the right spells, and I'll watch you until Aunt Veronica
needs me."


"Thanks, Amy," Don said, giving
her a hug and a kiss.


"Let's get to work," she said.
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Don and Amy spent a good portion of the
night working at spells to heal Annie's wounds.  The process was slow in going
because the avatar was able to inflict magical wounds, which required extra
time and concentration to heal.


During one of their breaks, Don was
talking with Veronica.


"Why did he leave?  He's obviously
stronger than me..."


"You need to understand that the
avatar is actually a living part of the magician.  The magician is controlling
it at every turn.  That requires an immense amount of concentration.  He will
need to rest.  Also, there is the possibility that you are not the only
magician he's attacking, and in order to harm the others, he necessarily has to
leave you alone while he works.  Accept the break for what it is."


"Oh, I do, believe me!" Don
said sincerely.


"You'd better get back to Annie. 
She still needs your help."


"Yes, Mistress," he replied
quietly.  He kissed her on the cheek, and went back to Annie's side to continue
his spell-casting.


 


-----


 


Don's head jerked up as he heard a
horrendous shriek.  He was thrown across the room by the avatar, and he hit his
head on the wall, leaving him stunned.  The avatar glared down at Annie's
sleeping form, and bent over her, wrapping his hands around her throat.


Don screamed in rage, blasting away at
the avatar with a full-power energy ball.  The avatar was thrown clear across
the room, but Annie was also tossed to the floor.  Don made his way over to
her, casting a shield spell to protect them from the avatar.  The creature
lunged, but it bounced off the shield.  Don felt, however, that the shield
would only hold for so long.


It didn't need to hold for all that long,
because the screeching of the beast brought Veronica and Amy out of the
bedroom, where they had both been resting.  Veronica cast a flame spell while
Amy held up a shield between them and the beast.  The creature burned brightly,
but was not consumed by the fire.    It ran around the house, setting other
things ablaze, and Veronica was required to quench those fires, and then she
put out the fire on the beast.


The avatar lunged at them, but it was a
feint.  At the last second, it veered off toward Don and Annie.  This wasn't
the smartest of moves, however, as it turned its back to Veronica, who leveled
a massive spike of magical power into the beast.  The avatar went flying past
Don and crashed into a bookshelf, knocking it over right on top of the
creature.


The avatar phased through the bookshelf
and rose to its feet.  Don could see that Veronica was concentrating on
something, and Amy was keeping her shield in place.  He could see the creature
was about to attack again, and he knew that Veronica didn't need the
distraction.  Leaping from where he crouched next to Annie, Don swung on the
beast with all his magically-enhanced might.  The punch connected, and the
phantom slammed back into the wall, momentarily stunned by the magical effects
of the punch.


Veronica completed her spell, and she
raised her hands, releasing its effect.  The avatar was surrounded by a glowing
blue light, and it began to frantically race around the room, trying to get out
of the effect.  It ignored the others, trying to flee the light, but Veronica
kept her concentration up, following it.


"You're going to have to kill it
yourselves.  This spell will keep it so preoccupied, it forgets about you, but
I can't kill it this way."


Don and Amy both lowered their shields,
and then formed energy balls.  They moved until they were standing side by
side, and they synchronized their spell-casting.  At the final moment, they
both extended their arms, and two large energy balls were released.  They both
impacted the beast at the same moment, hurtling him through the air until he
impacted the far wall, shattering the plaster and leaving a massive crater
where he hit.  The beast fell to the floor, but Amy and Don both recast their
spells, and hit him again.  The beast shrieked in pain and anguish.


Veronica let go the blue light, and she
cast a much stronger energy spell, engulfing the beast in a field of painful,
burning magic.  The creature writhed and twisted on the floor.


"Keep up your attacks!"
Veronica ordered.  Amy and Don began to launch a series of smaller energy
balls.  These had less impact by themselves, but they were able to create more
of them.  The net effect was greater, and the avatar was beginning to
disintegrate before their eyes.  The three magicians continued their assault,
and suddenly there was a massive explosion of light.  They all shielded their
eyes, and when they were able to look again, the creature was gone, and only a
scorch mark on the carpet told them where he had been.


Don leaned over, putting his hands on his
knees and gasping for breath.  "Did we do it?"


"Geez, I hope so," Amy replied,
also winded.


"Yes.  We were able to destroy the
avatar.  The magician isn't likely to send anything like that again."


"That's good," Don said.  Then
he saw the look on Veronica's face.  "What?"


"Next time," she said,
"he'll probably come himself."
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"So how powerful is this damn
magician?  Seems to me that with all he's done he could just come and kick my
ass..."


"A lot less powerful than he was a
few days ago," Veronica said.


Both Amy and Don stopped their cleaning
up to stare at her.


"What do you mean?" Amy asked.


Don moved over next to her, as curious as
she was.  Veronica set down the remains of the statue she was holding and
looked at them.


"Avatars aren't demons, or separate
entities.  The reason they can take solid form is that they are carved out of a
solid individual.  An avatar is, quite literally, a part of the magician who
creates it.  He invested a significant amount of magic in that creature.  When
it was destroyed, so was the magic that had gone into it."


"You mean... he's..."


"A much weaker magician now.  It was
obvious he was saving a lot of his strength, because the avatar didn't do
anything really magical to you, beyond the magical effect of the wounds it
inflicted."  Veronica motioned to where Annie lay, sleeping again, on the
couch.  Her wounds were taking forever to heal, even with magical support.


Amy struggled with the thought.  "So
you're telling me that he... like, cloned himself?"


Veronica smiled at her niece.  "Sort
of.  He was able to control it because it was part of him.  But it wasn't an
exact copy... it was just a dark facsimile.  But it was still a piece of him,
and that piece is gone."


Don scratched his head and said,
"Why didn't it leave, then?  I mean, it would have made more sense to flee
than to lose all that power..."


"The spell I used.  It confused the
avatar, and he couldn't find his way out."


"Oh.  So... do we have any way of
knowing how strong he is now?"


"No, not really.  I can guess, but I
could be wrong."


"What do you think?" Don asked.


"I'd say he's brought himself down
to about your level.  It would take a lot of skill to create an avatar, and
there was a good deal of magic in that one."


"Oh.  Well, so... facing him, if he
shows..."


"Could be interesting," Amy
opined


"Yeah," Don said sourly,
returning to the job of cleaning up.


 


-----


 


Don was fixing himself a light supper -
the others had eaten while he was performing another healing session on Annie -
when the doorbell rang.  He raised an eyebrow at that; no one had come to see
Annie since he'd been staying with her.  He was the closest, and so he went to
answer the door, a small energy ball already in his hand, just in case.


That was extinguished the instant he
opened the door.


"Katie!  What're you doing
here?" he asked, pulling her gently inside.


"Apparently everybody else is
here..." she sniffed, motioning to the cars outside.


"Uh... yeah, I guess.  C'mon
in."


Don led Katie back into the living room. 
Annie was just sitting up, having woken up when the doorbell rang.  Veronica
was coming out of the back bedroom, as well.


"Hey, Katie," Veronica said
cheerily.


"Annie," Don started,
"this is my sister, Katie.  Katie, this is Annie Carter."


"Nice to meet you," Annie said
softly.  She didn't try to get up.  Katie went over to her, instead, and took
her hand.


"You, too.  What happened to
you?"


"Something attacked me."


"Oh."


"Katie, you shouldn't be here,"
Don said.


Katie turned to her brother with a
frown.  "I thought we were going to be together always," she
complained.


Don blushed slightly.  "We
are," he said, avoiding any glance in Annie's direction.  "But it's
dangerous here."


"Why?  It's just messy..."


"Katie, it's messy because something
attacked Annie.  It nearly killed her.  We had to kill it.  There may be other
things coming... some bad magician wants to hurt me, and he's attacking the
people around me, especially the ones I care about the most.  You could be in
serious danger here."


Veronica had kept her peace up until
then.  Now she said, "She could be in serious danger anywhere."


Don turned to her, an irate look on his
face.  Veronica ignored it.  "The magician isn't limited to this house,
Don.  If he knows about Katie - and I'm sure he does - she could be in danger
anywhere."


"Just fucking wonderful," he
grumped.


"If I'm going to be attacked, I want
you around to protect me!" Katie whined.


Don couldn't really argue with that kind
of logic.  Especially not with his sister, who was depending on him
completely.  Don sighed.


"Annie, you mind if my sister
stays?"


"Of course not," Annie said
softly.  She smiled at Katie, who returned the gesture, if weakly.


"All right.  Fine.  You might want
to go home and grab some clothes... I don't know how long we're going to be
here."


"Okay.  Thanks, Big Brother." 
She kissed him - on the lips - and headed back out the door.  Don blushed, but
no one else said anything.
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Don woke up slightly confused.  He'd lain
down on the floor next to Annie when he'd grown tired from trying to heal her. 
He had been alone.  Now he felt a body pressed up against him from either
side.  Though he found that to be very comfortable, he wasn't entirely sure
what was going on.


When he opened his eyes, he saw blonde
hair.  He knew it was his sister.  Without thinking much about it, he ran his
hand along her side while she slept, and she murmured.  Just then, he realized
that the other person might not know about them...


Don turned over to see that Annie was
just waking up.  He wrapped his arms around her and they kissed tenderly for a
long moment.


"Good morning," she mumbled.


"Hi," he replied.  "You
know, the couch is far more comfortable than the floor..."


"I could tell you the same
thing," she said with a sleepy smile.


"I didn't want to wake you up."


"I think there just wasn't room for
all three of us," she said.  Don blushed, knowing exactly what she meant. 
"Don, just how close are you and your sister?"


Don was about to answer her question when
a loud banging at the door got his attention.  Katie jolted upright
immediately, and he turned to her, placing his hand on her back.  Don saw that
Veronica and Amy had been in the kitchen, as they came out into the hallway,
looking from the door to where Don and the others lay.


"I'll get it," Don said,
struggling to his feet.  Amy and Veronica stepped out of his way, while Katie
and Annie made it to their feet behind him.  He walked to the door and opened
it.


Standing there, with a scowl on his face,
was a man slightly taller than Don, with jet black hair.  He had foregone the
goatee, but he was wearing a mustache.  He was wearing an overcoat - black, of
course - and what looked like a suit beneath it.


Awfully heavy wear for the middle of
summer.


"Yeah?" Don greeted him,
knowing who this had to be.


"I am Heinrich Mueller," the
man said with only a slight accent.  "You are Donald White, yes?"


"Last time I checked," Don
replied.  "What do you want?"


"Your head on a pike will do
nicely," Mueller replied.


"Sorry, all out of pikes."


Mueller's face darkened.  "Your
death is going to be very enjoyable."


In response, Don let loose the energy
ball he'd been hiding behind his back up to this point, knocking Heinrich back
several feet out into the yard.  The entire group moved outside, rather than
trash the house again.


"I don't think I'd enjoy it
much."


"You're not supposed to.  Would you
like to surrender to me now?  You know that I am much more powerful than
you."


"There are three of us.  One of
you," Amy objected.  Veronica nodded in agreement.


"Oh, no.  You see, if either of you
interferes, I will call upon my demon friends to deal with you.  This is
between young Donald and myself."  Heinrich stared at Don challengingly.


Don nodded.  He turned to Amy. 
"Stay out of it."


"But Don..." Amy started.


"You want to face up to whatever
kind of demons he has access to?  Keep the others safe."


Amy and Veronica nodded, and then stepped
back.  Don moved around to get them out of the line of fire, but remained a
good distance away from Heinrich.  After considering, he motioned to the man,
and they stepped out into the street, which was devoid of traffic, for the most
part.


"Why are you doing this?" Don asked
him.  He was trying to work out a plan for dealing with this man, and hoped to
delay him until he came up with something.


"Because I can," the man
replied contemptuously, and raised his hands.  The man chanted loudly, and
before Don could think of anything to counter with, Mueller's hands came down
and released a massive fireball.  Don dove out of the way at the last possible
second, the fireball impacting the asphalt and leaving a melted scorch mark in
its wake.


Don rolled back to his knee and lofted a
baseball-sized energy ball at his enemy.  The small orb hit Heinrich in the
shoulder, pushing him backward and allowing Don to get to his feet.


"Gah!" Heinrich shouted in
anger.  He came back with a similar energy orb, only his trailed a streak of magical
light.  Don jumped out of the way of that, but he did not see the one that
Heinrich created in his other hand, and that one caught Don in the chest.  He
fell backward, sprawling on the ground.  He was stunned, and shook his head to
try to clear it before standing up.


Just as Don's head was beginning to
clear, a ball of electrical energy engulfed his body.  Don felt the shocks
shooting through his body, causing pain and disorientation.  He squeezed his
eyes shut in an effort to concentrate.


You can fight this off.  Veronica
showed you how.  Don tried to focus, balling up his hands and tensing his
arms.  He took deep breaths, trying to ignore the pain.  He began to chant a
ward-off spell, and as he got to the right point, he flung his hands upward,
dissipating the electrical charge.  Immediately, he rolled to his left.  This
was a good move, as the attack he hadn't seen coming landed there.


Don rolled to his feet, tossing another
baseball-orb at Heinrich, and then another.  Both of them missed, but they
caused Heinrich to dodge, and that gave Don time.  He closed his eyes and
chanted.


Mueller was about to attack Don again,
but all of a sudden, as he turned, he had to ask himself, Which Don? 
Standing before him were five of them... now six.  He chanted a magic-detection
spell, but all of them appeared to be fake that way.  Don had learned to
cloak himself by creating a mirage that appeared right on top of himself.


Heinrich swung on the first couple
illusions that approached him.  They were all moving in seemingly random but
threatening ways, and after the first few fake attacks, he began to ignore
them.  If I take out the entire area, it gets him by default, he
thought.  He began to concentrate on a spell.


Don had waited patiently for Heinrich to
give up on attacking the illusions.  He kept control of his simple spell, and
cast a strength and speed incantation.  Moving still in a seemingly random
path, he moved closer and closer to Heinrich.  Once he was in range, he lowered
himself slightly and then launched off his right leg, driving his right fist
upward into Heinrich's chin.


Heinrich had seen the coming attack, but
he'd been 'hit' by so many illusions that he was ignoring it.  He didn't ignore
the sensation of flying through the air, nor the feeling of landing heavily on
the concrete.  He actually slid some distance, tearing his overcoat.


Don phased out the illusion, and he saw
Heinrich's eyes blazing with anger.


"You are a dead man," Heinrich
promised.


"Come get some," Don
challenged.


 


-----


 


Don dodged Heinrich's energy ball, and
then he conjured up an actual baseball.  He turned and pitched the ball as hard
as he could, augmenting it with a strength spell.  The ball, traveling at
nearly ninety miles per hour, impacted Heinrich's shoulder.  Heinrich spun
around and grasped his shoulder in agony.  Don formed up another baseball,
hurling it at his opponent, but Heinrich was not out of it enough not to be
ready for that.


Heinrich whirled, a javelin appearing in
his hand.  He lofted it straight for Don, but in the time it took him to throw
it, Don simply moved aside, and the spear sailed harmlessly past him.  He
launched the baseball in his hand, but it missed as Heinrich dodged.


Back and forth they went, throwing
different objects at each other.  Don formed a Frisbee with a razor edge,
sending it spinning at knee-level.  He got a small cut on his hand; it was
almost impossible to throw the thing safely.  Heinrich didn't dodge far enough,
and it gashed his leg, eliciting a roar of anger and pain from him.  He hurled
a pitchfork at Don, but again Don was able to move out of the way quickly
enough to avoid injury.


Heinrich had had enough of this boy.  He
concentrated for a moment, and placed his hands in front of him, cupped
outward.  He generated a dozen razor-sharp spikes that launched themselves at
Don.  Don dodged, but not fast enough.  Four of the small throwing darts
embedded themselves into his flesh, causing pain and bleeding.  He flicked them
out of himself one at a time, concerned with the blood loss, but something told
him he shouldn't worry about it just now.


Looking up, he saw that was sound
advice.  He whirled out of the way just in time to not be impaled on a
javelin.  Unfortunately, this one had a razor edge on its tip, and the spinning
blade caught him a glancing blow on the shoulder.  It was just enough to open a
long gash, and to anger Don at his own stupidity.


Son of a BITCH!


Don tried to think of something he could
use, and a bluff he'd used in his first magic fight came to mind.  He could do
it for real this time.  Concentrating, he formed a stainless steel yo-yo in his
hand.  He didn't need a sharp edge to this; the corner formed by the butterfly
design would be sharp enough while spinning.  He twisted his body violently,
releasing the yo-yo on its extra-long string.  It whipped out in a straight
line until it had reached its full length, and then, as Don yanked it back, he
also continued to twist his body, now swinging the yo-yo in a wide arc.


The small weapon was a blur to Heinrich,
and he had no chance of avoiding the hit.  The yo-yo contacted him just in
front of his ear, and it scraped along his face until it left just over his
eye.  He felt as if he'd just been cut with a knife, and blood was soon
trickling into his eye, clouding his vision.  He heard the smart slap!
of the yo-yo as it returned to Don's hand.


Heinrich raised one hand to his head; he
had a murderous headache now.  The other hand, he raised, palm-out, to Don. 
Don thought perhaps that Heinrich was calling for a cease-fire, and he
hesitated.  If he could end this now, without anyone getting seriously hurt, he
would.


But Heinrich was not asking for a
reprieve.  He had quietly chanted two spells, and now he lofted something in a
wide arc with his left hand.  The toss was horribly aimed, and would miss wide
to Don's left, but it looked very much like a hand grenade, and Don didn't want
to be anywhere near it when it went off.  He dashed to his right.


The problem for Don was that it merely looked
like a hand grenade.  The real threat was the second spell that Heinrich had
cast, which had released the parking brake on a nearby car, and started it
rolling toward them.  The street had a slight incline, and the car, with
Heinrich's encouragement, picked up speed until it was doing at least ten miles
an hour.  Don ran right into its path before anyone could warn him.


The car slammed into Don's side, throwing
him up onto the hood.  He rolled across the hood and off the side, bouncing on
the pavement and lying in a heap.  Heinrich moved to the side to avoid getting
run over by the car himself, and then he moved toward Don.


"It is time for you to die,"
Heinrich said.


 


-----


 


Don panted and coughed, wiping sweat and
blood out of his eyes.  He saw the blast coming and dodged.  It missed him by
inches, and lanced into the tree behind him.  Unfortunately, the blast was so
powerful that it felled the tree, and Don had to roll out of the way to avoid
being crushed under the weight of the falling timber.


He got back to his feet, but somewhat
slowly.  He was wearing out, weaving now.  He looked at his enemy, who was not
in much better shape.  Don pushed himself, trying to come up with new attacks
that Heinrich would not expect.  He formed an energy ball, but as he released
it, he changed the image in his mind.  About halfway to the target, the ball
erupted into magical blue flame, hurtling toward Mueller at high speed. 
Heinrich tried to duck, but Don was guiding the attack, and it managed to catch
the edge of his arm.  Heinrich's tattered overcoat was ablaze in seconds, and
he struggled to shuck it before the flames did damage to his body.


While Mueller was otherwise occupied, Don
came up with another new attack.  He put his hands in front of him, palms out
and arms bent.  He concentrated, and as Heinrich turned back to form a new
attack, Don began to launch orb after orb of magical energy.  The orbs were
small, but powerful, and Don was firing them just as fast as he could manage. 
Heinrich tried to dodge and weave, but Don kept adjusting his aim.  Heinrich
formed a spear and launched it at Don, forcing him to end the attack as he
dodged the incoming weapon.


Heinrich launched another laser-like
blast at Don, catching him on the leg and tumbling Don to the ground in pain. 
Don rose slowly, breathing hard from the agony of the injury.  Suddenly, Don
was engulfed in a blast of energy that threw him backward.  He slammed into a
light pole hard enough that his vision blurred, and he slumped to the ground,
the attack over.


Heinrich looked at his enemy with a
sneer.  Don's body was bruised and bleeding.  His left hand had been broken
when Heinrich had stomped on it after hitting him with the car.  He advanced
toward Don with victory in his gaze.  He had forgotten that there were even
people watching this battle.


Annie had watched in horror as Don had
been injured time and again, and had risen time and again to fight on.  This
time, she could not hold back.  Before anyone could stop her, she ran out into
the yard, scooping up three baseballs - they were all over the place by now -
as she ran.  She threw the first one, beaming Heinrich in the head with it.


"Leave him alone!" she
screamed.  The second one hit Heinrich in the chest.  Heinrich saw that Don was
getting to his feet, though he was obviously still shaken.


This bitch is preventing me from
finishing him off!  The third baseball was aimed at his groin, but missed,
hitting him in his already-wounded knee instead.  It brought him down to one
knee, and he grimaced in pain, but now he was truly angry.


"You would dare to interfere in
something that doesn't concern you?" Heinrich screamed, his accent
thickening in his anger.  "You will be punished!"


Before anyone could stop him or protect
her, Heinrich leveled a massive wave of energy at her.  Annie cringed, but had
no ability to protect herself.


Don, on the other hand, did.  He was
aware enough that he understood the import of Heinrich's words, and as soon as
he saw the attack begin, he ran to put himself between Annie and danger.


Don thought he wasn't going to make it. 
He cast a quick speed spell, and he launched himself into the air, screaming,
"Nooooooooo!"  He formed his shields at their maximum level,
hoping to survive the attack himself...


When the energy hit Don, it was so strong
that it actually kept him suspended in midair as the magic crackled along his
shields, looking for a way in.  Don knew that he couldn't hold out for very
long; his magic had been waning for quite some time, and these were all
last-ditch efforts on his part.


Don could feel his shields fluctuating,
could feel the energy beginning to penetrate.  He closed his eyes, tensing his
body for what he knew had to be coming.


In his mind's eye, he saw the past
several months.  He relived his brief time with Annie on Earth.  He flashed
over the events before that, and his mind delved deeply into his memories of
Zemlia Nov.  He wished now that he had the strength that he had gained fighting
Dan-Gelmer.


In that moment, Don felt as if he had
made a new connection.  Gaphnia's words came back to him about allowing magic
to flow over him... or to redirect it.


Don stretched his arms out slightly.  He
struggled to maintain his concentration through the pain.  He slowly chanted
the spell, using his shield to direct the energy, gathering it together, rather
than letting it wander freely.


Heinrich saw the energy moving, but he
thought that it had found a weakness, and was now seeking entrance.  He didn't
understand the truth of things until too late...


Once Don had a good hold of the energy,
gathered tightly in one spot, he chanted one final spell.  Inverting his own
shields, Don bounced the energy straight back at Heinrich.  He knew that
Heinrich would dismiss the attack, but hoped that he would have some recovery
time-


He didn't need it.  The energy traveled
so fast that Heinrich had no chance to dismiss the spell.  The energy hit him
squarely, and his body was engulfed in the magical energy he had unleashed. 
Once within its grasp, he had no chance to stop it, and it fed on itself, and
its creator.  The energy doubled, then trebled, then doubled again.  In a
blinding flash of light accompanied by a massive scream of pain, Heinrich's
body and soul were vaporized, leaving nothing behind but an echo.


Don saw none of this.  His body was so
worn out from deflecting the attack that, as soon as he was free of it, he lost
consciousness, collapsing to the ground.


Annie screamed, "Don!"
and she bolted to his side, kneeling down next to him and putting her hand on
his chest.  She whispered thanks that he was still breathing.  Annie didn't
look up when she felt a presence next to her; she knew it would be Katie, who
knelt down on the other side of Don.


"Donny?" Katie whispered
fearfully.  "Donny, wake up!"


Veronica came over to the two of them,
but she was looking around at the people who had been watching the battle. 
That the neighbors would be aware of what was going on was inevitable.  Things
could get very sticky for everyone shortly.


"I think we need to get him
inside," Veronica said quietly.  Amy came over, and the four of them
carried him into the house and placed him on the sofa.  Annie slid in so that
his head was resting in her lap, and she stroked his hair gently as he lay
unconscious.  Veronica and Amy both began their incantations to heal him. 
Annie hoped that would work soon.


After a while, they stopped chanting. 
Annie looked up at them expectantly, but Katie was more direct.


"Why did you stop?" she
demanded.


"The spells need time to run their
course," Amy explained quietly.  "If that's not enough, we'll do more
in about an hour or so."


"Oh.  Okay."  Katie felt
embarrassed that she was so demanding, but she feared for her brother's safety.


Meanwhile, Amy and Veronica moved to the
other side of the room to talk quietly.


"Do you think that was enough?"
Amy asked.


"I believe so.  Strange as it is, he
isn't all that physically hurt.  The hand is already healing.  The other wounds
are mostly superficial.  His magic will simply require rest.  I don't think
there's a lot more we can do for him."  She looked over at him, and
watched Annie.  "The other things he needs... he's not going to want from
us right now."


Amy nodded.  "Aunt Veronica... I
think it's time."  When Veronica looked at her, she explained.  "The
spell?  For Annie?"


"Oh!  I'd completely forgotten. 
You're right.  I think she's ready now."


Veronica closed her eyes and chanted
softly, completing a process that she had begun weeks ago.


Annie was sitting quietly, stroking Don's
hair gently, when she was hit by the spell.  It rocked her back, pushing her
into the sofa cushions strongly, but it was only her own body's reaction to the
revelation....


 


...Dragonseeker...the world's most
realistic RPG...


 


...There's not anybody to take with
me.  I'll go it alone...


 


...Where am I?  Who are you?  Oh, God
I'm scared!...


 


...What would a guy like him want with
me?...


 


...Why is he going to shoot the guy
who saved me?...


 


...He doesn't even want to look at
me... but, he's blushing...


 


...Ow!  Oh, shit, that stung!...


 


...Don't you ever do anything like
that ever again!...


 


...I love you, Don...


 


Annie's memories, released from their
box, flooded through her consciousness in one great jolt.  Katie saw the look
on her face, and would have gone to help her, but Amy was right there, and held
Katie back.  Annie shivered and shuddered as her mind readjusted to its new-old
knowledge.  She began to sweat, and then she closed her eyes, trembling with
the strain, her face pale and contorted.


"What's happening to her?"
Katie cried.


"She's remembering," Amy said.


"Remembering what?"


"You.  Don.  Zemlia Nov. 
Everything."


"Oh.  How come you didn't do that to
me?"


"Would you want to go through what
she's going through?"


Katie hesitated, then said, "not
really."


"I didn't think so.  But Annie needs
to know what happened... not just be told."


"Okay."


Annie continued to shake for several more
minutes, her mind going through all the emotions of fear, terror, hope, and
love.  Veronica got a damp cloth and wiped her forehead with it, trying to help
her settle.  After a long, worrisome struggle, Annie finally began to calm
down.


It was a long time before she opened her
eyes again.  She saw Veronica looking at her concernedly, and she smiled
weakly, to let her know she was okay.  When she looked down at Don, the look on
her face was so easily readable to everyone in the room that they all smiled. 
Though she had been falling in love with him already, Annie now remembered -
truly remembered - everything he had done for her, and all they meant to each
other.  She was deeply in love with him, and was grateful to have her memories
of him back, despite the agony they had caused.


"My God, Don... I love you..."
she whispered.  She said it over and over again.


The others let them be.


 


-----


 


Don awoke slowly.  He felt comfortable;
he knew he wasn't lying outside on the ground anymore.  His body slowly
reported that, though he was sore, he was probably not severely injured.  His
left hand throbbed, but when he tried to move it, it didn't cause any
additional pain.


He could feel the softness pressing
against him, and knew that he was in a bed.  He could feel the sheets against
his skin; someone had taken the time to undress him.  He had obviously been out
for a lot longer than he should have been.  It was already dim outside;
twilight... but evening, or morning?


Don noted that not all of the softness
pressing against his body was a sheet.  He felt a very warm softness pressing
against his side, and he slowly turned his head to see Annie looking at him, a
smile of love and friendship adorning her face.


"Hi there," she said quietly.


"Ohhh, my head," he replied. 
She moved her hand gently to caress his cheek and brush the hair out of his
face.  Don enjoyed her touch, but he was a little disconcerted; she had never
been in bed with him before.


"Annie?"


"Shh," she replied. 
"Veronica says you're fine.  You'll be sore for a few days, and your hand
will still hurt, but the rest of you is working just fine."  She leaned
down and kissed him.  Their lips worked against each other passionately, and
Don felt her hand slide down onto his chest.  He sighed softly at her touch;
confused as he was, it still felt good.


When she broke their kiss, Don looked her
in the eye.  "What... um..."


"What's the matter?"


"I'm just wondering what you're
doing here," he said, confusion written on his face.


"Don't you want me here?" she
asked fearfully.


"Yes!" he said, much too
eagerly he knew.  "It's just..."


Annie kissed him again to stop him, then
she explained.  "Veronica gave me back my memories.  I know where we met,
and how, and all that you have done for me."


Don blushed.  "I just did..."


"More than anyone else ever
has," she said for him.  "I love you, too, Don."


He had nothing to say to that, but he leaned
up and kissed her.  She ran her tongue out along his lips until he parted them,
and their tongues were soon dancing together.  He wrapped his arms around her,
pulling her to him and feeling, for the first time, her body rub against his,
skin to skin.  It took him a moment to realize she, too, was not wearing any
clothes.  As she continued to slide herself against him, his cock began to
rise, and for the first time, he realized he wasn't wearing any underwear.  He
wondered if she was.


Slowly, he ran his hands down her back as
they continued to kiss.  She inhaled sharply, and then moaned when his hands
slid down onto her ass.  She was not wearing any underwear, either.  He softly
plied her ass with his fingers, and she wiggled against him, sliding on top of
him, her knee slipping between his legs.  He could feel the heat of her pussy
on his thigh.  It was a very nice sensation.


Annie ran her hands gently along his
sides as they kissed, and then she broke their kiss, sliding herself down his
body, kissing as she went.  Don caressed her hair and shoulders as she moved
further down.  She paused for a long moment to lick at his nipple, causing him
to shiver.


Annie then continued down, leaving a wet
path of kisses and nibbles as she went.  Don was squirming now, and his dick
was fully erect.  When she got to his groin, she very gingerly wrapped her
fingers around his shaft, and stroked up and down.  She looked up at Don, who
was gazing down at her, and then she turned her attention back to his cock. 
She slipped her tongue out and ran it along the side of his shaft.  She licked
up and down as her fingers stroked him gently, causing him to groan in
pleasure.  She pressed her lips to the side of his dick, kissing it along its
entire length until she got to the head, where she licked all the way around
before taking it slowly into her mouth.  Don moaned loudly as Annie lowered her
mouth onto his cock, using her tongue to excite him as she let her lips descend
on his shaft.


Don's breath came in shudders as Annie
worked over his cock.  Her mouth slid up and down in slow movements as her hand
continued to gently stroke him.  Her tongue and lips were pleasing him in
indescribable ways, causing his entire body to tingle with the feel of it.  Her
head began to bob faster, sliding up and down his prick in quick movements, her
tongue slipping back and forth across his shaft as her lips sucked on him.  Don
grunted, trying to hold back his cum, but knowing it was a futile gesture.


Don grunted and gently tapped Annie's
shoulder, but she ignored him, merely sucking harder and moving even faster. 
He closed his eyes tightly and let the world spew out through his cock,
blasting his cum deep into her mouth.  He could feel her swallow, and that
caused even more spasms of his dick.  She continued to milk him until his
climax was completely past, and then she let him loose from her lips, licking
up the stray drops that she had missed before laying his cock against his
abdomen.


Annie slid back up Don's body, and she
kept him from moving.


"All the time we've known each
other, you've always been the one doing all the work.  It's my turn.  You just
lay back and let me."


Don wasn't about to argue with her.  He
pulled her against him again and kissed her, their tongues once again dancing.  Annie
resumed her position, her knee between his legs, her thigh rubbing gently
against his balls.  He sighed into her mouth as her hands returned to caressing
his sides.  As they kissed, she slid her pussy up and down against Don's thigh,
heightening her own arousal to a fever pitch.


Don ran his hands over her back, enjoying
the feel of her silky skin.  He loved the beautiful woman in his arms more than
he could say, and being able to feel her against him was simply beyond words
for him.  He groaned as his cock began to return to stiffness.


Annie could feel his dick hardening and
pressing against her as she rubbed herself against him.  Her entire body was
tense; her nipples were rock-hard points digging into his chest.  Her pussy was
wet and her clit was engorged.  She was more than ready for him.


She broke their kiss and sat up,
straddling his waist, which exposed her body to him for the first time.  He
gazed up at her lovingly, and reached out to gently cup her tits.  Though
small, they were sensitive, and his fingers caressing her caused her to close
her eyes and moan in pleasure.  She shivered as he found her nipples and
tweaked them.


Unable to wait any longer, Annie reached
down and took Don's prick in her hand, holding it upright.  He looked into her
eyes and smiled.  She bit her lip as she raised up and positioned him at her
entrance.  His hands continued to play with her tits as she dropped herself
forcibly onto his cock, busting her cherry, and causing her to squeak in pain.


Don froze in his movements.  "You
were a..."


Annie nodded, and squeezed her eyes
tightly shut.  "Please don't move."


Don continued to caress her breasts, and
kept the rest of his body as still as he possibly could.


Annie loved him even more for his
tenderness, and his patience.  She could feel how ready his cock was, yet he
was waiting for her.  She opened her eyes and looked down at him.


Don smiled at her lovingly, and continued
to fondle her chest.


"I guess you don't have to answer my
question from this morning," she said, blushing.


"Hmm?" he responded.  That
morning seemed such a long time ago...


"About how close you and Katie
are."


"Oh," he said, and chuckled. 
Annie giggled at him.


"How are the others?"


"Paul is still in Zemlia Nov, and
Gill and I aren't friends anymore."


"What?  Why?  I mean, I know Paul
didn't leave, but..."


"Yeah.  He died here because he
chose to stay there.  And Gill and I broke up because of Susan."


"Susan?"


"You know about Julie and
me..."


"Yeah, but in the game, you and
Susan..."


"Never happened, because of Gill
being there for her.  But here, she was trying to get back at him and, well,
one thing led to another..."


"You already have three
girlfriends?" Annie asked, slightly dismayed.


"No, I've only got one
girlfriend," he said, reaching up to rub her neck.  "The others are
just really good friends."


Annie blushed.  His hands were arousing
her, and his words were calming her.


"I don't know if I can compete with
all of them," she said, voicing her final worry.


"Who said you had to?  The only one
you have to put up with is Katie.  I can't abandon her."


"I know.  But I don't want you to
give up the others for me, either.  You were too close to them in the game... I
can only imagine what it's like here..."  Annie began to rock her hips
ever so slightly, trying to get comfortable while keeping him aroused.  She
began to feel twinges of pleasure in her pussy.


"Okay," he said in a gasp,
feeling her move on him.  "But you're still not competing with them. 
You'll always be first."


Annie leaned down and kissed him.  The
movement of his cock that caused within her sent electric shocks of bliss
throughout her body, and she moaned.  She rolled her hips, and was rewarded
with more tingles of pleasure.  She rocked her hips back and forth now, moving
smoothly on his cock.  Her body repaid her with waves of ecstasy.


Don was also loving the movement of her
pussy on his dick.  She squeezed him as she slid off, and then she would slide
back down onto him.  It was very pleasurable.


Annie sat back up, and she let her hands
press into his abdomen.  She used her legs to begin to move up and down on his
cock, her lithe body moving gracefully, but her eyes remained locked on her
lover's.


Don reached up and began to fondle her
tits again, seeking out her nipples and rolling them between his fingers. 
Annie moaned as he did that, feeling her pussy squeeze him extra hard as his
reward.  She could feel her heat rising as she began to pant.  Don  bucked his
hips up into her with each of her downward plunges.  His cock buried itself to
the hilt in her on each stroke, and it was driving her mad with pleasure.


The two were moving in synch, their
hearts beating in unison.  Annie began to cry out with each thrust of his hips,
feeling her orgasm coming closer and closer.  Don grunted as well, fending off
his own orgasm as long as he could.


When Don tugged on Annie's nipples and
twisted them at the same time, she could no longer control herself.  She
screamed out, and her pussy clamped down on his cock.  Her back arched, and she
came, loudly, her body shuddering in massive waves of joy.


Don felt her cunt grip him, and he simply
could not control himself any longer.  He thrust up into her faster and harder,
and then he froze, his prick buried fully inside her as his cum burst from the
tip of his cock, washing her insides with his seed.  Annie screamed again,
feeling his cum inside her.  The two bucked together for long moments, trying
to enjoy their pleasure as long as they could.


Eventually, their thrashing settled, and
they were left breathing hard, but happy.  Annie looked down at Don, and she
laughed.


"What's so funny?" he asked.


"Nothing, really," she said. 
"Just... all that time in Zemlia Nov, I was the one getting hurt, and
never got laid.  We come back to Earth and you get hurt... and then
I get laid!"


"Oh," Don said, and then he
chuckled, too.  He pulled her down against him, his cock still buried firmly in
her pussy.  They kissed for long moments, coming down from their high into
something warm and tender.


After they broke their kiss, Don said,
"I love you, Annie."


"I love you, too."


"I'm afraid, after what happened
today, you're going to have to move."


Annie nodded.  "I know.  Think you
can find a house big enough for all of us?"


"You want them to move in with
us?" Don asked incredulously.


"Absolutely!  Besides, I also
remember some things about Julie..."


Don raised an eyebrow, but kept his
peace.  He'd known that Julie was bisexual, and he'd suspected the pair had
fooled around.


"Just promise me one thing,"
she said seriously.


"What's that?" he asked.


"No more computer games!" she
said.


Don laughed, and nodded.  "You got
it."
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