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The Thirst for Power series is a new kind of fantasy series I'm working on written, in large, to promote not only a more mature edge to the fantasy genre but also to showcase my new platform, Patreon. All of my work is available on Patreon for a fraction of the cost buying the books would be, and all my future books will be available on Patreon first for at least 2 months before other retailers. There will also be Patreon only exclusive stories (one / month). Please, join me on Patreon where we can share thoughts, discussions, or just enjoy the ever-growing content at a great price. https://www.patreon.com/booksbyjason.
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Naked but for the long brown hair that fell over her shoulders almost to her waist, the woman looked over the clearing. "You're sure about this?" she asked.

The other person, a woman bearing a striking resemblance to the older nude woman, stood up from the log she was trimming and looked at her. Her breasts hung free as well but she wore a belt around her waist and a short and loose skirt made of supple black leather. "I'll be fine."

"The hills and mountains are dangerous, sweetie," Jethallin said. "Especially at night. The King's armies never fully cleared them. Some of the abominations that roamed them remain. There are places, valleys and caves, where evil lurks."

"I can handle myself, mom," Jennaca said. "And if they come... let them. I can work out some of my frustrations on them."

Jethallin let out a sad sigh. "Honey... what your father did... that was inexcusable!"

"He didn't know. It just felt... Saints, it felt so right. We belonged together, I believed it. He did too."

Jethallin shook her head. "I admit, I barely knew the man and he paid me for my time with him, but he was always so full of himself. Smart, yes, but so arrogant. I have trouble seeing the man you knew as the same one I knew."

"He's changed, mom," Jennaca said. "I... well... it doesn’t matter. He's free now. I'm free. We're all free. I hope he stays the good man he was when I knew him, but I... I can't be around him."

"I understand," Jethallin said and stepped closer to embrace her sweaty daughter. "The hurt at this betrayal... whether you knew it or not—"

"That's not it, he didn't betray me," Jennaca said. 

"Then what is it?"

"I don't know if this will make sense to you," Jennaca said.

Jethallin smiled. "Tell me anyhow. I will never judge you no matter what."

Jennaca sniffed and rubbed at her eye. She left a smudge of dirt and sap on her cheek behind. "There was a lot of us. Me, Zinga, Sadie, Helleen, Roxanne, and Artesia. He found time for all of us though, and none of us minded when it wasn't our turn with him."

Jethallin nodded. "You miss them?"

"Very much," Jennaca agreed. "They were... they were the sisters I never had. Like Aleena and Kenna, but like them now, not how we were growing up."

"You three fought like cats and dogs," her mother agreed.

"I wanted to stay... but I knew I couldn't. John and I... well... we'd be tortured no matter how we felt. And the others would feel it too. It would ruin everything."

"Out of sight and out of mind?" Jethallin asked.

"Sort of," Jennaca agreed. "Or maybe that is it."

"Time heals all wounds... it's true, you know," Jethallin said. "Get yourself back to nature, your first love."

Jennaca smiled sadly at her. "That's why I'm here, mom. To reconnect with myself and stay busy. Maybe... maybe one day I can go back to them. To him."

"Back to him, or with him?"

"To him," she said. "He's a good man, mom. Now, at least. And the others will keep him on the right path."

Jethallin smiled. "I think you're doing the right thing. I'm proud of you. Well, I'm always proud of you, but even more so now."

"Thank you," Jennaca said. "I... well, I need to get to work. This cabin isn't going to build itself."

"You really mean to do this on your own?"

"I do," Jennaca said.

"I can help you. I could call on some bears to help lift the heavy logs or—"

"Shouldn't you be patrolling the King's forest and looking for bandits or those disturbing the peace?" Jennaca interrupted her. "You are the King's Marshal of the Forests."

Jethallin's eyes glittered as she laughed. "Yes, I probably should, but I had to check in on you."

"I'm fine, mom, I promise," Jennaca said. "How's Sasha doing?"

"I wish you hadn't had me send her back," Jethallin said.

"Yeah, well, I was supposed to be on the other side of the world with... the others. It wasn't a good place for her," Jennaca said. "Never knew I'd end up back here."

"That's the thing about us, Jen, we make our own lives. Don't ever let a man tell you what your limits are."

Jennaca smiled. "Mom..."

"I know, I know, but you can't stop me from caring about you," Jethallin said.

Jennaca sighed. "I would never try. I love you, mom. I promise, I'm fine."

Jethallin blinked back the glimmer in her eyes. "All right, but I'll be back to check on you," she said. "And I love you too."

"Good, I'll try to have something finished by the next time so we can sit and enjoy the peace."

Jethallin turned and looked up the rise of land behind Jennaca's plot of land that led to a hilltop with a nice view. "It will be peaceful... so long as the darkness in the mountains stays there. I look forward to it."

"So fly away so I can get back to it," Jennaca said with a smile. "Come, give me another hug and be off with you."

Jethallin smiled and embraced her daughter again. After an extra squeeze for good measure she backed away from her and turned and took two steps before her body began to change. Her skin rippled and flowed as bones and sinew shifted beneath it. Brown feathers sprouted from her skin as her arms turned into wings and her legs inverted at the knees. Her toes grew talons and her nose and mouth stretched into a hooked beak.

Jethallin's arms beat the air as wings and she climbed up into the air while the last of her changes finished transforming her from a human into a mighty condor. Each beat of her wings rustled the grass until she was high enough it rattled the leaves on trees. A few beats later and she burst through the canopy and climbed into the sky.

Jennaca watched her mother circle above her a few times and cry out once, a farewell shriek, and then she flew off, searching the forest for signs of trouble. Jennaca wiped a tear off her cheek and turned to look at the stripped trunk of the tree she'd cut down. 

She told herself she was searching for problems with the log but the truth was her mind wandered to what she'd left behind. To a wealthy life as the wife of a powerful archmage. John was more than that though, he'd bested his Mistress and was part demon himself. No, not demon, that was common talk and wasn't quite right. John was part infernal, and boasted great powers of their kind. Not only dark powers, he could call on lesser infernal beings should he need to.

But he was also her father, it turned out, and that meant all the things they'd been doing— all the love they'd shared both emotionally and physically— was behind them now. Even if they didn't have children, that wasn't the sort of thing most people could accept. Shazamiran royalty, perhaps, but they were neither from Shazamir nor royalty.

She'd told her mother she had to get away to forget about John and her almost-sisters, but she knew she never would. She would never want to forget them, she cared too much for them. No, she worried if she'd stayed she'd go from loving them to hating them. Knowing they could still lie with him and be his partners while she could look but not touch... she knew it would do worse than break her heart, it would darken it. She would grow bitter and hateful and...

"They don't deserve that," she said aloud. She took in a breath and let it out, hoping it took some of her sadness with it.

It didn't.

Her eyes sharpened on the log again. The log was still there. It was a real thing and it was in front of her. It was ready, it just needed lifting and fitting. She'd already cleared the spot for it and laid the foundation. Now it was time for walls.

She went to the log and grabbed a hold of one notched end. It was a little thicker than her arm. Strong and sturdy but still small enough for her to lift it. It made for twice the work too, since she'd need to make a double wall for the outside. Just as well though, a double wall filled with clay between them made them stronger and more easily kept the heat and cold at bay.

She heaved the end up and dragged it over, then set about putting it in place to begin one of the longer walls on her cabin. She had most of the day to work, since her mom had visited early. Perhaps enough time to get enough of the wall built up to where she planned the windows before she was forced to the shelter of her lean-to for the night.

Whether she made it that far or not didn't really matter, as long as she was busy and too exhausted by the time she collapsed in her bedroll to dream.
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Aleena ducked under a low branch as she guided her horse through the trees. Her horse was tired and so was she from riding all day. Or at least she was. Her butt was sore from riding in armor for five days straight. 

The southern forests were safe as far as the palace was concerned. Safe enough, the captains and nobles agreed. The reality was not as many people lived down this way. They said the ghosts of elves haunted the woods. That was before the war with the Order of the Dragon and the hordes of the living dead they marshaled towards Altonia from the mountains. Once the war began the people that carved out a home for themselves were lucky to escape with their lives. Those that survived had little interest in returning.

"So of course, what better place to build a house to live like a hermit than in the middle of no-fucking-where surrounded by the living and no longer living dead!" Aleena muttered out loud.

Her horse plodded up the side of the hill silently, letting her vent for the umpteenth time that day alone.

Aleena let out a disgusted sigh and shifted in her saddle. The chainmail protecting her crotch pressed cruelly through the thin padding and pinched her in the most delicate of places. She cursed and shifted again, relieving the pinch but not the dull ache that had grown day after day. She was busy being miserable she almost missed the stump.

"Woah!" She snapped and yanked on her horses reins.

The horse whinnied in protest at her treatment but he stopped. She swung her leg off and dropped to the ground. She hit hard and staggered on her aching legs and hips, but managed to keep her feet.

The Princess walked over to the stump and studied it. She smiled at the axe marks all around the base of it. The tree had been about the size of her thigh, or maybe a little smaller. It had to be a log. She looked up and around, peering through the forest and looking for other signs of lumbering. The trees were thinning a little as she rode higher to the south and up into the foothills, but that was offset by the sun moving further west toward the horizon. Nonetheless, she saw signs of other fallen trees – or the remains of those trees. Each roughly the same size.

Aleena grinned and said, "Found her!"

She grabbed the reins of her horse and started walking the horse up the hill. The hill tapered off to level ground after a couple of minutes and she saw fire light flickering through the trees ahead. Aleena's sore legs and butt were forgotten as she pressed forward and pulled her stallion with her through the trees to a section that had been somewhat cleared off.

Aleena's breath caught in her throat. Jennaca was there, her back to Aleena as she hauled a log that probably weighed almost as much as she did and lifted it up and into notches. It wasn't only Jennaca, it was Jennaca wearing nothing but boots and a leather skirt that flapped about her glistening thighs as she stretched and spread them to gain leverage. Her entire body shimmered in the firelight. She was covered in sweat and the way the light and shadows danced across her defined muscles and curves made the princess stand still and stupid for almost a minute.

Jennaca finished setting the log and reached up to wipe sweat off her brow with her forearm. She turned as she did so and saw Aleena gawking at her from a stone's throw away. She straightened and looked down at herself before looking back up and offering a wave.

"Jenny!" Aleena whooped and dropped her horse's reins so she could run to her. She hopped over a few logs on the ground and then swept the would-be hermit up in her arms and spun her around like she was a child instead of a fully grown woman. 

Fully grown and very well endowed, Aleena realized when Jennaca's chest was pressed against her breastplate and acted as a space that kept her face farther away than Aleena liked.

Aleena set her down and blushed around her beaming smile. "You're really doing it, aren't you?"

"Um... yes?" Jennaca said. "If doing it means banishing myself to the lonely life of a spinster with nothing but wild animals for friends."

"Pshaw," Aleena said. "I'm here, aren't I?"

"Wilder than ever," Jennaca said.

Aleena's grin faded and then she cried out, "Hey!"

Jennaca winked at her.

"You're still a brat," Aleena said and swept the sweaty woman up in another hug.

"Ugh!" Jennaca protested as the princess crushed her in her metal-clad grip.

Aleena let her go and then sniffed. She grimaced a little and looked down at her armor. "Ugh is right, my armor's going to rust. You're soaked! And not in a good way."

"Aleena!" Jennaca scolded her.

Aleena grinned. "So it's safe here?"

"Safe enough," Jennaca answered. "I've heard some wolves and... other things, but never too close. Mostly to the south."

"The mountains?"

Jennaca nodded.

Aleena turned to look at the glimpses of mountains through the trees to the south.

"Princess... why are you here?" Jennaca asked. "Did my mom ask you to come?"

"Princess? Jenny, don't call me that. In fact, I'm never Princess to you," Aleena said. "Come to think of it, I may not be Princess to most people either. Not after... well..."

"What did you do?" Jennaca asked.

"I came here, to find you!" Aleena said.

"Aleena..."

The princess pouted and then sighed. "Fine... I ran away!"

"You what?"

"I did it. I ran away," she repeated. "I'm sick and fucking tired of all of... that."

Jennaca's eyes went to Aleena's hand as she gestured back to the north where the palace lay several days ride away.

"So you came here?"

Aleena hesitated. "I... yes, I did. Was I—should I not have? I thought... I mean..."

Jennaca sighed and then smiled at her. "You know they're going to find you, right?"

"Maybe. I'll tell them to fuck off if they do," Aleena said. "Or I can leave. Find my own shitty hill to build a house on."

"Do you even know how to build a cabin?"

"No," Aleena admitted. "You can help me though, right?"

Jennaca shook her head and laughed. "You're still the brat, not me."

Aleena grinned and nodded.

"I don't even have a roof yet, you know," Jennaca said.

"So? We used to camp out as kids."

"You talk to the Saints with a lying mouth like that?" Jennaca asked.

Aleena gasped. "What? We did!"

"I camped. Kenna did too... a little until you scared the panties off her after you said we were dumb for not sleeping in perfectly good beds and left in a huff, only to sneak back and make noises in the dark."

Aleena's shocked face turned into a devilish grin. She laughed and nodded. "I did do that, didn't I?"

"You did."

"But what about the campsite I made and showed you last time you came to visit? That was real!"

Jennaca raised an eyebrow. "True, but have you ever spent more than one night there? Safe and sound near the palace?"

Aleena stuck her tongue out at her childhood friend.

"How hard can it be?" Aleena asked after turning to looking at the partially constructed cabin. "This is small, it'll be quick, right?"

"I've been at this a few weeks so far," Jennaca said. "First week was cutting trees so they'd dry a bit. The next week I spent clearing the land and digging for the foundation. This week I've been prepping the logs and beginning to lay them."

"Oh. Three weeks to get to this?"

Jennaca nodded. "There's a pond not far away. Some fish, frogs, and small lizards in it. Clean cold water, but I'd like to dig a proper well. That'll take a week or two at least, maybe longer if the ground doesn't support it. I don't know, I've never done a well before."

"Oh."

"I'll need more logs and then there's the roof. I might have to do thatch first and work on proper roof planks that lay over each other later."

"Sure, that makes sense," Aleena said.

"You have no idea what I'm talking about, do you?"

Aleena tried, and failed, to keep from grinning.

"You're a brat," Jennaca repeated.

Aleena nodded. "Guilty, but I'm here."

"You are," Jennaca said. "How am I going to be alone with my thoughts feeling sorry for myself if you're here?"

"You'll just have to make do," Aleena said.

"You're really staying?"

Aleena nodded. "Your mom didn't ask me to either."

"Really?" Jennaca asked. "How did you know where to find me?"

"I'm a Princess, dummy," Aleena reminded her. "The clerks will tell me anything. And besides, it's not like it's hard to find out who's homesteading land and where."

Jennaca grunted. "I guess I didn't think of that."

"Right, so, here I am. I'll help you build your cabin, but in return you're going to need to make room for me."

Jennaca turned and looked at the rectangular floor plan she'd dug out. "I planned room for a kitchen and main room, then a bedroom there."

"I'm confused," Aleena admitted.

"By what?"

"The logs go a lot farther than the hole in the ground does."

"That's my root cellar. It will be under the main room and the stairs down will come from the kitchen."

"Oh... I guess that make sense," Aleena said. "Did you really dig that out in a week? It's almost as deep as you are tall! How'd you get the dirt out?"

"I dug it," Jennaca said. "But I have a bag John gave me that has—Oh! I completely forgot!"

"Forgot what?"

"I have gifts for you and Kenna from Thork."

"Thork?" Aleena gasped. "I haven't seen him in years! Dad says that's a good thing."

Jennaca laughed. "I imagine he's a little rough on the castle, but yeah, when I was there with... the others, he gave them to me to give to you and your sister. In all the rush I forgot and kept them with me."

"What is it?" Aleena asked.

"It's a ring," she said.

"A ring?"

"Magical. It's supposed to hide and protect you from anyone that you didn't want finding you."

"Really? That's... I could use that."

"You really did run away?"

"I did," Aleena said. "I told you, I don't want all of that. It's too much. At least not now. Maybe later, if I earn it. But for now... no thanks, this looks like a lot of work, but still so much simpler and better."

"You mean it?"

"Maybe it's the company?" Aleena teased her.

Jennaca glanced away and blinked away the tears in her eyes.

Aleena saw and felt her stomach twist. "Jenny, are you okay? I'm sorry if I—"

"Shut up," Jennaca said. "I'm messed up, Aleena. I came here so I wouldn't... I wouldn't be in any one's way. So no one would see me and feel sorry for me or think... think bad things about me."

"I could never think bad things about you."

Jennaca sniffed and asked, "Do you mean that?"

"Cross the Saints if I lie," Aleena vowed.

Jennaca sniffed again and smiled. "Thank you."

"Hey, this is your land and your shack, I'm the squatter that should be thanking you."

Jennaca laughed and said, "You won't be laughing after I put your arse to work."

"My arse hurts after days in a saddle in armor, it'll take whatever you want to do it and be grateful it's not as bad," Aleena said.

"Good point. The night is young and I've—no, we've got work to do. Get out of that armor and let's get to it!"

Aleena reached for the buckles on her cuirass and said, "I thought you'd never ask!"
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“So it’s dark, cold, and there’s nobody around for miles,” Aleena said. “I’m exhausted and I’ve only been doing a few hours and you want to go for a swim?”

“I stink,” Jennaca said. “You’re no rose either, you know.”

“I know but... that looks really cold.”

“Pucker up, Princess,” Jennaca said as she dropped her belt with her axe and pouch to the ground. She untied her skirt next and pushed that down her hips and let it slide down her legs so she was standing nude in the light of the waxing moon.

“I told you not to call me that,” Aleena sulked.

“That’s not gonna happen,” Jennaca informed her. “Even if you stop acting like a Princess, then it’s just going to be a nick name for me to use.”

Aleena’s nostrils flared in irritation and she stomped her foot.

“You’re off to a great start,” Jennaca teased her.

Aleena stripped off her undertunic she still wore and then pulled at the ties on her padded breeches. “I’m going to drown your bratty arse!”

“You have to catch me first,” Jennaca needled her before turning and wading into the pond. The cold water offset the heat in her body from a day spent working and raised bumps on her skin. It stole her breath but she pushed through it until she was deep enough she could dive forward and immerse herself fully in the frigid water.

Jennaca’s head emerged a few seconds later and she blew out the breath she’d held in. She got her feet under her and stood up in the waist high water, then turned to see Aleena standing on the shore and staring at her. “You can’t drown me from over there,” Jennaca pointed out.

Aleena clamped her mouth shut and swallowed. She nodded and put her toes in the water. She jerked them back and swore. “That’s cold!”

“It’s refreshing,” Jennaca corrected her. “Frees your mind and soothes your muscles.”

“You’re crazy!”

“Maybe a little,” Jennaca admitted and then she slapped her hands on the water and splashed her roommate.
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