
        
            
                
            
        

    
HEAVY CROWN


WHITE MAGE
BOOK 3


MONTGOMERY QUINN



No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned or distributed in any form or by any means electronic or otherwise without the prior written permission from the Author unless for a brief use of quotations in a review. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then this copy must be destroyed.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, events and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2025 Montgomery Quinn

All rights reserved.


CONTENTS


Also By Montgomery Quinn
Special Thanks
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Also by Montgomery Quinn
Book Formatting



ALSO BY MONTGOMERY QUINN


Nice To F#ck You

Beware The Margay

Myth & Machine

Oh, Honey Honey

Taking It To The Cleaners

The Warrior

Lich

Dungeon Exile

Morpheus

Fires Within – Conscription

Dodge Master

Dodge Master

Dodge Master 2

Trolling in Paradise

The Beast (Book 1)

The Leader (Book 2)

The King (Book 3)

The Emperor (Book 4)

Survival of the Fittest

Hell: A Haremlit Men's Fantasy (Book 1)

Heaven: A Haremlit Men's Fantasy (Book 2)

Rose

Rose: A Hucow Story

Rose 2: A Hucow Story

The Lost Prince

The Lost Prince

The Lost Prince 2

I Summoned My WHAT?!

I Summoned My WHAT?!

I Summoned My WHAT?! 2

I Summoned My WHAT?! 3

I Summoned My WHAT?! 4

I Summoned My WHAT?! Omnibus

Kevin’s Kitty Rescue

Kevin’s Kitty Rescue

Kevin’s Kitty Holiday

Weeb Rising

Omnipotence

Darksite

Darksite

Darksite 2

The White Mage

A New Beginning

Soul Corruption

Heavy Crown

Riding Shotgun

Riding Shotgun

Riding Shotgun 2

Riding Shotgun 3

Dryad’s Ruin

A Druid’s Curse

Oathbreaker

Oathbreaker – Goblin’s Allure

Oathbreaker 2 - Goblin’s Grotto

Oathbreaker 3 - Goblin’s Rise

Here There Be DORFS!

Here There Be DORFS

Here There Be DORFS 2

Fangs and Feelings

Baba

Farm Or Die

Farm Or Die

Farm Or Die 2

Viral Destination

Tickets to Hell


I’d like to thank my wonderful supporters. Thank you for your contributions to my work.

Max Ventres, Ben Roe, lejunior, Ben, Tornado64, Lucas Pell, Kaelas, Deon Parsons, Jan Moritz, Humens, Rondal Smith, LunaWolffa, Handy Geek, Raven3ye, Harry, Sorris, Jeremey Bartel, Alexander Rodriguez, Garrett, James, stormferret, Thomas Nelson, Nicolas Gilliam, Tracy Carlton, Finn Norre, Blucatpie, Fatman_AUS, CarrotsPls, Curtis Joseph, Keith Fox, mtnmar, person, Panui Editing, Morrigan LeRain, Gregory Lamberta, Jonathan, Story, Kousakacomplex, Kelly, Cajohn, mike, Curtiss Cline, Timothy Workman, Eshandist, Grant, F0ZYWOLF, Norm, blue, Dmc1234, S0l1ta1re, Herbert Balzer, Ken M, Vincent P, thomas martin, Starfall20, Quadshop, Adam Stone, JD Kotchevar, malcolm white, RomanticMartian, oldman64, zombies wolking, Emrys, Mike Palir, John, Young89, Kestril, John D., vysel, Corey, jms, Daniel W, ArrowFighter, Brendan Gallagher, Jason Hays

I would also like to make a special note, to thank my beta readers. CB and Metl. The unsung heroes that put up with my messes and point out my plot holes. Thank you both.

Thank you for your generosity, feedback and kindness.

If you’d like to see your name here, follow my links for more info!

https://linktr.ee/montgomeryquinn

For more Haremlit, please direct your attention to:

www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit

and

www.facebook.com/groups/HaremLitBooks


1




Ireached out across the endless, cold expanse. Cold air clung to my skin, and I shivered as I found no purchase. But her scent still lingered. Cracking open my eyes, I stared at the spot where I had last seen Mahy. My beautiful assistant, friend, bedwarmer and convenient distraction since Princess Alvar had told me we were to remain separate on the day of the wedding.

This day.

After taking out my frustrations on an extremely energetic Mahy, we’d fallen asleep together. Only for me to awaken alone in this bed. Rolling onto my back, I stared at the ceiling and let out a wide yawn. I felt… sticky. Last night had gone on far longer than I had originally intended. Long enough, at one point I had pushed a little healing into Mahy, just to ensure she wasn’t being harmed in any way.

Which proved to be a mistake. With a new burst of energy, she had ended up on top. The memory made me smile, and the blanket tented slightly in memory.

“No, no,” I chided myself. “None of that.”

Instead, I distracted myself. Bringing up my status, I looked over the changes.

Notification:

Class Item: Reduces mana cost by 25%

Name: Dara Eolande

Gender: Futa

Class: White Mage

Sub-Class: Soul Mage - The soul does not lie. You can sense the general direction of those within your ability to aid.

Level: 24

Points: 22

Spells:

Seal Wound - Cleanses foreign matter from open wound before sealing it shut - (5%)

Scan - Detect afflictions of the mind, body or soul - (0.5% per second)

Soothe Joints (2) - rebuild cartilage, solidify bone and suppress immune response around joints - (7.5%)

Purge Growth - Decay targeted cells - (2.5% per second)

Heal Fracture - Pushes bone fragments back into their original position and heals them back into a whole - (17.5%)

Cleanse Infection - Reduce, remove, and cleanse infections of all kinds - (7.5% per second)

Regenerate Mind (2): Replace damaged neurons and reform gray matter - (7.5% per second)

Replenish blood - Stimulate bone marrow to produce fresh blood - (2.5% per second)

Regrowth (3) - Regrow lost limbs (19% per second)

Manipulate Bone (2) - Manipulate the physical shape and structure of target bone (50% per second)

Remove Scar - Remove and replace scar tissue with healthy cells. (5% per second)

Curse Barrier (2) - Create a barrier to deflect and absorb curses. Absorbed curses return mana at 50% deficit (2.5% per second, per 10 square foot of projected barrier)

Be At Peace (2) - Unbind the tethers between a soul and its undead host (40%)

Experience: 93329/1683411

Mana: 100%

Regeneration: 3% per minute

Level twenty four didn’t sound like much to me. According to Eve, though, I was the third most powerful white mage in the world. There was only one other exceeding past ten in the entire city of Cropis. That man ran the mage’s guild. I still did not know his name, only his title of Guild Master. Like me, he was a white mage… Or was I a soul mage now? I’d definitely grown this powerful because of my soul mage abilities.

Considering the astronomical cost of going up another level, I wasn’t all that surprised it was rare for mages to get this high. And it was definitely no surprise that the older, more powerful mages tended to hoard their chances to gain experience. I still thought it short sighted though. There were other ways to gain experience. Either through ignorance or tradition, the white mages of this world tended not to think outside the box. They saw healing as an immediacy. Whereas I found that I could gain significant experience healing older wounds.

Then again, their knowledge of the human body might have been a contributing factor. Seeing a wound and willing it to close was different to knowing an organ was damaged and needed to be generated. Most white mages were simply removing the symptoms without dealing with the issue. Jaundice was a good example. It was toxins that built up in the body. Removing those toxins was easy, but the problem wasn’t fixed unless you repaired the liver—something that hadn’t occurred to any of the current white mages.

White mages only received a single perk for every level they gained, so the wrong point spent could set them back years. It made further sense when everyone knew experimenting was dangerous. Getting it wrong might leave you with a useless spell crippling your advancement. Whereas they had a working formula that worked for ninety percent of the problems they’d face on a regular basis, so that was how it was taught in the schools.

I was disappointed that their advancement and way of life had stalled so badly. But not overly surprised. Though it put me in an interesting position. Did I try to force my way back into the guild? Push for them to change their ways? There would be a push back. It might be easier to start my own school. Teach the next generation a different way. That too, would cause friction. Perhaps more so.

“Fuck,” I grumped and covered my face with a hand.

“What’s got you so worried today, of all days?”

I blinked and glanced down. So far into my thoughts, I hadn’t noticed the door open. Mahy’s mother, and one of my first lovers in this world, Cleire, stared at me with a thin smile. Behind her stood Mahy, holding a tray that contained my breakfast.

I tried not to think about it. That I’d had both mother and daughter. That they were surprisingly nonchalant about the whole thing. As was Cleire’s father, Harol. Though I was fairly certain he was just pretending he didn’t notice.

“Morning,” I sighed. “What time is it?”

“Late enough to have gotten your beauty sleep,” Mahy said and smiled as she stepped into the room.

“But still early enough to get ready for your big day.” Cleire too had a big grin. “We’ve remained closed for the day, so you have the baths to yourself.”

“Morgalis expects us at noon,” Mahy said, placing the tray before me. “You’re getting ready at the palace.”

“How is Alvar going to portal me to the palace if I can’t see her?” I asked.

“King Alaisdair is providing the portal,” Mahy said. “That’s why we have to be ready by noon.”

“Right.” I nodded. “That makes sense.”

The king and I had an odd relationship. I got the feeling he wasn’t entirely comfortable with me marrying his daughter. Though at the same time, I didn’t think the problem he had was with me. More likely, after spending most of Alvar’s life protecting her… Well, he probably saw her injuries as a failure on his behalf to protect her. And then, after I showed up, the princess quickly developed an attachment to me. I had thought long and hard about whether this attraction was just the casual attraction to someone who helped her. Only for that casual attraction to deepen the longer I spent time with her.

Even Morgalis, Alvar’s lady-in-waiting, best friend, and lover, had turned from a few veiled threats to participating in a few nighttime activities. It was clear to me that they were a package deal. One that Mahy had somehow become a part of, with her own relationship blossoming with the stoic woman.

“Mahy, I need you to bring her down in a few minutes, okay?” Cleire called.

“I have it, mother,” Mahy agreed. “I wouldn’t risk taking liberties on today of all days.”

“You think I’d sleep with you on my wedding day?” I asked.

“I doubt the princess would mind, all things considered,” Cleire smirked.

Mahy giggled. “But it would be poor manners.”

I shook my head and tucked into the meal. This world’s equivalent of bacon and eggs. A classic favorite that reminded me of home. Or at least, the parts of home that made me smile. This world lacked for many things. Electricity, air conditioning, modern vehicles. Even going outside the walls was a death sentence, so long walks on the beach were completely out of the question. And yet… the people within and the life I had built were fulfilling and lovely in ways I hadn’t experienced in years.

I was happy. And that in itself was worth more than anything I could have hoped.

“We’ll put you in something simple today,” Mahy said, opening my wardrobe.

The largest dominating piece was the dress I came in. I still wore it frequently. By far the most comfortable thing I owned. It stood on its own in the wardrobe. Unruffled and self-cleaning. The perfect garment and a gift from the Goddess Eve, who brought me to this world. It also fit my belt, which contained a fancy equivalent to a purse and some potions to keep me going. Those potions were rare things. Not from the difficulty of making them, but from the scarcity of the ingredients.

Farming was difficult to accomplish here since the animals of the wilds were violent maneaters, for the most part. Even farms needed to be suitably defended. This meant that cooperation was the only way to survive. If you offended your neighbors, they might not come to your aid if things got bad enough to justify a culling. And if their walls were bigger than yours, they could simply outlast you. With cooperation and mutual aid baked into the people here, this world was as harsh as it was welcoming.

Even when disputes arose, they were handled quietly and privately, for the most part. Nobody wanted a drawn out feud that could bring the system crumbling down around them. Which, in turn, kept the poor quarters relatively well kept. Crime still existed, but the abject poverty of the world I came from simply didn’t exist.

Mahy fussed around while I ate. Going as far as to assure me she had already eaten. I agreed with that, but still made enough vague threats that she helped eat a portion of my bacon. No doubt she had eaten, but it was more likely she’d picked at a few things while cooking for me. This way I ensured she had, in fact, eaten. It also eased my conscience, since I was sleeping with her and felt responsible for her as her employer.

When I finished my breakfast, Mahy practically dragged me from the bed. It was likely the last time I would sleep in it. There had been discussions about what came next for me. Marrying into the royal family put me in an awkward position. I was too important to live in this inn. On the other hand, I was still a healer. And while I could operate from the palace, that would only mean I was restricted to healing those with access to said palace.

I liked working from the inn. Which created a compromise. It would be some time before things were settled enough to come back to the inn on a regular basis. So while we waited for that, the room I currently used would be converted into a safe space for a portal. There was always a danger that a portal could open in a space occupied by another person. Rare, but not unheard of. Having a dedicated room where I could come and go was a great relief to me.

And while my room was being reorganized, and the inn was given a refurbishment—with a small contribution from a wealthy backer—I was going to be touring the kingdom with my… with my wife.

Mahy nudged me. “You’ve got that look on your face.”

“Sorry,” I sighed as I pulled the dress over my head.

“No need to apologize. You’re just very distracted. Which I suppose is normal,” Mahy said with a shrug.

“It doesn’t bother you?” I asked.

Mahy smiled. “Does it change anything between us?”

“I hope not.” I frowned. “I’m going to be a queen one day.”

“And I’ll apparently be your lady-in-waiting,” Mahy said with a glint in her eyes and a wide smirk. “What Morgalis is to the princess, I am already to you… mostly.”

“And… you and Morgalis?”

“She’s… wonderful, Dara.” Mahy got a dreamy look on her face before frowning. “And don’t you even think about it.”

“Think about what?” I asked.

“You know what I’m talking about. My relationship with Morgalis is not dependent on my relationship with you.” Mahy nudged me towards the door.

I was barely dressed, but it was only Mahy, her mother and her grandfather here. I didn’t need to be proper for public display. That was for later.

“What if it does change, though?” I asked as we descended.

“If it does, it will be likely after the children.” Mahy shook her head.

“Children?” I grimaced and spotted Cleire at a nearby table with her own breakfast. “Ummm.”

“Miss Dara is going to be the father,” Mahy continued, nudging me along. “Once a few duties are taken care of first.”

Cleire’s eyes widened, and she lightly chewed her lip as she stared at me. I let out a sigh as Mahy nudged me into the bathing room. A bath was already prepared for me and Mahy began tugging at my dress.

“What’s the rush,” I complained. “You said I didn’t need to be ready until noon. We’ve plenty of time.”

“I’m rushing you so you aren’t distracted by thoughts of impregnating my mother,” Mahy snorted.

“What—”

“Don’t lie.” Mahy swatted my arm. “And don’t dismiss it. She always wanted another child and I wouldn’t mind a younger sibling.”

“That would make me… Your stepfather.” I frowned.

Mahy’s brow furrowed. “What’s a stepfather?”

“Ah… If I had a child with your mother, the baby would be your half sibling. I would be a parental figure, not biologically related to you. So the step is a way to describe my place in the family, by being in a parental role, without being an actual parent.”

Mahy shook her head. “That… isn’t a thing here,” she said and tilted her head. “Sounds strange, really.”

“Exactly,” I sighed. “So⁠—”

“You don’t need any strange titles to impregnate my mother. You’d just be her lover. Like you are mine,” Mahy continued, before shaking herself. “You’re distracting me. Get undressed.”

I lost the will to argue and did as she instructed. In moments I was nude and sitting in the hot water of the bath while Mahy, remaining covered by her undergarments, went about scrubbing my hair and back.
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“Dara.”

“My king,” I bowed as Mahy did the same beside me.

“None of that, please,” King Alaisdair smiled. “You, of all people, deserve to look me in the eye as an equal.”

“I am just a healer, my king,” I disagreed.

“You are the soon to be wife of my daughter, the crown princess and heir to this kingdom,” he disagreed. “Beyond that, you are the single most influential mage in recorded history. I would be a fool to make an attempt to lord over you.”

“Then how about we agree to be friends, and I defer to you in public, then?” I suggested.

The king nodded. “If that is what you wish.”

“I have no desire to rule, my king.” I smiled. “I understand I’m going to get the job eventually. But I hope to put it off as long as I can. I just want to help people.”

“And from my throne, you will help so many more than you have already,” Queen Babesnye’s voice echoed through the room. “And do not bow to me, child. I only wanted a hug.”

The woman strode over and held her arms open. I accepted the hug. She was a lovely woman and the matronly feeling of motherhood practically dripped off her. She had been a fierce supporter of me since I had healed her daughter. Going as far as to argue my merits with her husband to ensure he didn’t do anything stupid.

“Nervous?” she asked.

“Extremely,” I laughed softly. “It’s not every day you get married. Let alone to a princess.”

“Rest assured,” the queen said, stepping back with a smile. “She’s as nervous as you are.”

“She’s not⁠—”

“Nervous about the event,” the queen sighed. “Honestly, you’re as bad as each other. Which is a good thing, I suppose.”

Mahy giggled, and I shot her a glare that she ignored entirely.

“No problems, I hope?” The king interrupted gently.

“None,” his wife smiled. “I really did just want to greet Dara before the wedding. I will return to her as soon as I deliver Dara to the dressmaker.”

“There’s time to make me a dress?” I asked.

“The dress is already made. This will be more like a fitting,” Queen Babesnye smiled. “Now, if you’ll follow me.”

“What about⁠—”

“Mahy is welcome to join you, or even to join Morgalis if she wishes,” the queen said kindly.

“I’ll come with Dara,” Mahy said with a perfunctory smile. “Princess Alvar has Morgalis with her. It would be rude of me to leave Dara alone.”

“She’s smart, that one,” the queen said, giving me a grin. “I hope you keep her around after the wedding.”

“Mahy is very important to me,” I said. “She will be with me as long as she is willing.”

“Wonderful,” the queen said and nodded as she led the two of us away from the slightly bewildered king. “Because between you and I. A good lady-in-waiting can be a rather wonderful boon in the bedroom.”

I almost tripped over my own feet, as Mahy let out an undignified snort. That just made Queen Babesnye laugh, causing several nearby guards to turn in shock at the sound. With a bright blush on my cheeks, matched only by Mahy’s, the queen was in high spirits as she brought us to a small but comfortable room.

“Queen Babesnye,” an older woman stood and bowed as we arrived.

“Dara, I shall leave you in my dressmaker’s capable hands.” The queen smiled once more at me. “I shall tend to my daughter now.”

The old dressmaker bowed, “Thank you, my queen,” she said before turning to me. “You must be Dara then.”

“That’s me⁠—”

“And you have a cock?”

I blinked slowly. “Ummm… yes.”

“Grand, I shall have to make an adjustment to suit,” the woman said as she continued eyeing me.

What came next was far more poking, prodding, and measuring than I imagined. The dress too was brought in and the colors checked against my hair, eyes, and skin. Whatever she was looking for seemed to work out, and we were once again being whisked off.

This time, by a young and rather handsome servant, who brought Mahy and I to a bathing room. He smiled brightly as he gestured for us to undress, but failed to leave the room.

“Ummm… Are you staying?”

The servant paused for a moment before nodding. “I was remaining behind to assist… perhaps⁠—”

“You can go,” I frowned.

“I shall remain nearby⁠—”

“No.” I shook my head. “No, you will not. Go find someone else.”

“Miss Dara⁠—”

“Eolande,” I stated and glared at him. “Soon to be princess.”

Those words made his eyes widen for a moment. Not in surprise, but like he was expectant. I had to wonder if he was trying to curry some favor. Perhaps trying to appeal to me as a man would to a woman, thinking he might have a chance to insert himself into our lives, in a more intimate fashion.

“Princess Eolande,” the servant smiled. “I only wish to remain close⁠—”

“You’re hoping that either I or Mahy here will invite you to bed and cement the possibility of being a closer servant than your normal duties,” I said, catching Mahy’s frown as she caught on to what was going on. “So again, leave.”

He frowned. “Umm.” He wasn’t very bright. “Right, I’ll just… go.”

“Thank you,” I said with a polite but firm smile upon my face.

The servant backed out of the room and closed the door. Mahy rushed over and hit the latch, locking it from the inside before turning to me with a frown.

“That was…”

“Gross,” I completed her sentence. “Don’t worry about it. He tries something like that again. I’ll turn part of him inside out and be done with it.”

Mahy gave me a strange look, but I didn’t elaborate. She accepted that and quickly began to help me get out of my clothes. Only for the door to rattle behind us. We both paused before a polite knock sounded.

“Hello?” a feminine voice called. “Miss Eolande?”

Mahy looked at me, and I gave a quick nod. Mahy then went and opened the door, letting a trio of young women in. The first looked to be the oldest, but they were all just a few years older than Alvar.

“Has there been a problem, miss?” the first one asked. “I wasn’t expecting the door to be locked.”

“We locked it when the male servant left,” I said as a scowl slowly formed.

“Male…” the servant grit her teeth, and turned to the servant to her left. “Report this, immediately.”

“Yes Miss,” the girl gave a quick bow and rushed off.

“My apologies, Miss Dara.” The woman bowed. “And to you, Miss Mahy. I know of which servant you speak and must inform you that was not the first time he has behaved inappropriately. He will be dealt with.”

I almost wanted to ask what would happen. But I stopped myself. She said it wasn’t the first time, and he was obvious enough with his methods that they knew who the problem was without a description.

“Now,” she straightened. “Unless you are uncomfortable with us doing so. The queen has arranged for us to help bathe and prepare you for this afternoon’s ceremony.”

“That,” I said and grinned at Mahy. “Is the proper way to ask if you can see someone naked.”

The pair of servants before us tried very hard not to smirk. Truthfully, though, I was happy to have Mahy included in this. The pair of ladies helped us undress and then stripped down themselves to their undergarments. We were led into the bath, where the third servant joined us, giving their leader a quick nod.

Then the trio descended. I wasn’t dirty after bathing already, but the level of expertise these women had was otherworldly. They scrubbed, rubbed, picked under nails and then oiled. By the time I was clean and ready to get out, I’d been so thoroughly massaged I didn’t think my legs would work. From the smile on Mahy’s face as she slumped beside me, she was feeling much the same way. Despite the nudity and the obvious attractiveness of the three women, it had been entirely platonic.

The three servants climbed out of the water, quickly drying themselves before getting dressed. Only then did they turn to us. With some polite urging, Mahy and I were hauled from the water and after being dried, were taken to an adjoining room. There, one of the servant girls helped Mahy into an outfit, while the dressmaker appeared with the gown I was supposed to be wearing.

She sat and carried out a few last-minute measurements and double checked her work, while the servants, now joined by Mahy, went about fixing my hair. It was brushed, then wiped with towels to extract water. Brushed again and wiped once more. Then they used heated brass plates to straighten and further dry my hair.

The four of them worked well. Giggling and chatting while the dressmaker watched on with an eye for detail. She made a few comments about the exact position of my hair and the ribbons to be tied in as they braided and decorated me. Until finally I had a long twisted braid that would sit naturally over my shoulder. There were ribbons woven in, along with ornamented flowers made of precious metals and jewels.

There was talk about removing my necklace, but I was firmly against that. It was precious to me now. I did, however, accept that it had to be removed while one of the girls took some polish to it. While she worked, the dressmaker and the others helped choose some undergarments. That looked far more like lingerie than I was willing to admit. Lace still felt odd to me. On one hand, I was a smoking hot figure of a woman. On the other hand, I still felt like a man at times and the dichotomy was bizarre even while Mahy licked her lips while staring at me.

With the lingerie selected, the dress was brought over, and they worked as a team to get me dressed. There were more layers than I was aware of. And many of them needed multiple hands to hold up while they were tied or pinned in place. I was pulled, prodded, poked and squeezed into something that felt like I was wearing a corset. I half expected it to balloon out around me in some absurd fashion. But while it had frills, it was also soft enough that Mahy was able to stand almost toe to toe with me when I asked her to try.

“You worried about not being able to kiss your bride?” the old dressmaker asked with a laugh. “You will make a wonderful couple.”

“Thanks,” I said and blushed. “And… if you’re here?”

“My daughter,” the old woman added. “She has better eyes than I do, and the queen suggested it as an opportunity.”

I smiled. “Okay, so what’s next?”

Mahy grinned as the three servants pulled out various perfumes and packs of makeup. While I sat, there was a quiet discussion before Mahy was left to help put on a pair of slippers. They were soft, thin and more comfortable than I was willing to admit.

And finally, as I stood before a full-length mirror, I realized something. I was some kind of fucking princess from a kids’ movie I never saw.

“You’re beautiful, Miss Dara,” Mahy gushed, while the three servants and even the dressmaker nodded along in agreement.
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Eyes. So many eyes. Some smiled. Others looked bored. Some held hints of… perhaps jealousy. I walked down the aisle, with Mahy one step behind and beside me. I didn’t get a train and my dress wasn’t like what I’d expected of a traditional wedding dress. Still, I felt… weirdly beautiful. And from the mind of a man, that was… bizarre. Though I was certainly getting used to it. Honestly, I was fucking hot and the lizard brain part of me knew it.

Ahead of me was an altar. The king himself stood there, wearing ceremonial robes. The queen sat nearby in the front row with a beaming smile. With her were a whole group of… I could only assume were the upper nobility and direct friends and relations to the royal family. All people I had yet to meet, but likely would over the coming months. At least from this group, I sensed no outright hostility. Though perhaps a little disdain. The nobility always had problems with the common-folk intruding on their business.

When I heard the strum of a stringed instrument, it caught my attention and I turned to look for a moment. Seeing over all the heads, I spotted a hand. Sera, sitting with a few familiar faces. Like Missy and Madame Bella. Nearby was a pair of smiling ladies who I recognized from Messan. Brema and Sundy were smiling brightly, with Denat the driver beside them in a rather crisp suit. He had a wide grin for me, though I couldn’t see Chani, Brema’s daughter, anywhere. I hoped she hadn’t been left out, and that she was okay.

When I reached the altar and turned, I was able to scan the crowd properly. Many of the faces staring at me weren’t people I knew. But Morgalis had done her work. Here and there, I saw more familiar faces. Mr. Carpenter was there with one of his boys. The healer Genady, who looked decidedly uncomfortable, was further to the back, while other faces like Magi Frigus with his wife Mackey. Beside them was Maranda, the crotchety old woman I’d healed of her arthritis. She sat with a smile beside her husband, who I hadn’t met, but recognized from the ball.

Other people were there too. Niam, the young healer I’d spoken with during the attack. Beatrice and Yomas, the painter and his mother, I healed from advanced Alzheimer’s—along with a host of others, I vaguely remembered healing at some point. It was only as Mahy stepped back and nervously took a seat, though, that I spotted the two most important people in my daily life. I hardly recognized Cleire in the figure hugging dress she wore. Her father seated beside her gave me a grin and almost went to wave. They were right up the front, opposite the queen, with a perfect view.

I made a note to thank whoever was responsible for organizing all this. Though I could guess. Morgalis had proven to be extremely competent. I could guess if she wasn’t directly involved in making sure certain people were here, it was because she was organizing others to do it on her behalf. Taking one look at Cleire’s dress, though, I knew she’d had a greater hand in some cases than others.

“Nervous?” The king asked in a whisper behind me.

“Extremely,” I snickered.

“So am I,” he joked.

I almost turned to shoot him a glare when the music tempo changed. I looked out over the crowd. It wasn’t all that long ago I had met the king and queen in this very hall. Now I was marrying their daughter in it. Marrying Alvar.

She stepped into view at the open doors. Illuminated in the afternoon light, she glowed like a jewel. Behind her, were a team of children, holding her train. Ahead of her was the delighted Chani, Brema’s daughter I’d missed from earlier. I noted that Morgalis was definitely getting something nice for all this. She’d gone above and beyond and deserved to be rewarded.

As Alvar approached, the music changed in tune, and I finally saw her face through the bright afternoon sun. She wore a veil, but not like the one she used to wear. This one covered her entire face, not even showing her eyes. It was now, I realized, this was her first public showing. Nobody had seen her without a veil in public. At least not this publicly. No doubt there were plenty of people out there who knew she had been healed. There would be no hiding this, though.

She strode towards me. I could see the glittering of countless jewels in her dress. I recalled what the dressmaker told me and knew that the old woman had done the right thing for her daughter. While my dress was lovely and I had the look of some princess bride, Alvar was absolutely stunning, and I hadn’t even seen her smile yet.

The song faded into silence as King Alaisdair raised his hands, while we turned to face him together.

“In all my years, I never thought I would see a day so filled with joy,” he announced, smiling at the two of us. “I had hoped to find my beautiful Alvar, a husband, to love and care for her. Instead, she found a wife who defied even my own expectations.” The king gave me a smile and looked over the crowd of people. “So it is with enormous joy we come together and meld these two into a whole.”

Alvar turned slightly towards me and held out her hand. I reached out and gently took it. Her fingers were cool, and she trembled slightly, which made me take a firmer grip. That hand had been healed. Her fingers whole once more. I smiled, knowing she would be able to wear a ring properly.

“In the ages past, gatherings such as this were a cause to celebrate,” the king continued. “That is just as much a part of today as it always has been. Despite the horrors brought upon my people, we shall find a reason to live our lives as we see fit. To show the darkness that light shall brighten us all.”

He was laying it on a bit thick. But I could hardly expect anything different from a king. The man had politics in his blood. Something I’d have to get used to… yay…

“And so, as ruler of these lands, I bind thee. Princess Alvar of Lothail, and Magi Dara of Cropis. May your days be filled with joy.”

I was almost stunned. That was it? No speech from the happy couple, no vows? Not even an exchange of rings?

“Dara.”

“Hmm?” I blinked.

“Kiss me.”

I swallowed and raised my hands. Tugging the edge of the veil, the whole room seemed to hold its breath. I raised the veil, showing a cute little chin and a pink set of glistening lips. Raising it further, a set of high cheekbones, with just a faint covering of blush. When I saw her eyes, she wore a thin eyeliner that made her brown irises jump out as she stared at me.

There were whispers that broke out. Soft mutterings. I heard the word scar being thrown around. I ignored it all as Alvar leaned into me. Her breath tickled my lip as I pulled her into my arms. Her chin rose, and I kissed her.

She was perfect. I loved my life here. I loved my friends. Dear Mahy, most of all. And yet… There was something about Alvar that… called to me. She was so beautiful in a way that made me yearn for her. So sure of herself, so strong and dignified and yet… so soft, so kind and so passionate about what she believed in.

As our kiss extended, cheers broke out. Music began to play and a set of arms looped around us. When we broke our kiss, Alvar looked a little embarrassed. As did her father, who was the one hugging us. We were joined by Alvar's mother, and then Mahy, and even Cleire. I hugged them all, before noticing Morgalis standing nearby. She met my eye, and I turned my smile into a glare, before she too got the hint and joined our hug.

“One last thing,” the king called over the cheering crowd.

Be brought Alvar and my wrists up. My right to her left. We clasped hands, and Queen Babesnye produced a ribbon that the royal couple wound around our entwined fingers.

“You wear this for the evening,” the queen told me. “You only take it off when you return to your rooms later.”

“I understand,” I said with a smile.

Alvar looked giddy. As our group hug broke apart, I held Alvar’s hand over our heads. The crowd cheered once more and everyone began filing outside.

The king at our backs ushered us slowly towards the doors. The crowd parted before us and I soon found myself standing on the dais where the king summoned his portals. Only now, it was a raised platform with several tables. At the center were three large chairs. One pair for the king and queen, with another pair for Alvar and myself.

Before we got there, though. The queen swept ahead of us and blocked the way. “Dance first,” she smiled and held her hand out for her husband.

He took it with a smile, but did not start to dance, even as music started to play. I realized they were waiting for us. The hundreds of people from within the hall were still coming out, along with a few hundred more that were already waiting outside.

“Dara?” Alvar whispered my name.

“I feel like I’m dreaming,” I said quietly and pulled her into my arms.

“Then don’t wake me,” she said and smiled up at me.

I laughed and took her hands in my own. I held her close as we began to slow waltz trying to remember my lessons. Alvar was a far better dancer than I, but I knew enough to prevent making a fool of myself. We swayed, spun and held each other rather close. Closer than when I had been learning, at least. It felt a little odd, as I wanted to lead, and yet… it didn’t seem to quite work that way. I found myself doing a few spins, to the delight of the onlookers.

When the first song ended, and Alvar made no move to the table, I watched as others joined us. Her parents were first. They swung around, doing a far livelier version of what Alvar and I were doing. They looked almost like professional dancers, charging across the dais from one side to the other. A few nobles joined shortly after. I could make out other dancing groups around us. Not all on the dais, but in their huddles. I even spotted Brema and her sister dancing in a triangle with a delighted Chani.

With the second dance over, we finally made our way to the table. There, I was seated beside Alvar with our wrists still bound together. I knew this was some kind of couples problem solving nonsense. Still, our efforts to eat made us laugh. We took it in turns stabbing something with a fork, while the other cut with a knife. Then we fed one another, while a few polite laughs went off around us.

When the wine was delivered to the table, it went much smoother. At least until I realized that I was supposed to give wine to Alvar, while she was supposed to give wine to me. We ended up setting aside one chalice and spent the evening sharing just the one, much to the delight of Alvar’s parents.

Until finally, as the stars brightened the sky and the music was soft and peaceful, I found myself listening to distant laughter as Alvar and I walked through one of the gardens. We weren’t alone. There were guards everywhere, for one. Then there were the other couples. Nobles and staff alike. A few too many drinks and they went off together. Sometimes in groups larger than two. Behind us, strode Mahy and Morgalis, arm in arm.

“The whole city is celebrating,” Alvar whispered.

I tilted my head as more distant laughter erupted. “Is that what it is?”

“Of course,” she smiled. “A royal wedding is cause for a feast. We had only those who could fit here in the castle. Everyone in the city and most of the kingdom will be celebrating this evening.”

“I’m not sure what to say,” I admitted. “This is all too much.”

“You married a princess,” Alvar said, her giggle music to my ears. “It’s what you should expect.”

I didn’t have a response to that. Of course, there was a fear if I was less than polite to her, that I’d end up in some dungeon or worse. I never would have expected to marry her. A princess. And my patient.

“I’m thirsty,” Alvar sighed.

“Then—”

“Morgalis dear?” Alvar turned to her lady-in-waiting, who straightened at the address. “Yes, princess?”

“I think I’d like tea in my rooms.”

“At once,” Morgalis said, nodding and with Mahy still firmly in arm, she set off to organize it.

I turned to Alvar while she smiled shyly. “Tea?”

“Polite company,” she said, giving a nod to a shadow where a pair of figures were… getting rather handsy with one another. “But,” she leaned in and pressed her lips close to my ear. “So I’m not misunderstood. I would like to be taken as a wife by the woman I love. In the most carnal of ways.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” I chuckled nervously.

“Shall we?” Alvar turned us around and led back towards the castle.

I was excited. In more ways than one. I barely recognized any of the halls we passed through, but I did recognize the large room Alvar brought us to. The large bed looked particularly inviting. There was steam coming from the bathing area behind. It looked ready for a night in. Despite the lateness of the hour.

“Come on,” Alvar nudged me.

I walked alongside her, into the large room and onto the bed. It was strewn with petals. They weren’t from a rose, but they were almost as red. The scent was lovely, too.

“Now we can take this off,” Alvar said gratefully.

I looked down as she raised both our hands. The ribbon was still there. A little looser from stretching, but whole. Alvar tugged at the knot and it pulled free, allowing herself to unwind it. I watched with a smile until the final thread of ribbon peeled free. Giving me the opportunity to seize my wife.

She gasped as I cupped the back of her head and moaned into my mouth as I kissed her. She pulled back, though, and gave me a wide grin. “Not yet,” she complained. “I have something underneath to show you.”

I grit my teeth. But then, so did I. Alvar pulled back and turned around, before pulling her hair over one shoulder. I took the hint and went to help her. A small knot and the ribbons holding her dress up fell loose. She squirmed and gave herself room before turning to face me. I frowned slightly before she shrugged and let the dress fall to the floor.

Beneath it, she wore a white corset. It hugged her hips and stomach, cupping the underside of her breasts, and leaving the nipples exposed. She wore stockings too, that attached to the corset. But what had my attention was the complete lack of panties. Her mons was perfectly smooth too.

“Dara?”

“Hmm?” I blinked and looked her in the eye.

“Turn around, please?”

I was about to ask why, before remembering I had a similar situation with the ties on the back of my dress. Doing as she asked, she tugged the ribbons free, and I felt my dress relax on me. Rather than waste time, I shimmied it off. I wore something more… traditional. Only until it reached the panties. There was a hole cut in the front, letting my erection poke through, uncontained by the silk that covered the rest of me. Like Alvar, I wore a pair of stockings, though they were black, rather than white, to match Alvar’s corset.

With my back to Alvar, I held still as her breasts pressed into me. When her hand wrapped around my throbbing cock, though, I let out a small whimper.

“I’m a little intimidated,” she whispered. “Do you think this will fit inside me?”

“We can work something else out if it doesn’t⁠—”

“No,” Alvar chuckled softly. “Sorry, but no. That’s going inside me, even if you have to heal me bigger to fit.”

“That… shouldn’t be necessary.” I frowned as I pondered the implications. “I’m… not impossibly large.”

“Then we’re in agreement. That you’re going to fuck me, my dear wife.”

I swallowed at her words and turned to face her. She had a smirk on her face. She was shorter than I, and at that angle she looked up at me cutely, even as she slowly stroked my erection.

“Watching you with Mahy was an exquisite torture,” Alvar whispered.

“That was your idea,” I pointed out.

“Which only made it worse,” she said, pulling me back towards the bed.

“Hmm?” I smirked. “And just what do you want me to do about it?”

Alvar pulled back and strode away from me. She glanced over her shoulder to make sure I was watching her. Before she threw herself back on the bed and crawled up to the pillows. She rolled over and settled against the headboard with a triumphant grin.

“If you’re going to play games, then I might just as well.” She uncrossed and recrossed her legs, showing me a glimpse of what lay between them.

I grinned at the challenge in her voice before making my way over to the bed. I kicked off my heels before getting on my knees. With my cock leading the way, I admired her, even as she admired me. At least until I reached out and took hold of her ankle. That admiration vanished with a squeal and a giggle as I dragged her down the bed towards me.

She lay there, staring up at me. Legs either side of my own with a grin on her face.

“Hi.”

“Hello,” I replied.

And promptly kissed her. Her arms came up around my neck, and I clung to her as she wrapped her legs around my waist. My cock was trapped between us and she slipped her tongue into my mouth. I moaned and did the same to her. We wrestled for a moment as I tasted the wine on her lips before we pulled away.

Alvar was breathing heavily, and I leaned in, pressing a series of kisses to the side of her neck.

“Oh,” Alvar gasped.

“Fuck, you smell good,” I sighed as I worked kisses down her neck towards her breasts.

“Just simple perfume,” she hissed as I reached her nipples. “Oh, goddess,” Alvar whimpered.

I suckled on those nipples. Whichever wasn’t in my mouth, I lightly tugged between my thumb and forefinger. Alvar was a thin woman, with a healthy bust. Her breasts were as delicious as they were perfect.

But they weren’t my goal.

I worked lower. Kissing down her body, across her stomach—where she squirmed and trembled. Then to her pelvis, where her breath hitched, and she finally fell still. I could feel the tremble of muscles beneath the surface. I pressed a kiss to her smooth mons and looked up at her.

“Umm,” Alvar chewed her lip. “Before—OOOH!”

I hummed as I licked her.

“Dara,” Alvar whined.

“Say my name again,” I whispered, before lapping my tongue gently over her clit once more.

“Dara,” she moaned as her face slowly turned pink.

This time, I leaned in and gently began to suck. She was already eager. Already wet. Her juices coated my chin as I pleasured her. She pulled her knees up, spreading herself for me, giving me better access. I slid down, releasing her clit as I lapped at her entrance—tasting her from the source.

But that wasn’t all I found. My chin bumped into something hard. With a surprised squeak, I pulled back and stared at the metal plug.

“That’s what I tried to tell you,” Alvar said, while covering her eyes with her forearm in embarrassment. “If… if you didn’t want to risk a pregnancy yet… I, umm.”

I didn’t let her get any further. Leaning in, I closed my mouth over her clit. She jerked, humping up into my face as I suckled. With one hand, I balanced myself, and with the other, I reached up and lightly pressed against her labia on either side of her opening. I knew she was a virgin. So I didn’t try to penetrate her. Not yet, at least. I just massaged, listening to the sounds she made. The soft whimpers and the gasps.

She shook her legs, and I felt her hands reach down for the back of my head. Alvar was a woman possessed as she humped up into me, even as I feasted on her. She didn’t last much longer. A soft squeal, before the hot gush of her climax washed down my front. She shook and her core squeezed down as she forcibly dragged my head up from between her legs. Alvar’s eyes were wide as she grabbed at me like a desperate woman lost at sea.

I kissed her, and her arms came up to cup my face. One of her legs hooked up around my side. I slid myself into position and we both came to an immediate halt as I felt the head of my cock press into her dripping pussy.

“D-Dara,” Alvar whimpered.

“Yes, Alvar?” I whispered back.

“Do you want to have children with me?”

I smirked and gave a nod. “Not even a queen yet, and you’re already thinking of our little princesses.”

Alvar’s smile widened. “I wouldn’t mind a prince. So we should have a few to be certain, don’t you think?”

The thought of getting a princess pregnant made me throb a little. Something we both felt, making Alvar grin.

“What?” I growled softly.

“Nothing,” she giggled. “I’m in bed, with a beautiful woman, who makes me feel more alive than ever before. On the cusp of being turned into a woman, and perhaps even a mother.”

“I could still change my mind and use that other hole you mentioned.”

Alvar grinned and squeezed her leg around me. I felt the pull and then sighed as she stretched to accommodate me. Despite being a princess, I was fairly certain she had some sexual experience prior to me. She was far too willing to suck my cock, even if she was somewhat inexperienced. If I had to guess, she and Morgalis spent a lot of evenings together.

“More,” Alvar begged as she tightened her grip on me even further. I sank a little deeper, and she rolled her eyes back. “More?”

“As much as I can give you,” I promised as I pulled her into a kiss.

I started with gentle thrusts. Just with the length of me already inside her. She was delicious, hot and wet. My cock slid in and out with each thrust of my hips. Her back arched, and she gripped my shoulders tightly. When I felt her nails, I slowed, only for her to dig them in further. That made me push harder, and she relaxed, even as her breath hitched.

With just a few more thrusts, I was seated fully inside her. Her tunnel gripped me, and her eyes widened in delight. We’d danced around this moment, taking a few steps but never taking things quite so far. Until now. With my wife, my love, the princess of this world.

“It’s better than I could have imagined,” she whispered.

I kissed her hard and rocked my hips. My cock stirred inside her, and Alvar’s eye twitched as she slumped back into the bed.

“Have me, my queen,” Alvar begged.

“Not a queen yet,” I grunted, as I pulled back and thrust back into her.

Alvar grabbed at the sheets. Her eyes closed and her mouth fell open as I thrust fully into her once more. Repeating the action and those same pretty brown eyes fluttered open.

“D-Dara!”

I leaned in to kiss her, but she turned her head and pulled me close. I slipped and forced myself deep inside her. She trembled in my arms, her muscles fluttered around me.

“Breed me, my love,” she hissed in my ear. “And tomorrow, while I recover. You can have me all over again, in the other hole.”

I tightened my grip on her. Pulling her into a fierce kiss. Forgetting for a moment that she was a virgin, I pummeled her depths with short, heavy strokes. Alvar’s breath hitched and her nails dug into my shoulders once more. Her pussy squeezed around me and I erupted deep inside her. I gasped and moaned, pumping my seed deep into her pussy as she let out a squeal of her own. For the second time that evening, I felt her pussy gush around me. I stroked into her twice more, dragging out her orgasm, before she let out a small grimace and took hold of me.

“Okay,” she gasped. “That… that’s… wow.”

“Alvar?” I blinked slowly, only to notice the look on her face. “Seal Wound.’

“W-what?” Alvar blinked as I healed her. “That…”

I gave my hips a wiggle, and she trembled slightly. “Oh.”

I was taken completely by surprise as she bucked her hips up beneath me. Pitching over, Alvar rolled, ending up atop me, without letting my cock slip out. There, perched above me—glowing in the delicate light of our rooms—I watched as Alvar undulated her torso, stirring my still hard cock inside her.

“Oh, I think you made a mistake,” Alvar whispered.

“I’m not so sure of that,” I said and grinned up at her. “The view is pretty fantastic. I can’t wait to see where this all goes.”
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“Well, that was unexpected.”

I blinked in the low light. The sun was just coming through the curtains, and my wife… Alvar. The princess of Lothail. My bride, my love and my willing partner in several sexual shenanigans so far. She lay in my arms. Her butt pressed into my crotch, with my morning glory pressed between her thighs. From the damp heat I could feel, there was a definite possibility that this morning might end up the same way last night ended.

Healing her may have just been a mistake⁠—

“Don’t you dare call that a mistake.”

I rolled slightly as the bed sank behind me.

“Just stay right there. If you move, you’ll disturb her.”

“Okay, this is getting kinda weird now,” I joked. “What are you here for, anyway? I haven’t levelled up again, have I?”

Eve giggled softly and patted my arm. “Not yet. I just wanted to let you know there was an unexpected side effect to the spell you cast on your lovely new bride last night.”

I froze in place and gently turned my head to look up at the smiling goddess hovering over me. “What kind of side effect?”

“You know how when you create a spell? It’s based on your perception of things, correct?” Eve asked.

“That’s right?” I frowned slightly.

“Well… That takes into account a few things you might not have thought of consciously, but were present in some way, regardless.”

“Just say it,” I sighed. “Not that I don’t enjoy your little visits, especially when they’re not in the middle of crowded rooms. But I’m… in a vulnerable position.”

“My apologies, dear Dara,” Eve smirked. “I just wanted to let you know that you succeeded last night. When you cast that spell, it reacted in a way I hadn’t expected.”

“The seal wound spell?” I frowned. “What exactly did it do?”

“I think the words Alvar begged, were for you to… breed her?”

“Mmm,” Alvar moaned softly as she wiggled her hips. “Is that for me?”

Eve was gone. It was just me and Alvar now. I was speechless. I didn’t even react as I felt the tips of her fingers brush against the underside of my cock. Though when she rocked her hips forward and pushed me up into her opening, before pushing back, that snapped me to attention. Enough that I tightened my grip on her.

“Alvar…”

“Goddess, I love hearing you say my name,” the princess murmured as she slowly rocked her hips.

“Dammit,” I grunted and reached up to her chin. “Stop for a second.”

“Stop?” Alvar froze, and she gave a slow, tired blink. “What? Have I done something?”

Shit… “N-no,” I grunted. “Sorry, I just… found something out.”

“Is it bad?” Alvar asked, rolling partially to get a better look at me.

I sighed. “That depends on how much of our sexy talk last night was real, and how much was just a fantasy.” Even now, I silently pushed a scan into her, showing exactly what Eve had described. Implantation usually took a week or more, but here, now… I could see it. Already growing, safe and sound in her womb.

“Dara?”

“You’re pregnant.”

Alvar blinked slowly and rolled away from me, slipping off my cock. I wasn’t sure what she was doing as she sat up. Especially not as she rolled back. Only this time, she threw her leg over my hips and took hold of my cock. I grunted as she stuffed it between her legs and again as she sank herself fully onto it.

“Look at me, Dara,” Alvar whispered.

“I’m looking.” I blinked as I stared up at the nude vision above me.

“One day I shall be queen,” Alvar hissed as she pulled her feet under her, shifting from kneeling to squatting while I was buried inside her. “I shall own this kingdom. Rule its people and have authority over all.”

“Uh huh,” I grunted as she raised herself up and slid back down, impaling herself fully once more.

“But I need you to know,” she said, raising herself once more. “That everything that I am,” she gasped as he sank down once more. “Belongs to you.”

“Alvar,” I grunted.

“Everything,” she hissed as she raised herself. “You gave me my face,” she sank down. “You gave me my hand.” Alvar raised herself up. “You gave me a child,” she slammed down hard, before halting herself and looking me in the eye. “And all you took from me was the pain I lived with for as long as I can remember.”

“Fuck,” I grunted as she continued to bounce on my cock. “I didn’t think you’d be this happy about it.”

Alvar snorted and burst into laughter as she settled for a moment. “Remember, Sir Reland?”

“Do we have to discuss that now?” I frowned.

“No, I just wanted to point out the vast disparity in what my life should have been, and what it is now,” she said, giving her hips a slow wiggle.

“My rule would have been one of duty. My people would have respected me. I would have birthed a child or two. Mostly likely in great pain. That would have slowly crippled me as I aged. A queen in absentia, despite never leaving these walls,” Alvar looked me in the eye. “Until you came along and changed everything.”

“I did what was right,” I pointed out.

Alvar shook her head. “Then I shall return the favor, my dear wife. I know of your pains. Those headaches you feel when you sense suffering.”

“I’d rather not talk about that either,” I pointed out.

“Neither would I, but I have the feeling this is going to make up for it. Because from now on, whenever possible, there will be a woman. Willing, wet and ready to take and sate you, as often as necessary.”

“Dammit,” I grunted, as she started to slide up and down on my cock once again. “And what if I just want you?”

“That’s sweet,” Alvar leaned down, falling to her knees in order to kiss me. “But what about all those lovely women who would miss this fantastic cock?” she asked as she continued to bob her hips up and down. “Mahy, her mother Cleire. Brema, Missy, Sena, Madame Bella…”

“Oh shit,” I grumbled as I felt my cum boiling up.

“Then there are those who are hopeful to join you,” Alvar continued, even as her lip trembled from her own approaching orgasm. “Morgalis⁠—”

“Fuck,” I gripped Alvar’s sides as she kept riding me.

“Maybe even your friend Sera?” Alvar whispered as her breath became ragged. “Or even the milkmaid? She’s quite the frequent visitor, is she not?”

“FUCK!”

Alvar’s body quaked as she hit her peak alongside me. Her pussy squeezed around me. One firm pulse, and my seed boiled up, painting her insides as she shuddered above me. With my hands on her hips, I forced my cock up as I dragged her down, burying me deep while the princess fought herself to keep riding me through her own orgasm. Her lips crashed into my own and she moaned into my mouth as I throbbed inside her. My wife. My princess… My future queen.
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“Good morning, Miss Dara,” Mahy smiled as she came in alongside Morgalis, who gave Alvar and me an amused smirk.

We were sitting together in the bath. One of the maids had come in while Alvar and I were resting and filled it before going to fetch Morgalis. And it seemed Mahy was with her since they arrived together. Not that I was surprised in the least.

“Princess,” Morgalis bowed. “How are you feeling this morning?”

“Would you like an appropriate response, or shall we forfeit formality for a few minutes?” Alvar grinned.

Mahy’s eyes flicked to me. There was something there. Not jealousy… perhaps longing?

“I think in this matter, princess, simply expressing yourself how you see fit is best.” Morgalis smiled.

“Fucked, impregnated, fucked, fucked,” Alvar listed. “We slept, woke up this morning and fucked twice more.”

I blushed as Mahy glanced at me again. There was definitely some longing there. She didn’t seem upset by any of this. But I knew she wanted a turn.

“Im… impregnated?” Morgalis paused.

Mahy’s eyes bulged, and she stared at the two of us. “Princess, you’re pregnant? Already?”

“Turns out when I used a spell on her last night, there was an unintended side effect,” I pointed out.

“Wait, it was a spell?” Mahy asked, frowning slightly.

I thought about that and shook my head. “Magic is intent based,” I added. “And there was a side effect that I didn’t take into account. And… yeah,” I looked at Alvar, who blushed. “Alvar is pregnant.”

“EEE!” Mahy did a little jump.

Alvar, myself and even Morgalis laughed at how excited she was. While Mahy refused to be embarrassed as she hurried over.

“Oh, I’m so happy for you both!” Mahy squealed again. “I’m going to take such good care of you!”

Alvar gave me a smile as Mahy began to fuss, while Morgalis approached me instead. “And how are you feeling, princess?”

“Oh fuck, is that really my title now?” I groaned.

Morgalis gave a soft chuckle. “Technically, though it will not be as expected for you to carry that title.”

“That sounds like I should, though, shouldn’t I?”

“Of course,” Morgalis grinned as she pushed her sleeves up. “Now lean forward. I’m going to wash your hair.”

“I already washed my hair,” I said.

“And it shall be washed again. For propriety, if not for necessity,” Morgalis overruled my complaint.

When I looked over at Alvar, she was smiling at me while Mahy prepared her hair for the same treatment.

After being bathed, dried and then dressed, we finally left Alvar’s rooms. Or were they our rooms now? I wasn’t sure how this was all supposed to work. I’d have to ask a few quiet questions of Morgalis later. Right now, I walked arm in arm with Alvar as she led the way to a dining room to meet with her parents. The guards along the way gave small greetings and bows as we passed by.

Alvar smiled and gave them small nods of respect. When I saw that, I tried to do the same. When we finally reached the dining room, a doorman opened it for us, letting the four of us enter. There, Queen Babesnye was the first to see us, smiling brightly as King Alaisdair looked up from some paperwork he was reading and gave a less than enthusiastic smile of his own.

“Mother, father,” Alvar smiled. “Good morning.”

“My daughter,” the queen said, got up and hurried around the table.

I thought she was going to pull Alvar away, but the hug when it came took us both. Despite everything, I couldn’t help but appreciate the gesture. She was the mother I hadn’t experienced in a long time, and one of the few beautiful women I had gotten close to that weren’t interested in a sexual relationship… I think.

“You both look well rested,” the queen frowned slightly as she pulled back. “I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not, considering Dara’s school of magic.”

“Dear,” the king sighed.

“Hush,” the queen gave him a pointed look. “There’s no shame in it.”

“No shame,” the king agreed. “However, this is not the kind of thing I wish to hear about from my own daughter.”

The queen chewed her lip for a moment before letting out a sigh. “Fine.” She turned to Alvar, “Just one question for now then,” the princess nodded. “Are you happy?”

Alvar’s face broke into a wide smile before she pulled me close. “Words cannot express my joy, mother.”

The queen looked her daughter in the eye before turning to me. “And you, Dara?”

“It might as well be some fantastic dream.” I smiled. “I am lucky to have met Alvar, luckier still to have grown to know her personally. I lack the words to describe the enormity of my feelings of having married her.”

“As if there were any doubt how she fell so hard for you,” the queen shook her head. “Come, let us eat. It is a closed breakfast today, so Morgalis and Mahy may join us.”

“Thank you, my queen,” Morgalis said, with Mahy echoing the words a moment behind.

“Lovely,” the king smiled, finally relaxing. “Might I suggest a small toast?”

“A small one, it’s breakfast,” the queen gave him a tight smile.

“Umm,” I frowned as I helped Alvar into her seat. “Is… that a good idea?”

Several sets of eyes locked on me, and I felt rather self-conscious. For all I knew, I had just said something horribly offensive and was now at risk of being thrown out.

“S-sorry,” I murmured as I sat down.

“No, Dara,” Alvar squeezed my leg. “You sound like you have something important to say, and I’d like to hear it.”

I winced and looked around, knowing I was in too deep. “Umm… I don’t know if it’s customary here, so I apologize if I’m about to say something offensive.”

“At this point, we could forgive anything but blatant abuse of our daughter,” the queen nodded. “Speak your mind.”

“Well,” I glanced at Alvar. “Shit… Alcohol is bad for a growing fetus.”

The queen frowned. “But there…” her eyes widened.

“Fetus?” the king mused. “What does that⁠—”

“Father, I will abstain from the toast,” Alvar said immediately.

“What?” the king frowned, before jumping as the queen launched to her feet.

“REALLY?!”

“Dear, what has gotten into⁠—”

“AHHHHH!” The queen charged around the table and almost took the two of us down to the floor as she grabbed hold of us both.

Through all the jumping and squealing, the king just sat there and stared in shock. The only interruption was the guard, who peeked into the room to check on the cause of all the commotion.

“Now really,” the king sighed as the queen finally stopped squealing. “What⁠—”

“I don’t care about propriety, the timing is too small, we’ll just tell people it came early,” the queen babbled, ignoring her husband.

“Not necessary, mother,” Alvar patted her hand. “I remained chaste until the evening of my wedding.”

“It turns out one of my spells caused it as a side effect,” I admitted.

“Can someone please tell me what is going on?!” The king slapped his palm on the table.

Morgalis had her head angled down. Mahy looked like she wanted to be elsewhere, while the queen looked like a chastised child. I just sat there nervously, holding Alvar’s hand as she cleared her throat.

“You’re going to be a grandfather,” the princess smiled shyly.

“I’m what?” the king froze.

“A grandfather, you dolt,” the queen grinned. “I suppose they were waiting to tell us until Dara felt the need to stop Alvar from touching alcohol?”

“Ah, yes, my queen,” I said nervously.

The king licked his lips and cleared his throat. “And… this is the result of your magic, and not… not because you dallied during your betrothal?”

“I swear upon all that I am, father. I remained chaste until after our wedding vows.” Alvar locked eyes with the king.

When I felt him looking at me, I turned and took her hand. “I healed her… of the pains from⁠—”

“Okay, okay,” the king held up his hand. “I don’t… ah….” He took a deep breath and got up from the table. He walked over and pulled the door open before muttering to someone outside.

When he sat, the room was silent. The queen remained standing behind us as the king frowned at the table in front of him. It only took a few minutes before the door opened and a man dressed as a messenger walked in holding a sheet of paper and an inkwell. The king took both and after plucking out a quill, he scribbled something down and handed it back to the messenger, who rushed off at a sprint.

“Dear?” the queen broke the silence.

“Wait, please,” the king sighed.

It took some time. The king shuffled around in his seat. Someone opened the door, but the king waved them off, while the rest of us waited to see what was happening. Until a low droning filled the air. Alvar gasped as the queen straightened and stared at her husband. That low droning got louder before a second droning sound came from another direction. Which was when I realized what it was that I was hearing. They were horns. Massive ones. Alvar squeezed my hand and wiped a tear from her face as she smiled widely.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“The horns of victory,” the queen squeezed my shoulder. “Blown only to signify great events. Events like the birth and death of a member of royalty.”

“Daddy!” Alvar got out of her chair and hurried over.

The king looked flustered as Alvar threw herself into his arms. I sat by while the two shared in their joy, while the queen leaned down to hug me.

“Thank you,” she whispered. Before I could question why exactly, she sighed. “For everything.”

I nodded slowly as the queen went to the door this time. When she opened it, she spoke to whoever was outside, and a moment later a trolley laden with plates was brought in. The food was still hot despite the interruption and the king did, in fact, make a toast. He ignored the alcohol though, and instead we toasted with cups of tea. All the while, Alvar asked questions about the food we were eating.

I gave her a basic rundown of the things she should avoid while pregnant, and she seemed to be taking it all in. As was the queen who had started taking notes.

“I shall take your recommendations and publish them,” the queen told me when she noticed I was watching her write. “There are many who cannot afford the services of a white mage. It would be beneficial to the masses to have what help they can.”

“You can’t heal everyone,” Mahy said with a smile at me from across the table. “Even if you’d like to.”

“I know,” I said with a nod. “It’s just hard sometimes.”

“Most of the time,” Alvar nudged me.

“Daughter, please?” the king groaned.

The queen smirked, but made another note. “I would assume from your banter that sex is not something to avoid during pregnancy?”

“Now you?” The king shook his head.

“Ah…” I sighed, before giving a shrug at the king’s expense. “For a normal, healthy pregnancy, no. Sex is fine and beneficial.”

“Beneficial?” Alvar nudged me.

“Pregnancy can be a stressful time for the mother. Bodily changes, hormonal fluctuation, fatigue and other symptoms. And ahh…” I cleared my throat. “Well, sex won’t hurt any of those symptoms, but they can certainly make you feel better about them.”

The entire room stared at me. Mahy and Morgalis with interest, while the king looked like he wanted to call the servants back to bring him that drink he originally intended. The queen glanced over at Alvar, who barely suppressed a giggle, before quietly making another note.

“Thank you, Dara,” the queen said with a graceful incline of her head.

“You’re welcome, my queen.” I nodded back.

“Goddess, preserve me,” the king groaned.

The queen tapped her fingers on the table for a moment. “Now if you had to estimate the appropriate number of times a day⁠—”
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“My king, you wished to speak with me?” I asked, staring at him.

Mahy had led me here, but had remained outside the small office. She, Morgalis, and Alvar had spent much of the morning with the queen. I had been with them for some time, trying to keep a straight face every time the queen looked at me. Easier said than done as Alvar described, in more detail than I thought necessary, the toe curling orgasm she experienced as I slowly tugged her butt plug free. Only for Mahy to chime in about her first time with me and how she had enjoyed the anal beads gifted to her by Cleire.

“Are they still going?” the king looked up at me with a slightly disheveled look. “Who am I kidding? Of course they are…”

“I’m… sorry⁠—”

“Don’t,” the king frowned and shook his head. “There is nothing to apologize for. I am gripped with the dichotomy of understanding how sex works in a society like ours…”

“And then applying those principals to your own daughter,” I added.

“Fundamentally, I understand and approve of… that.” He winced. “But it wasn’t too long ago that she was practically crippled. Living with pain, every day of her life, needing constant care, and now… She’s an adult, acting like an adult and I’m… feeling lost.”

“If there’s anything I can do to help,” I offered.

“Just… ignore the ramblings of an old and tired king,” Alaisdair sighed. “You treat her right, you keep her happy. Do that, I will forgive or at least forget the rest.” He gave me a thin smile.

I nodded and accepted. “Alvar will never see harm if I can help it.”

“Thank you,” the king nodded. “Now that the awkward part is up, do you understand what you will be doing next?”

“I think so,” I said. “Tradition would dictate that a royal wedding is followed by a tour. Rather than portal, we will be taking a carriage⁠—”

“An entire train of soldiers,” the king interrupted. “But yes, go on.”

“The real plan, along with the visits to all the neighboring cities, is to try and sense the location of the lich.” I tilted my head in thought. “I would guess that unless he moved extremely far away, or is going to great lengths to hide, that I will be able to find him if I can get within a few miles of him.”

“Which shouldn’t be terribly difficult,” the king agreed. “If he needs the living to turn into undead, he will be forced to approach populated areas.”

“My thoughts exactly,” I said. “If he’s out there, I should be able to find him.”

“Wonderful.” The king smiled. “The only question is staffing. I understand that Mahy and Morgalis will be accompanying you both on this trip.”

“That would be my wish,” I conceded.

“I am also aware that you have a particular driver that you have used for several trips now,” the king’s smile was wide.

“I wouldn’t push for you to set aside your own people,” I admitted.

“And yet, I value trust, and cannot help but wonder if you trust this man, Denat?”

“Yes,” I nodded. “I trust him.”

“Grand,” the king said. “Because I already offered him the position as your personal driver. He shall accompany you wherever you go. Even if you head back to Cropis for a time.”

“I’m not uprooting him from his family, am I?” I asked.

“I would suggest you ask such questions of him directly,” the king said, shaking his head slowly. “Rest assured, he is happy with the position.”

I thought about that. It sounded bad, but I wasn’t about to pry. The king probably knew, but I liked Denat and didn’t want to go behind his back in case this was some great secret of his.

“Along with the guards, of which I am dispatching an honor guard,” the king said, nodding his head as if ticking off a mental list. “You will need personal protection and help with the healing.”

“I don’t think that’s necessary,” I said and frowned.

“The help, or the protection?” the king asked.

“Ah…” I tilted my head slightly. “Both?”

“Protection isn’t negotiable. The mage’s guild has already supplied a pair. A teacher and student. Quite a gifted student, I might add. Flame elementals, both of them,” the king said with a firm nod. “As for the help, if you are to remain in top form while taking this tour, you will need someone to handle the smaller, more numerous jobs.”

“Okay, I can… understand that,” I said.

“Out of all the volunteers I have contacted, only two seem to match a list of your known accomplices,” the king continued. “I would hate to make an assumption, based on your relationship with one, Magi Londa?”

“Ah… I would… rather not, no,” I grunted. “We seemed to be at better odds when I spoke to her last at Cropis, but… I wouldn’t call her a friend.”

“And what about one, Healer Sera?”

“Sera,” I sighed, remembering Alvar’s words. “Yes, I know Sera.”

“She, along with a teen. Niam, I believe is her name?” the king continued.

“Yes. She was there with me at Cropis as well. I’m glad she’s okay… not everyone was.”

“I know it’s not what you want to hear, but their lives were not spent in vain, Dara,” the king said and looked me in the eye. “Their sacrifice, saved thousands from a fate that you know personally, is worse than death.”

I nodded and tried not to think about it. I had wondered if there had been something I could have done differently. Something that could have spared the deaths of that day.

“It is only fair to blame yourself for your success, as much as your failures,” the king spoke softly. “I understand what it is like to send people to their deaths. Good people. People who do not deserve such a horrible fate. But people who chose to follow those orders, knowing that they had a greater purpose. A purpose that minimized harm to others. Lives should not be spent easily, or without the guilt you feel now. But there will always be times where lives will be paid, regardless. And when you find those moments, the greater good is not often achieved with the greatest ease.”

I nodded slowly. I didn’t like what he had to say. But I could hardly refute it. Because he was absolutely correct. If I hadn’t acted as I had, it wasn’t likely that anyone would have survived, and an army of dead would have wiped this world clean.
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“Please?”

“No.”

“I did what you asked!”

“And you failed me.”

“You didn’t prepare me!”

“Preparing you was never part of our agreement. I gave you everything you needed. The power to take what you wanted. Even reclaiming the soul of your dead wife, so you were able to bring her back.”

“That wasn’t her, she was a monster⁠—”

“BECAUSE YOU MADE HER A MONSTER!”

The dark being tutted as it looked over the broken being before him. A simple man. A loving man. The death of his wife was too much for him to bear and he beseeched help from wherever he could. Offering him that assistance came with a cost attached and there was no pity for the man now. Pity helped nobody.

“You will start again.”

“Why?”

“Because you will have another chance.”

“She’s already gone!”

“Is she?”

That caught his attention. That little beacon within the souls of all mortals. Hope. The most powerful of emotions. To strip it away was to remove what little remained of their humanity, while protecting that hope could be used to destroy them entirely. The latter was how this started, while the former would work now.

“I can do it again.”

“Then do it,” he begged. “Bring her back to me.”

“Not yet.”

“Then find somebody else.”

“You don’t have a choice.”

He firmed his soul. A little fire came back. Better than the moping despair from earlier.

“You can’t force me.”

“No, I don’t suppose I could. Not as you are. But I don’t need to. There is someone else I could force.”

“Not that,” he sounded panicked. “Please, Tena is innocent in all this.”

“And that is how she should stay, far from my reach, and yours, until we both deem it necessary.”

He realized he was trapped. Unable to bring himself to risk making a challenge. Unable to accept what he was being told. Unwilling to continue, and yet, understanding that he had no real choice.

“I should never have listened to you.”

“No,” the being said and smiled darkly. “No, you should not have.”
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“Denat!”

“Princess!” the old driver grinned.

“You knock that off,” I swatted his arm gently. “I’m still just the same woman I always was.”

“That woman I met all those months ago turned out to be one of the most kind and compassionate beings I’ve had the pleasure of meeting. Alongside being one of the most powerful, if not influential mages of our times,” Denat said with a grin.

I glared at him, while Mahy desperately held back her giggles.

“If it truly upsets you, I would be happy to go back to calling you, Miss Dara,” he said cheekily. “But that’s as far as I’m willing to take things. After the king contacted me and gave me his offer, I owe you far more than I could have ever imagined.”

“That was the next thing I was going to ask you.” I said.

Denat beamed. “I have a daughter. She’s married to a wonderful fellow. They’ve been invited to the capital. She’s to work as a maid, while her husband receives additional training for his job. Meanwhile my granddaughter is being tested for her capabilities as a mage.”

“So… good things then.”

Denat snorted and shook his head. “Miss Dara, you have changed the lives of all those around you to the point that simple gratitude should be an insult. I know not which god placed you within my carriage that day, but I thank them endlessly for it.”

I thought about Eve for a moment. Though something told me not to bring her up. She was a goddess, sure. But she wasn’t one to be worshipped. If her entire goal was about balance, then giving her a direct line to be worshipped might just upset that.

“Very well.” I sighed. “So long as you’re happy, I’m happy.”

Denat smiled. “Extremely so. Now, where am I getting set up?”

“Right this way, sir,” Mahy gestured for him to follow as she led him from the room.

The portal was linked between one of the meeting rooms and Cleire’s inn. She’d stepped through to greet her daughter before pressing a kiss to my lips. Something that I thought might be awkward in front of Mahy, but my assistant seemed delighted by it instead. Alvar held the portal long enough for Morgalis to slip through and deliver the few messages she needed. As such, my dear wife was sitting quietly beside the portal, waiting for Morgalis to return. She must have run into Denat rather quickly. Either he was nearby, or more likely in the taproom already.

The old man had taken mere minutes to arrive and step through while we waited for Morgalis to bring back the others. There was some discussion about just who was coming. From my talks with the king, I knew to expect Sera and Niam. But I had the feeling that wasn’t all who were coming.

“Dara,” Alvar called softly. She smiled at me and beckoned for me to approach. “You’re thinking loud enough for me to hear it.”

“Am I?”

Alvar giggled softly. “You put so much on those shoulders of yours. You worry, think and worry some more.”

“Only because I know what is coming,” I said and sighed.

“Then why worry about it?” Alvar nudged me. “You already know, why put yourself through the stress of thinking about it?”

“You’re not worried?” I pushed back slightly.

Alvar sighed and shook her head. “Terrified. But I have you. And I know that with you at my side, I will always be safe.”

“I don’t have that though, do I?”

“I suppose not,” Alvar said and shook her head. “But that’s why my father is sending us with a small army, mages and others to support us. All you need to do is keep us safe, and we shall keep you safe in return.”

“I’m just worried it won’t be enough,” I pointed out.

“Our people know what he is now,” Alvar said with an assured smile. “They are prepared, and while they might not be able to defend against whatever demons he commands, they will know enough to send word.”

“And if they don’t?”

“Then we are all doomed anyway, and there is no longer a need to fret.”

“That’s—” I flinched and turned towards the portal.

“Dara?”

“Someone’s hurt,” I said as I stepped through the portal without a second thought.

“Dara!” Alvar snapped as she got up to follow me.

“Dara?” Cleire opened the door, seeing the two of us coming through.

We were in the room I used for healing. My hopes were to continue doing so, even if I had to schedule my visits.

“Someone’s coming,” I repeated. “They’re hurt.”

“Oh, dear,” Cleire said worriedly.

I could feel them. And I knew they were getting closer. Whatever this was, I didn’t know. But as I stepped out of the room and looked over the few regular faces I recognized from my time here, I knew the patient was close. The door swung open, and a red-faced woman walked into the room backwards. She dragged one of my wheelchairs, and on it was a young woman with a huge swollen belly. And she was bleeding.

“Genady?”

“Oh thank the gods,” the healer spun the chair around. “Please help her?”

The woman looked up at me. She was scared, and in a lot of pain from the looks of things. I hit her with a scan and nodded.

“Come, bring her in.”

“Thank you,” Genady hurried over with the chair. “I wasn’t sure you were here. I knew you’d been coming and going. I’m just so thankful you’re here.”

“N-no,” the woman began to cry.

“Shh,” Genady tried to soothe her. “This is Healer Dara. She’s a white mage.”

“Can’t afford⁠—”

“Cleire!” I snapped. “Find one of the contracts Mahy made up. Get her to sign it later.”

“I have no money!” The young woman sobbed.

I waited until we were in the room and spun her around. “Your baby is dying, you are dying. My services usually only cost a silver, I swear it. If you honestly cannot afford it, I’ll waive the silver. I just need your permission to help you so you and your child survive.”

“You’ll help me?”

“I promise,” I told her.

“Please save my baby.”

“Genady, help me get her on the table here,” I gestured to the bench top I occasionally used. It wasn’t padded, but that was hardly the concern I had right now.

The baby was a healthy weight. But this poor woman had a spinal deformity that caused her pelvis to form with a narrow opening. The baby’s head was literally too large to fit through her pelvis. I cringed thinking of the middle age medicines that would be employed here and the mortality rate of doing so. Being quite honest. I was surprised this kind of thing hadn’t come up earlier.

“Oooh!” the woman groaned. “It hurts! Why does it hurt?!”

“Childbirth hurts, dear,” Genady told her as she pulled the young woman out of the chair.

“It’s a little more complicated than that in your case,” I informed her, while ignoring the blood-soaked chair. This baby wanted out, but there simply wasn’t the room for it.

Between the two of us, we got her laying down. Cleire slipped in, leaving the paperwork behind, before vanishing once more. Alvar kept back, staying near the portal and chasing a couple maids off who came into the room on the other side.

“Okay, okay,” I said, moving around to examine her. “First of all, you and the baby are fine. The bleeding isn’t serious, but there is a problem.”

“Help my baby, please?” the woman begged me.

“I’m going to help both of you,” I promised. “Now, this might feel strange. But I promise I’m trying to help, okay?”

The woman nodded, and Genady took her hand. I saw them bracing and got to work. I thought about my spells for a moment before making a decision.

“Manipulate Bone,” I cast.

I had to be quick with it. There wasn’t much time to think. I hadn’t put any more points into it, but I wondered if that was the right idea. I felt the mana rush out of me. I concentrated on the symphysis, the small section of cartilage separating both sides of the pelvis. Due to the shape of her hips, it hadn’t been able to grow and stretch properly throughout her pregnancy. I started there. Pushing it, widening it and stretching her pelvis apart to provide more room.

While I did that, I pushed a little into her scoliosis. The abnormal curvature of her spine must have caused aches and pains. Being right where her pelvis met her spine was the main cause. I didn’t have enough mana to fix it entirely, but I pushed what I could, until my body began to scream at me. With a last shove of healing, I fell back, hitting the floor as my vision dimmed and my head swam.

“DARA!”

Alvar appeared above me, looking panicked, and I shot her a smile. “I’m okay. Please help Genady.”

“There are others who can help Genady,” Alvar helped me to sit. “I’m your wife. I’m helping you.”

I smiled at that. Genady looked confused as she stared at me. Then the woman let out a shriek that drew her attention. Alvar practically dragged me back through the portal, shouting for healers to attend her. I could only hope what I had done was enough.
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Notification:

Class Item: Reduces mana cost by 25%

Scan target ‘other’ - x 1 - 5exp

Manipulate Bone target ‘other’ - x 2 - 100exp

Name: Dara Eolande

Gender: Futa

Class: White Mage

Sub-Class: Soul Mage - The soul does not lie. You can sense the general direction of those within your ability to aid.

Level: 24

Points: 22

Spells:

Seal Wound - Cleanses foreign matter from open wound before sealing it shut - (5%)

Scan - Detect afflictions of the mind, body or soul - (0.5% per second)

Soothe Joints (2) - rebuild cartilage, solidify bone and suppress immune response around joints - (7.5%)

Purge Growth - Decay targeted cells - (2.5% per second)

Heal Fracture - Pushes bone fragments back into their original position and heals them back into a whole - (17.5%)

Cleanse Infection - Reduce, remove, and cleanse infections of all kinds - (7.5% per second)

Regenerate Mind (2): Replace damaged neurons and reform gray matter - (7.5% per second)

Replenish blood - Stimulate bone marrow to produce fresh blood - (2.5% per second)

Regrowth (3) - Regrow lost limbs (19% per second)

Manipulate Bone (2) - Manipulate the physical shape and structure of target bone (50% per second)

Remove Scar - Remove and replace scar tissue with healthy cells. (5% per second)

Curse Barrier (2) - Create a barrier to deflect and absorb curses. Absorbed curses return mana at 50% deficit (2.5% per second, per 10 square foot of projected barrier)

Be At Peace (2) - Unbind the tethers between a soul and its undead host (40%)

Experience: 93444/1683411

Mana: 98%

Regeneration: 3% per minute

I waved it away as I heard the door swing open. Morgalis stared at me with a frown before closing it behind her.

“Miss Dara,” she said and nodded.

“Am I in trouble?”

“Yes,” Morgalis glared as she walked up to my side. “First, baby Dara was born a healthy twelve pounds and three ounces.”

I winced at that. No wonder the mother had… wait… “Baby Dara?”

“Named after the woman who saved both mother and child,” Morgalis said. “She was told the gesture would be appreciated, but unnecessary. She insisted, however, and both are doing well back in Cropis.”

“I’m glad.”

“So am I,” Morgalis said with a sigh. “Because if you had been injured, I would never have the opportunity to tell you how furious I am to hear that you nearly died today.”

“Morgalis—”

“DO YOU HAVE ANY IDEA WHAT YOU MEAN TO US!” she screamed. “YOU CANNOT THREATEN YOUR OWN LIFE!”

“Mor—”

“Everything you are! Everything you could be! You have a greater purpose in this world! One that many of us simply cannot comprehend.”

“It’s not⁠—”

“You have a responsibility to be greater! For us all!”

I shut my mouth as tears rolled down her cheeks.

“You have no idea how important you are to this world. To Alvar. To me, Mahy and all the other people you have touched, healed, loved and brought joy.” Morgalis sniffed as she wiped her eyes. “Don’t throw it away so recklessly.”

I held out my hand, and she took it. But my gentle tug had her sit on the edge of the bed beside me.

“Deep breaths now.” I stroked her hand.

“Without you, princess Eolande—all will be lost. When you say the necromancer is still out there, I believe you. Which means you need to believe you as well. Helping that woman and her child was the right thing to do. But I cannot help but feel it would be a waste if they were to perish a month from now as an undead monster rips out their souls and turns them into undead slaves.”

I froze, and I let out a grimace. There was more in that statement. Alvar was pregnant, too. She was right, and I risked myself. I have the perks. I should have used one. There was no need to push myself that hard, that quickly, even if things turned out alright in the end. I made a stupid risk and was now being chastised because of it.

“You’re right,” I said quietly.

“I know I’m right,” Morgalis said. “And so, I have covered this from every angle. Understand that I am furious with you for a personal reason as well.”

“You don’t want me to hurt Mahy?” I guessed.

“Alvar and I grew up pretending that we would have children that were all sired by the same father. As we grew older, that dream began to fade as reality set in.” Morgalis turned to glare at me once more. “Then you brought Mahy into my life, and for the first time since I was a girl, I found hope that maybe those dreams weren’t quite the dreams I thought them to be.”

My cock twitched, and I shifted on the bed to try to hide it. Morgalis didn’t miss it though and smirked. “I know you aren’t stupid, princess,” she dragged that word out. “But in this instance, if logic cannot get through that thick skull of yours. Perhaps let your dick think for you.”

“That… is a hell of a way to put it,” I mumbled.

“And don’t forget Mahy’s mother,” Morgalis released my hand and got up. “Now, if you’re recovered. We are quite late.”

I groaned at the thought of Cleire in on this as well. Alvar being pregnant was one thing. Mahy and Morgalis too? Then Mahy’s mother? Who was going to be next? Was there a limit? Was my status as a princess, or future queen going to be a factor?

“Oh?” Morgalis smirked. “Have I stumbled into a hidden interest of yours?”

“Stop it.” I blushed as I pushed the blanket down.

“I wonder, is it the thought of Mahy and I pregnant, or the thought of getting us pregnant that sent your face that particular shade?”

“You’re awfully chatty for the potential victim of a spell that causes spontaneous orgasms,” I grunted.

“From anyone else, princess,” Morgalis said with a saucy smile as she helped me stand. “I might take that as a threat. From you though,” she winked. “I thank you for bringing Mahy into my life. Forever, she will own my heart, alongside my loyalty to Alvar. But you, Miss Dara,” she dropped the princess title. “You are the one who owns my womb.”

“I gathered that Alvar likes to act out in private since she has a reputation to uphold, but you’re another creature entirely,” I huffed as I straightened my dress. “So please, enough with the teasing.”

Morgalis nodded and checked me over before turning to lead me out of the room. “I wasn’t joking, princess.”
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“Sera!”

“Dara!” Sera grinned as we made our way outside. “It’s good to see you. Do you remember Niam?”

“Princess Dara,” the teen gave a curtsey.

I wanted to tell her that wasn’t necessary. I likely would while in private. In the courtyard—before the large portal, the king used to evacuate all of Cropis, though—with all the watchful eyes, I thought it best to let it slide right now. I was technically the princess and showing respect was normal in this society for someone of my station.

“Hello Niam,” I said with a smile. “I’m glad you’re doing well. I had a small worry after the attack.”

“I passed out,” Niam said and lowered her head.

“She recovered well,” Sera said and beamed. “And she has been a dutiful student ever since. Which is why I took her on as my apprentice.”

“Apprentice?” I frowned. “Have things changed at the mage’s guild?”

“The Guild Master has opened up new avenues for training. A test, with Magi Londa leading the charge in the old way of doing things.”

“And you?” I asked.

“So far, I’m the most experienced mage to try things… your way.” She smiled at me. “Niam is my apprentice, but there are others who are experimenting. They are remaining back at the tower for now.”

“They are being watched, right? I don’t want to find out a bunch of low-level healers are pushing into raw casting and hurt themselves.”

“They’re being trained, just without the rigidity the rest of us endured,” Sera said.

“I suppose we’re going to see how things turn out in the end,” an unfamiliar voice snorted.

I turned and met the eye of yet another woman. This one was powerful, though… I was certain she wasn’t a white mage.

“I don’t believe we’ve met?” I offered.

“Magi Naffnia,” she gave a polite bow. “I’m a black mage. Competent in a few elements, but fire is my specialty.”

“You control flames?” I asked.

Magi Naffnia held out her hand and summoned a fireball that wobbled as she gave it a squeeze like some rubber ball.

“Consider me your personal guard,” she extinguished the flames. “You’re not to visit the ladies’ room without me checking it out first. I’m to remain with you at all times.”

“Magi Naffnia is a member of a noble family,” Morgalis offered.

“Even those of us who do not get the gift have learned to serve,” Naffnia agreed, while giving Morgalis a strange look.

When I compared the two, I wasn’t entirely sure, but there was more than a passing resemblance between the two women.

“Dara!”

I flinched and turned, seeing Alvar striding out the doors behind us. With her was a team of servants and her parents. When her smile flashed, I couldn’t help but smile back and Alvar hurried to my side, taking my hand.

“Hello, my wife.” I said.

Alvar’s smile widened, and she leaned in. I saw her coming and met her halfway with a gentle kiss. In front of all these witnesses, it would be scandalous enough to do something so publicly, so we kept it to a chaste greeting. Which must have been the right move since Queen Babesnye was smiling and her husband, the king, was trying to hide his discomfort.

“Magi Naffnia, it’s good to see you again,” the queen greeted the magi.

“My queen, it is an honor to have received the posting.” Naffnia bowed deeply.

“Naffnia is to be your guard, Dara,” the queen confirmed. “She is sworn to her duty. When you become queen, you may have her sworn to you directly.”

“Ahh…” I glanced at the magi and saw nothing but a blank stare. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

The queen nodded, accepting that answer, and looked over everyone else. “I see that everyone is ready.”

“What about Denat?” I asked.

The queen smiled at me. “You will meet him at the first destination. With your… late start today, it was deemed proper to send him ahead of you. You shall meet at Waybridge. The closest station to the capital.”

“It’s a tad nicer than many other waystations,” Alvar nudged me. “It’s where visiting dignitaries stay before approaching the capital to meet with my parents.”

“It’s as my daughter states,” the king said on approach. “You will find rooms have already been booked in advance of your arrival. If all goes to plan, you will spend no more than a single night at the waystations and a day or two at each town you visit.”

“Makes sense,” I said. “If I’m needed though?”

“I am not about to make that order.” The king looked me in the eye. “You and I both know the real reason you are taking this tour.”

I nodded. “Fair enough. I’ll do what I can then.”

“So long as you don’t exhaust yourself,” the queen said and gave me a knowing look.

I nodded and remained silent as the king strode up onto the raised dais. Unlike the last time we were here, there were no soldiers guarding this place. The ballista towers around the courtyard were manned, but not currently aimed at the portal. There were no hints of danger involved, and that made me worry if something was about to go wrong.

I flinched when the portal snapped open, and…

“Have a safe trip,” the queen said and hugged me as I stared through the portal. I watched as a door to an expensive tavern opened.

A well-dressed man gave a bow towards the king, but made no attempt to cross. Rather, it was the servants that did so, hurrying over with several wooden chests filled with… honestly, I had no idea how many changes of outfits.

“After me, princess,” Magi Naffnia said, before she strode through to the other side.

The man who came out of the tavern must have known her, or at least expected her. When Naffnia approached, he handed her a key without a word and stepped aside as she went in. I, with Alvar on my arm, followed with Morgalis and Mahy on our heels. Sera and Niam came last, as the queen stood beside the king and smiled.

“Be safe, all of you,” the queen said with a wave.

“We will be watching,” the king added.

I felt a bit weird about that, but had no chance to question it. Magi Naffnia stepped out of the tavern and gave a nod. With her affirmation, the king closed the portal, and I found myself in a much larger version of the waystation near Mesan.

“Well,” I said, looking around as the visitors to this place stopped to gawk at us. “Shall we?”

Alvar giggled and tugged me along. The tavern owner bowed low as we approached.

“Princess Alvar and princess Dara, I bid you welcome to my humble tavern. You and your entourage are the only guests at this time and our amenities are at your disposal,” he said, remaining low in his bow as he spoke.

“Please rise, sir,” Alvar spoke up while I tried to figure out what to say or do. “Please show us our rooms, and prepare a private quarter for us to receive guests.”

I frowned. “Guests?”

Alvar turned and looked up at me. “Are you not going to offer healing?”

I heard those words and smiled, before leaning in to kiss her. When I straightened, she had a pretty smile on her face, which pained me to turn from. “Yes, if there is anyone here in need of healing, bring them to me.”

“At once, princess.” The tavern owner bowed once more.

Though this time he had a thoughtful expression on his face.
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“I’m sorry. What exactly is the problem?”

The young woman blushed furiously as she wrung her hands together. “I’m sorry. I’m just so terribly embarrassed by it all.”

“That’s normal,” Dara assured her. “I just need to understand exactly what you’re trying to tell me.”

Her patient glanced over at Niam and Sera standing nearby. Dara could see the conflict in her expression and decided to take matters into her own hands for now.

“Ladies, I feel this is a more delicate matter than expected. Could I ask that you wait outside?”

“Of course, princess,” Sera smiled and took Niam by the hand.

The teen looked as confused as Dara was, but offered no complaint as her mentor led her from the room. When the door opened, Magi Naffnia stood on the other side, looking in, but making no attempt to enter. That hadn’t gone well. Naffnia had insisted on being present for all healing. But that caused problems when people with sensitive problems found themselves on the glaring end of the fire mage.

In the end, Dara had forced her guard to wait outside for most of the day. She screened the patients as they came in. Nobody was allowed to bring a knife or other weapon. She kept track of it all, and had turned away a few who had insisted on retaining anything pointier than a nail file. Dara didn’t blame the woman. She was doing her job. Something Dara would have to get used to. This was just the rough part at the beginning, where neither of them knew the other well enough to track how it was supposed to work.

“Thank you,” the young woman murmured as she stared at the floor.

Dara smiled at Naffnia, who closed the door, leaving them alone. “Now. I am a professional. I have seen more than you could possibly imagine. I just need to understand exactly what the problem is. I’ve already scanned you, but that hasn’t shown me anything more than your broken toe.”

“I already owe enough thanks for that,” the young woman said, before Dara waved off the concern. “How about I just show you?”

“If that’s what it takes,” Dara said with a reassuring smile.

“It’s embarrassing though,” the young woman blushed as she stood.

Dara wasn’t sure what she was doing until she recognized the movements of a woman shuffling her panties down without taking off her dress. Dara stared as a dainty piece of lace flicked into view, caught on the young woman’s ankle as she took a seat back in her chair. Dara kept a straight face and watched as the patient leaned back, hoisted up her dress and spread her legs.

Dara nodded. “Mhm, this all looks normal,” she said, staring at the vagina before her. “You obviously trim the hair. I don’t see any signs of abrasion, like you’re being overly rough. I already know you are free of infection.”

“That’s not the problem,” the young woman blushed. “It’s this.”

Dara watched in confusion as she slipped one hand between her legs and lightly brushed her fingers over her clit. She leaned in, trying to see exactly what the young woman was doing as she seemed to rub her clit experimentally.

“It feels really hot.”

“There’s no sign of any inflammation…” Dara frowned as the young woman continued to rub. “Can you describe it?”

“It’s deep inside. I can feel it burning up through me until… UNTIL!”

Dara jerked back as the young woman squirted. The jet of fluid came out at such a velocity it sprayed Dara in the face. She jerked back before another squirt hit her in the chest, soaking through her front.

“Oh, no!” the young woman wailed as she shook and trembled from the force of her orgasm. “WHY DOES THAT ALWAYS HAPPEN?!”

Dara sat up and plucked a cloth from the side table. She used it to wipe the liquid from her face, while the young woman, still panting from her orgasm, clutched her face in embarrassment.

“What is wrong with me?” she whimpered.

Dara took a deep breath and let it out. “Absolutely nothing is wrong with you. Would it be safe to assume you haven’t told anyone about this?”

“Could you admit to your friends or colleagues that you have problems controlling your bladder during pleasurable moments?”

Dara smiled. “In that case, you probably haven’t heard of squirting, have you?”
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“If you were anyone else, in any other situation, I might have a few pointed questions to ask you,” Alvar smirked from across the bath.

Dara shook her head. “The poor thing was so embarrassed when it happened.”

“I imagine most people would. How did she handle things after you gave her the little talk?”

“Mostly just embarrassed. Apparently, she had a suitor, and that’s when she discovered her little trick. She’s been avoiding him ever since and he’s been hounding her like a lost puppy,” Dara said with a chuckle.

The two of us were bathing together. The young lady with her imagined squirting problem had been my last client of the day. We were completing a loop of the kingdom. If you pictured a giant clock, the capital city of Lothail was around two o’clock, with Cropis being around seven o’clock. The town where the necromancer came from was around four o’clock and between there and the capital was Themar, the domain of the late Duchess Flural. Rather than heading in a clockwise direction around the kingdom, we had travelled in the opposite direction.

Drawn on a map, we were taking an extremely rough loop. One that would keep us on the road for only a few hours each day, and one that would take several weeks to complete. Word had been spread of our coming, but not our exact path, though that wouldn’t be hard to guess. Taking the back roads would invite danger for many reasons.

We were at our second stop for our journey. Our party had remained at the first waystation for two nights, giving me an entire day to heal and recover for travel on the third day. We were at the second waystation now. With a well-established farming community being our goal for tomorrow. With the way this world worked, I had no idea how a farm was supposed to run. Going outside the walls without a horse was a death sentence. Even with a horse, it was dangerous. Denat sat inside an enclosed box while the horses wore padded armor to keep the beasts from causing them problems.

The carriages we rode in were heavy things. Reinforced and unlikely to be broken open, even if we were stuck for a few days. Which was all the more horrible thinking about Alvar’s childhood accident. It must have been a truly horrific crash to have left them exposed as they were.

“Dara?”

“Hmmm?” Dara jerked slightly and saw Alvar frowning at her. “Sorry, I was miles away.”

“You had your thinking face on,” Alvar observed. “Anything you want to talk about?”

“Not really,” Dara said and shrugged lightly. “Mostly just trying to figure out how long we’re going to be out here and what is going to be waiting for us.”

“Banditry on the roads is rare,” Alvar nodded. “More likely to be attacked in a waystation. It’s not unheard of, though father would fix things rather quickly if he found out.”

I knew exactly what she meant by that. With all the monsters running around, travel, even for an army, was extremely slow. The royal family had a portalling ability with some enchanted items that boosted their power and increased efficiency. Well, I’d already witnessed the king evacuate an entire city’s worth of people through a single portal wide enough to drive a pair of wagons through. He could deploy an army anywhere in his kingdom with no notice, well within the safety of the walls. Or a usurper’s bedroom.

“Nothing like that,” Dara promised. “I know we’re out here looking for the lich. But there’s other threats too. I’m a princess now. I’m sure there are going to be plenty of people who will want to rub shoulders with me.”

“Nobody rubs your shoulders without my say so,” Alvar said with a sly wink. “Besides the ones who have already been rubbing you.”

I snorted as I tried to hold back the laugh. Alvar just stared at me for a moment before tilting her head. “You laugh, but you know it’s the truth.”

“Is it though?” I asked. “I’m… I’m a princess now. Don’t I have to be proper?”

“I think you’ll find that while nobility has a tendency to remain proper in the public eye, you’ll find many of us are more open to experimentation—in a private setting.” Alvar tilted her head.

“Are you trying to tell me something?” I asked.

“If by something, you mean that I’m supportive of you continuing your dalliances, then yes. Though I would ask that you refrain from actively impregnating anyone.”

I blushed and frowned. “I mean⁠—”

“Cleire is fine. I believe Morgalis has already explained her position as well?” Alvar smirked.

“Mahy might have mentioned a few things, yeah,” I sighed.

“Dara, my love,” Alvar pushed off the edge of the bath and slid into my lap. “The line of succession is entirely dependent on my family’s abilities. There is no number of children you could produce that would interfere with the legitimacy of the children you have with me.”

“Didn’t you just say to refrain from trying to have more children?” I asked.

“Dara, my wife. Can you imagine a situation where you would walk away from a child you fathered?”

I frowned. That was definitely a sore spot. Doreen and I had tried so very hard. If I could have children now, and in fact I could, since Alvar was pregnant…

“It brings me no small amount of joy to see how you react to such a small question.” Alvar leaned in and kissed me. “I ask that you refrain from spreading yourself so thin, that you are taken away from your life and other responsibilities just to act as the parent you so desire to be.”

“I’ll be careful,” I promised.

When the door clunked, Alvar pulled closer to hide herself as I put my arms around her. Only to sigh in relief as Mahy stuck her head into the room.

“My apologies,” she curtseyed cutely. “The tavern owner asked me to tell you that there was a problem with the evening meal. There is going to be a delay.”

“That’s fine.” I smiled.

“Would that mean you are currently free with your time, dear Mahy?” Alvar asked.

“We’ve reserved a table for the evening meal,” Mahy said and smiled warmly. “So far, there is nothing dragging our attention. Those who required healing have already come, and only a handful of gawkers have remained behind. Though not close enough to cause problems since Magi Naffnia started glaring at them.”

“Wonderful,” Alvar said.

I gulped as I felt a firm hand grasp my cock.

“In that case, I have a minor request?”

Mahy nodded. “Of course, princess.”

“Morgalis describes it as the prettiest flower she has ever seen,” Alvar said, stroking my cock beneath the water. “I was wondering if I might take a closer look?”

“Oh?” Mahy blushed and shifted from foot to foot. “I… I see.”

“Of course, I would also wish to know if being stretched by Dara’s lovely cock would make a difference in that opinion.”

Mahy licked her lips and glanced up at me, before quietly approaching the bath. “Princess, are you asking me to have sex with Miss Dara?”

“While I watch,” Alvar said and grinned as she continued stroking me.

“Morgalis warned me this would happen,” Mahy said with a slight tremble of desire in her voice even as she pulled her arms around herself.

“Don’t feel pressured,” I assured her immediately.

Mahy giggled. As she pulled her arms back down, the ties to her dress pulled free. I hadn’t realized what she was doing until her dress hit the floor. She stood there in her underclothes. It was a corset that she unclasped and dropped to the floor—followed by a garter belt and her stockings.

“And did she tell you the other things?” Alvar asked.

Mahy blushed and gave a small nod. Alvar grinned and stopped stroking me as Mahy swung her leg over the tub. The bath was large, but still a tight squeeze for three adults. Not that it mattered much as Mahy turned and sat in my lap, carefully pushing my erect cock forwards so it lay between her legs over her warm pussy.

Alvar gave me a cheeky smile as she knelt before us. Mahy spread her legs and leaned back into my chest. I wrapped my arms around her. Mahy was a gorgeous woman. Other than my brief friendship with Sera at first, Mahy was my first real friend. That had evolved over time, but my affections for the young woman had never been stronger.

Sliding my hands up her sides. Mahy pushed back into me, leaning against my chest so I could reach more of her. As my palms slipped over Mah’s lovely breasts, a pair of lips kissed the underside of my cock.

“There’s a princess between my legs,” Mahy giggled.

“Two of them,” Alvar breathed heavily over my cock.

“Morgalis is going to be jealous,” Mahy giggled.

“I don’t want to cause any problems between you all,” I protested weakly.

Alvar giggled and gently licked me from pussy to frenulum. “Jealousy for being left out, not in the act itself. Morgalis will want similar treatment later.”

My cock throbbed as Mahy giggled. “She talks about it all the time.”

Morgalis was a closed book most often. She had her moments of animation. Her anger at me before we left for this trip. Her subtle threats not to harm her loved ones. The idea of Morgalis having these quiet and diverse intimate moments with Mahy made me smile.

“Did she ever tell you about the first bath we shared?” Alvar asked, kissing my cock once more.

“The fight?” Mahy asked. “Yes, she told me about that.”

“I suppose calling it a fight would be accurate,” Alvar sighed. “It was a week after my majority and feeling rather sorry for myself.”

There was the sound of a light tap, and Mahy raised her hips. That was the signal for Alvar to take my cock in her hand and steer me into Mahy’s pussy. She wasn’t quite ready to take me all the way in one go. She was aroused, but not dripping wet.

“Gently now,” Alvar crooned as Mahy wiggled her hips, sliding slowly down on my cock while I grasped her breasts and held on.

“That first stretch,” Mahy sighed. “When it first goes in. I feel like I’m fulfilling my purpose.”

“What?” I grunted.

“Don’t worry about it,” Mahy giggled. “I’m a woman, and while you’re not a man, you have the same equipment. When you first push into me, it reminds me of my place in society. While I shall serve you and Princess Alvar for the remainder of my life. There’s a certain… primal part of me that relishes in the idea of being brought to heel, bred and doted on.”

“Ummm…”

Mahy giggled. “I said don’t worry about it. My dear Morgalis, dotes on me. And you’ll do the breeding later. I’m still drinking the tea for now.”

“Right,” I said with a frown as she resumed her wiggling.

“I have to agree with you, Mahy,” Alvar whispered. “If I didn’t have my own fantasies in mind, I would be in your place right now, thinking much the same.”

“Yes, you were in the middle of some sordid tale, weren’t you?” I grinned as Mahy finally settled herself on my lap, burying me deep inside her.

“Yes well,” Alvar sighed. “I was bemoaning myself. Saying horrible things. I might have threatened myself harm and that was a step too far. Morgalis, my dear friend and confidant turned on me that night. I’d never been slapped before and for a moment, I was terrified. At least until I saw her tears.”

“This is… a decidedly unsexy story for the moment,” I murmured.

“Then I’ll gloss over the nasty part. Because the end result was the two of us in a bath together. Some scented oils and my dear friend Morgalis. She was so determined to apologize for striking me, she made a strange offer.”

“What kind of offer was that?” Mahy asked, as her breathing deepened in anticipation.

“It was like this,” Alvar whispered.

I flinched, feeling her breath on my pussy. She was so close. I leaned over slightly, seeing the back and side of Alvar’s head as she leaned in. But it was the fluttering throb of Mahy’s pussy that snapped me to attention.

“Goddess,” Mahy whimpered.

A pair of fingers then slid into my pussy. My cock tensed inside Mahy, and she squeezed down in response.

“M-Mahy?” I groaned.

“She… Goddess,” Mahy whimpered and wiggled her hips slowly. “My clit, Miss Dara.”

Without thinking, I reached around Mahy’s hip. I was aiming for her clit, as those fingers in my pussy curled forward and pressed against my g-spot. I jerked and grabbed, taking a handful of hair.

“You’ve never pulled my hair before, my love,” Alvar whispered.

I then felt the tug as she leaned in. Followed immediately by Mahy, gasping and rocking her hips while impaled on my cock. I knew at once that Alvar was performing oral on Mahy. She had insinuated heavily that she and Morgalis had been lovers, but I hadn’t witnessed Alvar with another woman properly before. Not like this.

Alvar. My beautiful, sweet princess. My wife. My love. The broken woman made whole. Now lapping at Mahy’s clit, while my assistant squirmed and whimpered in obvious pleasure.

“Princess, have you seen Mahy?”

I froze as I heard Morgalis’s voice. Mahy let out a squeak of shock, but Alvar only made an obvious moan. Morgalis must have heard it, as the sound of the door closing was obvious this time. Hurried footsteps as she came into the room and Alvar let out a soft bark of laughter.

I caught a glimpse of a dress being tossed aside before a pair of arms wrapped around Mahy’s shoulders. From the legs that wrapped around her waist before the weight on my lap doubled, I now had two naked women on my lap. Which didn’t stop the questing fingers rubbing around inside me.

“Is that good love?” Morgalis whispered.

“So good,” Mahy nodded.

“And Alvar was nice to you, wasn’t she?”

“I was so close,” Mahy moaned softly.

“Alvar?” Morgalis called down.

Mahy jerked in my lap once more. I heard the sounds of kissing, along with the wet sounds of a mouth on a pussy. Mahy writhed above me. Though pinned in place, it was little more than stirring my cock inside her. Which was the perfect accompaniment to the fingers pressed into me. I grit my teeth as Mahy was going wild in my arms.

“You look like you’re enjoying this so much,” Morgalis whispered.

“I am,” Mahy whined. “I’m going to explode-MMM!”

Those words had me rolling my eyes. The first jet of my seed sprayed up into Mahy’s greedy pussy. That set off a chain reaction and Mahy let out a muffled cry of ecstasy. Her pussy throbbed around me, and Princess Alvar continued pleasuring us both. Mahy would likely have been screaming, if not for the demanding kiss Morgalis had placed upon her lips. The two ladies were clutching almost viciously to one another. Mahy’s entire body shook and quaked, while Morgalis held her steadily in place.

My cock erupted over and over again. Ropes of my seed were sprayed deep into Mahy, all the while Alvar continued to rub my g-spot to milk out as much as she could. I could only hold on, or lay back and wait for it to stop, and that’s what I did. Slumping back, I waited for my cock to stop shooting lightning bolts of pleasure through me.

I found myself laying back, twitching occasionally. Cool air wafted over my cock as Morgalis helped Mahy stand up. My assistant was a blushing, trembling mess as she got to her feet, before Morgalis sat her on the edge of the tub to one side. When I looked at them both, Alvar moved out of the way to give me a better view as Mahy spread her legs.

Morgalis leaned in and I watched as a line of my seed dripped out between Mahy’s labia. That was Morgalis’s goal, and she leaned in, extending her pink tongue as she gently lapped it up.

“That looks so good,” Alvar whispered.

Morgalis heard her too. With my cum smeared over her tongue, the princess’s assistant turned and kissed her. Alvar accepted the kiss eagerly while Mahy gave me a tired smile. When they broke, Alvar smiled and Morgalis did as well. There was a love there. The love of old friends who want what’s best for one another and weren’t above sharing a few things. That love was replaced with one tinged with lust as Morgalis turned back to Mahy, and Alvar turned her eyes to me.

“Whenever possible, there will be a woman. Willing, wet and ready to take and sate you, as often as necessary,” she said, grasping my cock once more. “You’re still hard, my love.”

“Are you honestly surprised by that?” I asked, gesturing to Mahy, whose eyes were rolling as Morgalis feasted on the treat I left behind in her lover.

“So providing you with a sapphic show, is a way to improve your stamina?” Alvar giggled as she stood and turned to face me. She squatted down, bringing my slimy cock to her pussy, and pressed me into the entrance. “Brought to heel, bred and doted on,” Alvar said with a chuckle and she slid down onto my cock herself.

“I have far too much respect for either of you to think that way,” I pointed out.

“We know,” Mahy whimpered.

“But that isn’t going to stop how we feel,” Alvar gasped as she raised her hips and lowered herself once more. “Between you and me, love,” Alvar leaned in, pressing her chest into my own. “Only one person has ever brought me to heel. And I do feel rather bred and doted on.”
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“Good day to you, princess,” the tavern owner gave a polite bow.

Alvar returned the gesture before moving away. Denat, dressed in more finery than I’d ever seen him gave us a look over. There were going to be a few rumors by the end of this trip. It turned out that most of our fun had been overheard by a terrified maid who had been doing laundry behind a privacy screen. By the time she realized she shouldn’t be there, she was too scared to leave.

Magi Naffnia almost had an aneurism when she discovered the hole in her own security. She’d been especially prickly this morning. Going as far as ripping up the seats in the carriage before allowing anyone else to enter. There had been talk about reprimanding the maid. Dara had made a point, backed up by Alvar to ensure that wasn’t the case. In fact, with a quiet word from Morgalis, the embarrassed young woman had been given a tidy sum of coins and an offer for a new job in the capital should she wish for it.

Something about a good maid knowing when to keep her mouth closed. Whether she took the option or not wasn’t anything I cared about. I was just glad to be out of that situation. Only now, I was in a carriage seated between my wife and Niam, while Sera, Naffnia Morgalis and Mahy sat across from us.

“So, we’re on schedule to reach Drapoi a little after noon,” Morgalis announced. “We’ve got tea and some snacks for the trip. Garbrid activity in the area has been low since the last clearing, so we should be in for a quiet trip.”

“Quieter than last night, I hope,” Niam whispered.

Alvar burst into laughter, startling everyone, including me. She was bent over, clutching at her stomach while Niam blushed, having not realized she said that out loud.

Magi Naffnia rolled her eyes and leaned back in her seat, while Morgalis pulled Mahy into her side. Only Sera kept up the stern expression as she stared at the teen. I reached over and patted Niam’s knee, assuring her it was okay while Alvar tried to get ahold of herself.
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The carriage rumbled along. With the curtains pulled wide, we noticed the sudden darkening of the sky as we passed through the gatehouse. True to Morgalis’s words, it was only a little after noon by the time we entered. In fact, Magi Naffnia still held a cool cup of tea that she had been nursing.

We were now in the city of Drapoi, a well-established farming town. Or… perhaps city? I wasn’t sure how it all worked here. Most of the population centers in this world resembled megacities from sci-fi novels. Hundreds of thousands of people crammed into high-density housing. Unlike those sci-fi novels though, rather than push people to compete, it had the opposite effect and promoted cooperation. That didn’t mean crime didn’t exist. More that basic needs were met as a priority. People didn’t riot and commit crimes when they comfortably had a roof over their head and a meal in their bellies.

I could only hope that was the norm for most of the kingdom. I knew that bribery and corruption would be a problem just about everywhere, at some level. So long as that level of corruption did not negatively affect the majority, it was considered normal to a point. How that translated to a fantasy society without modern convenience, I was still learning. But I knew it was there beneath the surface and sooner or later I’d run into it.

“What can you tell me about this place?” I asked.

“Drapoi is one of the larger farming towns in the north. They grow a variety of cold weather produce and export to most major cities, including the capital,” Morgalis spoke up. “We shall be meeting with the ruling family. Duke and Duchess Vellus will meet us at the inner wall and give us a tour of the upper city.”

“Just the upper city?” I asked.

“There will be a feast tonight to celebrate,” Morgalis continued. “And we will be leaving the day after tomorrow. There will be plenty of time for you to visit with the masses and heal who you can.”

“It’s a large city,” I said with a frown. “I didn’t realize how many would be here. It might be better to stay a few days⁠—”

“Not if we’re to remain on schedule, princess,” Morgalis interrupted and gave me an apologetic smile. “We have a mission to complete. If we drag things out here, we will inevitably drag things out again.”

“There is no reason we cannot visit once more,” Alvar said and patted my knee. “Besides, after our baby is born, we will need to tour the kingdom once more.”

I frowned at that. The idea of travelling with a newborn bothered me. Then again, I could heal any illnesses that would spring up for a baby of that age.

“Fine,” I said reluctantly. “I understand what you’re both telling me. We’ll make it work as best we can.”

“Thank you,” Morgalis said.

Magi Naffnia gave me a strange look before turning her head to look out the window. Sera and Niam remained silent, only watching on in case they needed to speak.

The carriage continued through the town. Familiar architecture filled the windows. I watched on, seeing the various homes and businesses. Though there were larger buildings in the background, which seemed odd to me. The city of Cropis was a busy one. Buildings haphazardly thrown in wherever they could fit. It was a bustling place. By comparison, Drapoi was extremely organized. The buildings were in neat rows that extended far into the distance.

“You’ve never seen farming like this, have you, love?” Alvar asked.

“These buildings are the farms?” I wondered aloud. “That makes sense, I guess.”

I kept my questions to myself for now. We were getting a tour. I just hoped they’d include the farms so I could see for myself how they worked. It looked to me like this was going to be some kind of hydroponics system, but how that worked in this kind of world, I had no idea.

The carriage continued to trundle along until we reached some kind of inner gate. There, we came to a gentle curve and halted.

“Ready everyone?” Sera asked, her smile was bright and excited, she had never been outside Cropis.

“After me, ladies,” Magi Naffnia said firmly and nodded as Denat came into view.

The old man was dressed in far nicer clothing than he had before. He gave a good grin as he opened the door. “Ladies,” he said with a graceful bow.

Naffnia stepped out and regarded the surroundings as Morgalis and Mahy stepped out next. They moved to each side as I moved next. Mahy took my hand and helped me out, though it was entirely unnecessary. There was a crowd waiting for us, but I ignored them in favor of reaching back to take Alvar’s hand.

She smiled widely at me as I helped her down and remained at my side as we turned to face our greeters together. Though we did wait as Sera and Niam climbed out behind us. Our belongings would be taken to wherever it was that we were staying this evening. The people before us were clearly members of nobility. A dozen of them, ranging from the elderly couple at the front, to a pair of babes being held by young mothers who were dressed in what I assumed was the latest fashion.

“Princesses Alvar and Dara,” the old man bowed, with his wife mimicking the action. “I trust your journey was pleasant?”

“Quite, Duke Vellus,” Alvar said politely. “The roads were quiet and comfortable.”

“Grand,” the old man smiled at the praise.

“If you would accompany us, we will take you for refreshments before the tour,” Duchess Vellus added.

Alvar seemed happy with this response and with a slight tug, I followed along. The inner wall seemed to be a simple defensive structure, not unlike the keep in Cropis. There wasn’t much in the way of housing and infrastructure within the walls. The keep itself was also rather simple. A large square structure with heavy doors on the second level, and a ramp with a drawbridge to cut off access. Almost a motte and bailey design. Though I also knew that, for the most part, the defenses were built to handle animal attacks during the clearing. Not against aggressive neighbors.

“We were pleased to receive word you were heading in our direction first,” the duchess smiled as she led the way up the ramp towards the keep.

Whether she meant it or not, I wasn’t about to judge. The woman was a politician, though. And I left that sort of talk to Alvar as I looked around. Which was when I noticed one of the guards with our caravan. He was being helped off his horse, and I could see a bulky wad of bandages around his leg.

“Dara?” Alvar tugged my arm. “You stopped.”

“Hmm?” I jerked, realizing everyone was looking at me. “Sorry, my love. I need a moment.”

Pulling free, I ignored Magi Naffnia’s indignant shout as I hurried back down the ramp towards the guards. One of them saw me coming and turned with a smile.

“Princess, there’s no need⁠—”

“What happened?” I demanded.

The soldier heard my tone and nodded. “One of the scouts, they range about looking for danger. And… Well, he found it, princess.”

“I will say this once, and once only,” I said in a tone loud enough for most of the nearby guards and soldiers to hear me. “If one of you is injured badly enough to require medical attention on this journey, you are to bring them to me as soon as it is safe to do so. Am I understood?”

“Yes princess,” the guard bowed.

I stepped past the man and looked at the soldier with the injured leg. “Teeth or claw?”

“Claw, princess,” the soldier said shyly. “Garbrid in a tree. Wasn’t paying attention, and it leaped. My horse saved me the worst of it and the beast was put down when it followed me back.” He sighed. “Entirely my fault, I’m afraid.”

“I’m not interested in fault.” I held up my hand and cast a scan. “My interest is only in regards to the injury itself.”

I noted the start of an infection setting in. The claws had missed the chain mail he wore and sank into the soft leather of his pants as it hit the ground. The weight of the garbrid was enough to carve through and he was lucky to not have lost his life.

“Cleanse infection,” I cast. Then followed it up with, “Seal Wound.”

The man’s eyes brightened, and he licked his lips as he stood on his previously injured leg. “Thank you, princess Dara.” He bowed.

“If there are injured, I’m to be told. Understood?” I glared at the surrounding men.

“Umm, princess,” one of them muttered. “What about old wounds?”

“Show me,” I said, urging him forward.

“My finger broke it a while back and now it dislocates⁠—”

“Scan,” I interrupted.
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I dismissed the pop-up as I was brought into a sitting room. There, I found myself surrounded by unfamiliar faces. The duke and duchess had stood back and were talking with what looked like one of the servants. Sera and Niam were standing with Morgalis and Mahy, who watched on. I was beside Alvar with Magi Naffnia at our backs. Which left us facing a dozen nobles.

“I scarcely believe it,” a younger man, probably a late teen, stared at me. “You just healed them. So quickly.”

“Don’t ogle the princess, fool,” a young lady who I’d have to guess was his sister nudged him in the ribs.

“If only she could do something to shut that mouth of yours up,” another snickered.

“Enough, all of you,” one of the older men snapped at them all. “You’re making fools of yourselves in front of the future queens of this kingdom.”

“Thank you, sir,” Alvar nodded at the man. “Though I am not immune to the gossip myself.”

“I meant no offense,” the young man said, nodding in my direction.

“None taken.” I smiled as Alvar pressed into my side. “However, if there is in fact something wrong with that mouth of yours, I would be happy to see what I could do.”

That brought a few chuckles out, and the group began to relax once more. Naffnia made a soft harrumph behind us, but I ignored her as Alvar delved into her role. She laughed and smiled as servants brought over food and drink. She even made a point to send the servants over to Morgalis and the others so they could eat, too. The only one who refused was Naffnia, who did so with a glare.

I felt very much like a third wheel. Alvar made sure to keep me at her side and pressed me lightly for input. She asked my opinion on matters, while prodding me for suggestions on others. The nobles were taken aback by my support of non-magical healing. But things turned awkward again when the topic of pregnancy came up.

“How?” the same older teen stared at Alvar. “If you’re both women, who is the father? Does that mean⁠—”

“Horace, you certainly have a way of putting your foot in your own mouth,” the same older man spoke over him.

“I can’t be the only one thinking it. Two wives⁠—”

“Enough, you fool!” the noble snapped, loudly enough the entire room turned to stare at him.

“Chorale, is there a problem?” Duke Vellus asked, approaching the group.

“I apologize for my outburst, my lord. It was unbecoming of my station,” the older noble bowed immediately.

“Horace tried to invite himself for a threesome,” the young noble’s sister muttered just loud enough for the duke to hear her.

The old man’s eye twitched, and I had to wonder if this was a more common problem than originally thought.

“Horace—”

“I just wanted to know how two women could father a baby!” he protested loudly.

The duke turned and regarded the two of us. Alvar kept a polite smile on her face, but I could tell she was annoyed. I was too, if I were being honest. This wasn’t the first time we’d been weirdly pursued by an overeager noble. Though I didn’t think this time things were going to end with an attempted rape and the potential exile of an entire noble family.

“Horace, you are to remain within your rooms for the rest of the princesses stay,” the duke ordered softly.

“But—”

“Leave now,” the duke snapped. “Before you embarrass yourself and our city any further.”

The young man frowned, but turned on his heel and left. The one who was likely his sister left as well. Either to continue to chastise him or because she knew what was coming and headed it off before the duke could order it.

“Princess Alvar and princess Dara, you have my sincerest apologies for any insult given,” the duke bowed.

“Any insult given was measured by your quick and appropriate response,” I said diplomatically. “I would like to think Horace meant no ill will, and I do not seek further punishment. Let that be the end of it.”

“As you wish,” the duke said with a relieved smile. “Now, unless the mood has shifted, would you care for a tour of our fair city?”
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“Wow.”

The word slipped out before I could contain myself. The interior of this building was clearly for show. And it didn’t disappoint.

“I am pleased it has given that impression,” the duchess said with a genuine laugh.

“It’s a good starting point. The farms are far more basic, but rely on the same design and concept,” Duke Vellus explained as he walked arm in arm with his wife.

The younger members of the nobility were no longer with us. A polite set of instructions had gone out, and they had made themselves scarce. Though I had overheard something about planning for the celebration this evening. I figured I’d see them again later. Right now, I was just enjoying the opportunity to stretch my legs.

“The ponds are filled with fish,” the duke explained. “Admittedly, the ones living here are more decorative, but they still fulfill a purpose,” he said, gesturing to a row of artificial ponds that ran around the edge of the building. We strode around, following in a clockwise direction. “We feed the fish and supply them with fresh water.”

“Where does the water come from?” I asked.

“We have an elementalist on hand with a specialty over water,” the duke said. “We also have access to several wells, but that is a far slower process hauling water by the bucketful.”

I nodded. “So this is aquaponics, then?” I guessed.

“Ah… I am unfamiliar with that word?” the duke frowned in confusion.

“You feed the fish, the fish poop, you collect the poop with the water and use it to water the plants,” I pointed out, before looking up. “The glass panels on the roof let in light, while stopping it from getting too cold in here, letting you farm through the winter.”

“Ah… yes,” the duke said, nodding slowly. “Aquaponics, you say?”

“If it’s fish, yes,” I nodded. “If you just add nutrients to the water and skip the fish, it’s hydroponics.”

“I see,” the duke said, his eyes thoughtful.

I didn’t think it mattered all that much, but I wouldn’t be surprised if the ‘new term’ would be floated around. If only to appease me in my new career path. In truth, I didn’t care all that much. What I did care about was how beautiful this place was. A row of thick trees that looked like oaks ran the length of the warehouse. With the glass roof, there was plenty of light and the ground was covered in lush grass, with rows of flowers dotted about. It looked like the perfect place for a picnic. Which seemed to be the point as the duke and duchess smiled at Alvar and me as we walked.

“I’m glad you are enjoying the scenery,” the duchess said. “Tonight’s festivities will be in a similar setting.”

“You honor us,” Alvar said and dipped her head slightly with a gentle smile.

“It’s not often we receive a visitor of your esteem,” said the duke who also bowed slightly. “We have even made considerations regarding your consumption of alcohol.”

“Oh shit,” I said.

“Is that a problem?” The duke asked, suddenly looking concerned.

“Not that,” I said, smiling to reassure the man. “I’m simply trying to balance the ideals of letting people choose to live as they wish. While at the same time promoting healthy outcomes and better decision making. I was unaware that my instructions had already made it this far.”

“The news of the princess’s pregnancy has spread far and wide,” the duchess smiled brightly. “It has brightened many dark days since news of the attack on Cropis.”

I frowned, and they realized right away they’d touched on a sore spot.

“Let’s not dwell on the unpleasantness of recent memory.” Alvar put her arm around me and pulled me close for a moment. By the time I realized she was trying to kiss me, I was more embarrassed about the situation I was currently in than I was bothered by the memory of our true goal for this trip.
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Hours later and with the sunlight fading fast, Alvar and I were brought, along with our entourage, to a similar building as the first. In fact, it was just beside it. The doors were open and there was music coming from within. Tables and chairs had been set up on the soft grass, while blankets and piles of pillows had been set up in cozy spots around the trees. The largest, in the center, was the main attraction. It had a small stage before it, while strings of lanterns were hung from the branches like a living chandelier.

“It’s beautiful,” Alvar said as she gazed around her.

I nodded along and felt my wife pull me further inside. The duke and duchess were speaking with members of their family. The younger man who had made a fool of himself was nowhere to be seen. His sister, though, gave a polite bow as we passed by.

“Dance with me?” Alvar asked.

I smiled and nodded as we hurried to the stage. Magi Naffnia was along for the ride. Her form fitting outfit was replaced with a sort of ballgown. Alvar and I were in similar, while Sera and Niam wore more casual dresses that fit in with Mahy and Morgalis. To my relief, Denat was here too. The old bugger was smiling at us alongside Naffnia as Alvar dragged me onto the stage and swung into my arms.

The musicians got the hint and began to pluck a quicker tune. Much to Alvar’s delight as I held her in my arms. The two of us swayed for a moment before I pushed Alvar away. With a grip on her hand, the push turned into a spin and I stepped along with her. We bobbed, swayed and spun in one another’s arms. Niam was the first to join us. She dragged Sera along, who put up a valiant effort to deny the exuberant teen.

Seeing her make the first move though, broke Mahy, who rushed forward, dragging Morgalis along with her. Until, there were three duos twirling around on the stage. We danced for a time, and at some stage, we began swapping partners. Mahy was delighted to dance with me, while Niam was embarrassed to the point of blushing and silence. The only two of our group who didn’t dance were Denat, who pleaded off with a grin, and Naffnia, who glared at the suggestion of joining us.

While we were distracted, more guests began to arrive and the smell of fresh pastries and meat filled the air. Alvar and I were dragged from our fun and the clinking of some glasses.

“In the shadow of tragedy, comes the light of joy,” the duke announced. “Our dear Princess Alvar has found her life partner. A strong, courageous and modest woman. Princess Dara will keep our future queen safe, and has already provided an heir as that first step. I look forward to the future of this kingdom, and the prosperity it shall bring to us all!”

A cheer rang out, and Mahy appeared to one side, urging us to approach a table where we were seated at the head. Food had been brought out already, but now, a massive creature, spitted and glistening with sauce, was carried in. The animal vaguely resembled a cow, though it had six legs and a short, thick tail.

“Oh, this is going to be good,” Alvar licked her lips in anticipation.

“You’ve had this before,” Mahy leaned over to whisper. “It’s a common meat served in many dishes. Having one prepared like this is a rare treat. They eat mostly fish in this town.”

“Thank you,” I said, nodding at Mahy as she leaned back to say something to Morgalis, who sat with her.

The duke smiled brightly as he walked over to the massive creature. From his pocket, he withdrew a small knife and before the crowd, he selected a spot. Right on the back of its shoulder. He scored the meat, cutting out a slice, before bringing it to his nose.

“Oh, this is my favorite part,” he laughed, before placing the meat in his mouth.

He chewed quickly, making a show of rubbing his stomach.

“Testing for poison?” I guessed.

“It’s an old tradition,” Alvar agreed.

But I ignored her as I kept an eye on the duke. Something tugged at my consciousness. The man seemed to realize something was wrong, just as I did.

“Dara?” Alvar gasped as I launched to my feet.

There was a murmur of confusion as I slipped around the table and ran towards the duke. Someone must have realized something was wrong, because the duchess was only a moment behind me, racing over from her own seat. Along with her were a pair of guards who looked like they weren’t sure what they were doing. The duke, though, clutched at his throat and stared at me in horror.

“You’re okay,” I assured him. “What are you feeling?”

“Breathless,” he gasped. “Can’t breathe!”

I could guess, but rather than doing so, I hit him with a scan. My power flooded his body and almost at once, I confirmed. Cyanide worked quickly. Binding to the mechanism within the body’s cells, responsible for oxidization. Basically, he was suffocating from within. And considering how quickly it was taking effect, there must have been a lot of it on that meat. Or perhaps on his knife? It didn’t matter.

I thought about how to help him. Whether cleanse infection would be enough, I didn’t have a lot of time. Brain damage would be possible, and while I could cure that, I might not be able to cure the damage that came with it. With no other choice, I pushed on my will and delved in with raw casting.

My goal was to seek out the cyanide and force it to unbind and break down within the body. I kept my instructions vague so the spell would be able to help with more than just cyanide. The process would be the same. Break it down, make it harmless, and let the body pass it naturally. The last thing I wanted was for a spell to force a poison to leach through the skin and contaminate something else. That would only cause further problems.

I felt the mana flood my body, rushing through my mind and into the dukes. I felt a hand grab my arm, but it vanished with a burst of heat. I couldn’t be distracted right now and would deal with it later. My time was limited, and I did my best. The overwhelming feeling of mana rushing from my body was still there, but not to the proportions as when I first formed a spell.

“There,” I sighed, slumping slightly as I pulled back.

It was then, I noticed the duke staring at me. Beside him, holding the man, was his wife, while something thumped into my back. Magi Naffnia grabbed my shoulder as she glared testily around the room. I was surrounded by several armed guards, including one who was sporting a rather burned hand.

“Put your weapons away, immediately,” the duke whispered softly, as he tried to regain his composure. “And pray that when the king finds out, he does not sweep this town from the map.”
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“Alvar, where is⁠—”

“Hush,” she nudged me.

I frowned as my wife ushered me towards the portal. Duke Vellus looked pale. The duchess looked like she wanted to vomit. The other guests stood around either gossiping or staring in horror as things fell apart around them. And the guards had been ordered from the building and amongst it all—worst of all—Morgalis had vanished. Something I knew for certain since Mahy looked like anxiety incarnate as she wrung her hands.

We stepped through a moment later. Right into the king’s meeting chamber. There were shouts ringing out and several guards had come to attention. A portal was the spell of a member of royalty, so there was no confusion about the importance of it being here. Alvar and I were first through, with Magi Naffnia following a step behind. Denat came next, along with Sera and Niam. Only Mahy hesitated. She stood back, and it was only when I reached back through that she finally followed.

“Miss Dara?”

“Alvar knows what is going on,” I said, hoping that was true.

Mahy nodded and our last glimpse of the other side vanished as Alvar closed the portal.

“Mahy,” Alvar called softly as she moved over. “She will be fine.”

“How do you know that?” Mahy asked.

“Because she is the most capable woman I know.” Alvar reached out and took Mahy’s hand. “She and I spoke at great length about you, and how much you should be told.”

“Me?” Mahy asked, sounding hurt.

“And Dara,” Alvar admitted. “We hoped to bring it up when things got quiet once more, but… well, things have happened now.”

“She’s not just your assistant, is she?” I asked.

“No,” Alvar confirmed. “She is far more than that.”

“I know she does other jobs for you,” Mahy protested.

“But not to the extent, I’m sure.” Alvar shook her head. “We should return to our rooms for now. Then we can talk.”

Mahy looked at me, and I gave her a reassuring smile. I wasn’t entirely sure what Alvar was going to say, but I could guess. There was a reason I found Morgalis a little scary and why she’d alluded a few times about investigating. She was far more than she appeared. I just hoped it didn’t break Mahy’s heart when she found out the extent of it.

Before we could get far though, King Alaisdair rushed into the room, staring in shock.

“What happened?” he demanded.

“Someone poisoned Duke Vellus,” I replied.

“The… the duke?” the king asked with a frown. “I worried…”

“I am well, father. We all are, even the duke,” Alvar walked over and hugged her father.

The king smiled and looked up at me. I didn’t hesitate as I hugged him as well, before the hurried steps of the queen joined us.

“You’re both okay?” she asked, joining the hug.

“We’re fine,” I promised. “Everyone is fine. Morgalis is doing her thing.”

“Wonderful, we’ll have answers soon then,” the queen pulled back before noticing Mahy. “Oh.”

“My queen,” Mahy curtseyed. It was clear she didn’t like feeling left out of the loop.

“My sincerest apologies, dear girl,” the queen moved over to Mahy and hugged her. “I hope you forgive us, and her.”

Mahy trembled when the queen pulled away. Alvar spoke with her parents for a moment longer. I heard something about food and with that, Alvar whisked us along to her rooms. Magi Naffnia followed the whole way, only leaving us be when we reached the door. She was the one to escort Sera, Niam, and Denat to their own rooms for the night. I didn’t think we’d be heading back this evening, so I kicked my shoes off and took Mahy by the hand.

She appeared lost. At least lost in her thoughts as she sat with me at a small table where Alvar and I ate together.

“Oh,” Mahy perked up. “I should make tea.”

“I have it,” Alvar laughed softly. Sure enough, she had a kettle over the fire that had been lit by a servant before we’d arrived at the room. “Morgalis and I used to practice together. We had tea parties and while I admit she does a better job than I do, tea is something I can do.”

Mahy nodded and turned to stare at me. “Morgalis.”

“I suspect there is going to be a story here,” I told her.

“There is,” Alvar confirmed as she made her way back over. “Just waiting for it to boil. Right now though,” she paused and slipped her hand into a fold of her dress where a hidden pocket had been sewn. From it, she withdrew a familiar-looking mirror. Only rather than a portal, it was dark fabric on the other side. Alvar gave the fabric a small scratch, before setting the mirror down before Mahy.

Mere moments later, there was movement, and the fabric shifted as a dainty set of fingers appeared. I realized that the other end of the portal was a mirror like this one. And it had been placed in a pocket similar to Alvar’s. There was a blur of movement through the small portal before a familiar mouth appeared before it.

“Alvar, is there something wrong?” Morgalis whispered.

“M-my love?” Mahy leaned in.

Morgalis’s lips split in a soft gasp. “Mahy… I’m sorry.”

“Where are you?” Mahy asked. “Are you safe?”

Morgalis smiled softly. “I’m… I’m safe,” she said in a tone that to me, sounded like someone very much not safe, but wanted to project the opposite. “I need to make this quick,” Morgalis whispered. “There is a lot of movement here. I don’t believe there is a threat to the crown, but I need to be certain.”

“Do what you need, Morgalis,” Alvar spoke up.

“I will contact you when I am ready,” Morgalis replied. “And Mahy?”

“Yes?” Mahy answered in a trembling tone.

“Not a day goes by that isn’t brightened by the love you give me,” Morgalis crooned. “Even if you cannot forgive me, I shall love you eternal⁠—”

Her words cut off. I smiled despite the situation. Mahy snatched the mirror off the table. Morgalis’s mouth was so close that Mahy was able to kiss her right through it. When she broke, Mahy was crying softly and Morgalis’s hand shifted up to wipe a tear of her own.

“Come back to me, please?” Mahy begged softly.

“Always, my love,” Morgalis promised. “Alvar, I shall be in touch.”

“Be safe, for both our sakes,” Alvar ordered gently.

Morgalis took that as her permission to leave. The portal flung around for a moment, ending up back inside some hidden pocket. Alvar picked up the mirror and slipped it back into her own pocket.

“Is that…” Mahy smirked, even as she wiped the tears from her eyes. “Is that the same mirror?”

“Yes,” said Alvar and nodded.

Mahy blushed slightly and gave me a smile. I realized what that meant and tried not to blush as well. Thankfully for me, while Mahy and I had been distracted with the mirror, Alvar had finished with the tea and had gone to retrieve it.

“She said she loves me.” Mahy squirmed in her seat.

“First time?” I asked.

Mahy nodded. “I told her, but… she hasn’t… until now.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. If that was her reaction now, I could only hope that it would continue after Alvar explained things fully. Because I had a feeling it was going to be heavier than Mahy would expect. Though hopefully not as bad as I feared.

“Here now,” Alvar, the woman in question, spoke. “Let me see if I can still manage this.”

“I can help,” Mahy offered.

“Nonsense,” Alvar refused. “It’s been a long time, but this is bringing me back some fond memories.”

Mahy nodded along and waited as Alvar did a fair job of pouring tea. Including a cup for herself, before she sat down with a thin smile and looked at the both of us.

“How much have you figured out, my love?” Alvar asked me.

“If not figured out, I’ve assumed a lot,” I said and shrugged as I picked up the cup of tea. It was hot and good. She might have talked herself down, but I couldn’t fault it.

“This is delicious,” Mahy confirmed as she sipped her own.

“Thank you,” Alvar said and smiled as she picked up her cup for the first time and took a sip. “I suppose I did well enough.”

The three of us laughed softly before I shifted in my seat. Alvar took the hint and sighed. “Understand, both of you. This is difficult for me, for no other reason than I have hidden this secret for most of my life. Morgalis has as well.”

“I figured as much,” I conceded. “I’m most curious about the depth of her work.”

“I have never ordered an assassination,” Alvar replied quickly.

“What?” Mahy gasped.

Alvar winced and nodded slowly. “Morgalis is my assistant, and you’ve seen how close we are. As girls, we shared enough similarities that before my… attack, she would act as my double at times. We haven’t always enjoyed the stability we do now and there were dangers for a princess.”

“There still are,” I reminded them.

“Exactly,” Alvar said. “Morgalis was my companion. A playmate, and then a friend, and then more like a big sister at times. And while I was trained to read, write and act like a princess, she was taught to shadow my footsteps and keep me safe from harm.”

“How is this not like being your assistant?” Mahy asked.

“Because it goes far deeper than you’re thinking,” I guessed. “She’s more like Naffnia, isn’t she?”

“Yes,” Alvar agreed. “Morgalis, on top of everything else, is my bodyguard. She never goes anywhere unarmed. And… though I have never seen it personally. I know that she has used them.”

“My Morgalis has hurt people?” Mahy asked.

“Bad people,” Alvar assured. “People who were trying to hurt me, her or… sometimes other people.”

“My Morgalis?” Mahy trembled.

“You need to understand, Mahy,” Alvar reasoned. “Our kingdom may be a peaceful one by and large. But crimes still exist. Rape, murder, theft, smuggling and worse. They are far from the surface and well away from the public eye, but it happens, and it needs to be dealt with.”

“I thought this world was too peaceful,” I said with a shake of my head. “It’s just hidden, isn’t it?”

“Very much so,” Alvar admitted. “There are two legal systems. The first, people see every day, and they do the bulk of it. The guards patrolling the streets, the soldiers on the walls protecting our cities. Even when that idiot magi tried to have you arrested, the public legal system was in place.”

“You’re making me think she’s some kind of spy,” Mahy said and shook her head.

Alvar and I exchanged a look, and Alvar let out a soft sigh. “That’s closer than you’d think. She doesn’t visit foreign nations, nor does she poison nobles, or stalk visiting dignitaries. But if a threat is made against the crown, or a particularly vicious or heinous crime is committed…”

“How often do you actually exile people?” I asked.

“You are referring to the man who attacked Missy?” Alvar asked.

“That’s who I was thinking of, yes.” I nodded.

“He was exiled, yes. They found his corpse less than a day’s walk from Cropis. Torn to shreds by wild animals,” Alvar said with a twisted frown. “Depending on the time of year and the latest clearings, sometimes they don’t get that far.”

She sat for a moment before sighing. “To answer your question properly, though. No, that matter was handled publicly. However, after the attack on Cropis, you were informed that some people had remained behind and fallen victim to the necromancer?”

I felt a pit of dread open within me. “Yes?”

Alvar nodded slowly. “Firstly, Morgalis was not involved directly and I know of it only in passing since my father didn’t wish to discuss it. One of the groups who were turned by the necromancer, were not defying orders to evacuate. They were chained in place and left to die by the people who held them captive.”

“Fuck,” I growled and slumped in my seat.

“Morgalis, is involved with this?” Mahy asked in a soft tone.

“In a limited capacity,” Alvar said. “Her concerns are directly related to me. So rest assured her work is aligned almost solely with my safety… And yours.”

“The man with the acid,” Mahy gasped.

Alvar nodded. “He was not exiled.”

“Morgalis killed⁠—”

“No,” Alvar shook her head quickly. “I forbade it, though… she wanted to. Yes.”

Mahy looked a little lost. “I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel about this.”

“Do you love her?” I asked.

“Yes,” Mahy answered immediately.

“Then feel that,” I suggested. “The rest doesn’t matter.”

Mahy frowned, then sighed and gave a small nod. “When will she come back?”

“That’s hard to tell,” Alvar answered softly. “Hopefully it won’t be all that long.”

We were interrupted at that point by a knock on the door. Mahy got up before Alvar could continue her maid act and answered it. The smell of roasted meat and vegetables filled the room and Mahy returned with a cart with our meals.

“The servant assured me the meals were tested before she delivered them,” Mahy said.

“Not that it would matter,” I admitted. “I’d just cure us if it happened.”

Mahy smiled, and Alvar patted my leg.
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It was the tongue lapping up the side of my cock that drew my attention. I was having a lovely dream, though the shadow currently licking my shaft was a surprise. My dream was utterly silent too. The tongue retracted and then started again. One long lick that made me twitch in response. This time, the tongue didn’t leave, but it gently swirled over the head, making me moan.

“Does that feel good, my love?” Alvar whispered.

“Mhm,” I groaned as my consciousness slowly began to insert itself. “How are you doing that?”

The mouth closed around the head of my cock. It was… almost hesitant, but it sucked gently and half of my length was trapped between those lips. Which was an extremely odd sensation for me, since I was laying half curled into Alvar’s side.

“You’re awake,” Alvar’s amused crooning met my ears.

“What’s going on?” I asked, as the mouth slid back and forth on my cock.

“Shh my love,” Alvar whispered. “I hope you don’t mind. This isn’t the first time we’ve done something like this.”

“Done something?” I blinked in the faint light.

It was still the middle of the night. Alvar, Mahy and I had eaten, bathed and gone to bed. I was the meat in the sandwich, with Alvar on one side and Mahy on the other. Only now, it was just Alvar and I lying in bed together, while… No… I lifted the blanket and…

“Is that the mirror?” I asked.

Where I expected to see my cock was the mirror, stuffed into my panties and held in place by the thin fabric.

“Over there, look,” Alvar nudged me.

I sat up slightly and looked over. By the fire was a pair of seats. In one of them was an obvious, nude female form. I couldn’t quite see who it was, but I could guess. In the firelight, I could make out the other figure. Morgalis, partially dressed and on her knees. And the mouth that slid up and down my cock matched the rhythm of Morgalis, bobbing over the woman in the chair.

“How is she?” Alvar asked.

“Good,” I admitted, feeling my own lust rise. I should be horrified by all this. At least… I think I should be. Truthfully, though, I was surrounded by beautiful women and… waking up to a blowjob was hardly the kind of thing I would be mad about.

“I wasn’t sure how well she would do,” Alvar admitted. “She hasn’t had much practice.”

I had been on the receiving end of Morgalis’s ministrations before. But it wasn’t just her, and we’d never gone much further. This was much, much further than she and I had ever been before.

“I’m almost jealous,” Alvar whispered in my ear as she held me close. “The taste of you, in my mouth,” Alvar crooned. “The feeling of you throbbing as you feed me.”

“Dammit, what’s gotten into you?” I groaned as Morgalis took me into her throat.

“Oh, she’s got a rough side to her,” Alvar giggled softly.

I looked over, and Morgalis was holding still. I could make out Mahy’s hand on the back of her head and it was only by her direction that Morgalis slowly dragged her mouth free of my cock.

“Now ride it,” Mahy’s voice echoed softly across the room.

Morgalis stood, and I watched as she spread her legs and settled over Mahy’s lap. I felt a hand grasp me and the warmth of a pussy slid along the tip of my cock.

“Definitely jealous,” Alvar whispered as Morgalis fit me to her entrance.

I groaned as Morgalis began to slide down. She was wet. Far wetter than I’d have guessed from Mahy’s treatment and the speed that this had all started. But I wasn’t given time to think about it as Alvar pushed me onto my back. She slipped her nightgown clad body over my own. Sitting up, I watched in the dim light as Alvar pulled that nightgown over her head, giving me the perfect view of her gorgeous breasts.

“You’re not inside me, my love,” Alvar whispered as she leaned down over me. “You’re inside, my best friend.”

“You sound more excited than I am,” I grunted as I felt my cock bottom out inside Morgalis’s pussy.

“Perhaps,” Alvar kissed me gently. “How does she feel?”

“She’s rocking her hips,” I grunted as I felt the way Morgalis was moving. “She’s really wet.”

“So am I,” Alvar giggled, before she started humping my crotch. “Don’t get distracted though,” she grinned. “You’re not inside me. You’re inside someone else.”

Her words were the truth, but it was still playing havoc with my brain. I knew objectively that I wasn’t having sex with Alvar. But she was the nude woman atop me. A nude woman that I loved and so I couldn’t help but thrust up my hips. Alvar giggled, rubbing herself against me as Morgalis moaned softly across the room with Mahy.

“Dammit Alvar,” I groaned.

“Morgalis,” Alvar giggled. “Say Morgalis.”

“Fuck,” I grunted as liquid began to pour through the portal over my crotch.

“MAHY!” Morgalis shrieked.

The sinister giggling from Mahy was too much. I grabbed hold of Alvar and pulled her into a kiss. Despite having no control, I thrust my hips up into her as my cock throbbed. I didn’t care where it was going, I just knew it felt too good that it no longer mattered. Jets of my seed sprayed into Morgalis as she trembled and came around me. I held onto my wife as she kissed me and between the combined efforts of them all, I lay slumped in the bed beside my wife.

Which is where I lay, when I heard Mahy clear her throat. “If you keep her hard. I’ll let you use it on me next.”

Alvar laughed softly when she heard me whimper.
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“So this was not a directed attack on the royal family?” King Alaisdair sighed in relief.

“No, my liege,” Morgalis replied. “I am still uncertain of the details. However, I believe it to be an unfortunate mistake.”

“The poisoning was a mistake?” I asked.

Morgalis grimaced and shook her head. “The poisoning was deliberate. The timing, and possibly the target, was the mistake. However, the specific details are unravelling other details that I am investigating.”

“Very well,” the king nodded. “Is it safe for the tour to continue?”

“I would recommend we refrain from eating in the keep for now,” Morgalis hedged. “But I am confident that we would be safe to return.”

The king nodded slowly, and even checked with a glance at his wife that she was in agreement. Queen Babesnye didn’t respond, other than to nod her head slightly as well.

“In that case, I shall refrain from having a proportional response,” the king announced.

“I shall give the Duke and Duchess Vellus the good news.” Morgalis bowed.

I knew then that Vellus had been right about his statement when I saved him. When his guards drew their weapons, the king might just have had them all killed. Though, from the way Morgalis was glaring, I couldn’t help but wonder if there might be a death or two either way. She looked angry. Far angrier than I had seen in a while. I couldn’t help but wonder about the cause. Clearly she knew something, but she hadn’t informed the king, which to me sounded like she didn’t have proof to give.

“If that is all then,” the king smiled at us. “Daughter, I bid you a safe trip once more.”

“Hopefully, the rest of our trip is less eventful,” Alvar said. “At least for now.”

“As long as it can,” I agreed.

Magi Naffnia shuffled behind me and I cringed when I realized she likely wasn’t fully aware of our true goal. She remained silent, though. Sera and Niam would have to wait as well. Though I felt bad for hiding it.

“I shall open the portal for you,” the king spoke up.

I bowed as Alvar did. The rest of our group did as well. The king smiled, and I watched his power activate. This portal was small. Unlike when he opened the large one out in the courtyard, this was personal. And whoever was on the other side let out a yelp.

Magi Naffnia went first, striding through, before Alvar made her way through, dragging me along. We stepped through into the same hall where the duke and duchess had brought us when we first arrived. The couple were hurrying towards us, looking nervous as our small group arrived.

“Princesses,” the duke bowed alongside his wife. “I am relieved to see you have returned. Though I am appalled to tell you that I have no news to share.”

“We will not be staying long,” Alvar smiled kindly. “This unpleasant situation has forced us to move on. Though we bear you and the city of Drapoi, no ill will.”

The ruling couple looked slightly crestfallen by those words. They didn’t sound upset though, as they bowed.

“If that is the wish of the crown, I shall do my best to accommodate you,” the duke announced.

It was then that I noticed Morgalis had slipped away once more. Mahy was frowning and glanced over at a side door. With that, I reached out, and she noticed my hand. She took it with a slight smile and I pulled her closer to me, where she settled at my side.

“She’ll be fine,” I promised her.

Mahy nodded slowly, before frowning slightly as she looked past me.

“Sorry?” I turned and noticed everyone was looking at me.

“The duke requested your assistance with his son. He fell ill and there is a fear that he might have been the true target of the poisoning last night.” Alvar nudged me.

I frowned and realized my mind was far away. “I can only apologize that I did not heal him before we left.”

“We did not know of his condition until the early hours this morning. He failed to return from breakfast, and one of his servants found him.”

“Take me to him,” I ordered.

The response was quick. The duke led me personally. Alvar and the rest followed behind and we wasted no time. The duke genuinely seemed concerned. Considering he was the victim last night, it made sense. We hurried through a few twists and turns. Following corridors and then up a flight of stairs. The hallways here were richly decorated and there were guards posted at regular intervals. So whoever the poisoner was, they must have been well known to have gotten through without trouble.

Furthering that opinion were the dozen strong guards outside the second to last door in this hallway. They saluted as the duke led us over. The closest to the doors swept it open, where I got my first look at him.

“Horace,” I said.

“Please, if you wish to punish him⁠—”

“No punishment,” I dismissed the idea as I approached the figure on the bed.

Beside him was his sister from earlier. She looked worried as she watched over her brother. He wasn’t doing much better. Sweating and breathing heavily, he was pale and barely conscious as his eyes slowly roamed the room, not looking at any one thing.

“Scan,” I cast, pulling the information from his body.

Only to be hit by an immediate problem. The damage wasn’t terribly severe. And it was certainly the same substance that had almost killed the duke. Except for Horace’s case… He had become poisoned, not by consuming it. But by absorption through his skin.

Specifically, his hands.
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Ikept my mouth shut until we were back in our room. Healing Horace had been a simple thing. Far less than his father. The teen had awoken, groggy and confused as his sister switched to a motherly persona. So very different from the teasing she had shown him earlier. Whatever their relationship, it wasn’t any of my business and I wasn’t about to risk my loved ones’ lives by pointing out what I had discovered right in front of them.

“Magi Naffnia, would you fetch Sera and Niam? Then accompany them into our room?” I asked softly.

Naffnia turned a stony glare towards me before nodding slowly. With my question, Mahy and Alvar had turned to look at me, though they remained silent as I stepped into the room and closed the door.

“Tea please, Mahy.” I smiled at her reassuringly.

“Dara—”

“Mahy,” I gave her a wider smile. “I would love some tea.”

“Yes,” Alvar beamed widely. “Some tea would be lovely. This entire situation has me rattled.”

Mahy looked at us both before nodding slowly. “Tea then. Shall I make enough for everyone?”

“Please do,” I said. “I’m not sure if Magi Naffnia will partake, but we should offer at the very least.”

“At once, princess Dara.” Mahy said formally, bowed and moved off.

I flinched at her tone. I deserved it. Mahy was confused, and this situation was stressful enough. I didn’t like high-roading her, but I wasn’t about to take any risks. If there was even the slightest chance someone was listening, I wanted Naffnia here before they had a chance to do anything. Preferably with Morgalis here as well, but she had already slipped away.

I sat down with Alvar. The fact I was sitting in the chair that Mahy had sat during her intimate moment with Morgalis didn’t escape my notice. Nor did it escape Mahy’s when she returned with the steaming teapot.

“Take your time,” I said, giving her a placating smile.

Mahy nodded slowly and did just that. She set out a small tray with enough teacups for everyone, while Alvar sat quietly beside me. When the door suddenly opened behind us, I jumped so hard that Mahy almost knocked over the teapot.

“Dara, what’s going on?” Sera asked as Naffnia whisked them inside.

“Oh, thank fuck for that,” I muttered to myself. “Okay, you’re all here. I just wanted everyone where I could see them in case this gets out of hand.”

Mahy trembled slightly, but held back on what she wanted to say. I could guess it was to ask about Morgalis, but we both knew she was on her own.

“When I healed Horace,” I said, catching everyone’s attention. “The poison was on his hands.”

Mahy started pouring tea into the cups. Her expression was stony as Naffnia straightened her shoulders and turned to face the door. She understood my concerns more than Sera and Niam. The latter frowned.

“Could he have touched it?” She asked.

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Sera patted the teen’s shoulder.

“How much?” Alvar asked. “Was this⁠—”

“Like he’d spilled it on himself and had tried to wipe it off on something,” I said, before realizing there might be a bigger problem. “He wiped it on something.”

“It might have been a handkerchief,” Alvar pointed out.

“Or it might have been a washcloth, or a hand towel,” I contradicted. “Naffnia, do you know where the kitchen is?”

The magi nodded slowly. “I believe so, princess.”

“Dara, this is dangerous,” Alvar pointed out.

I nodded in agreement. “But I can’t just sit here and wait. If he did, and it’s on a cloth, someone else might be poisoned. If it’s just the staff, they might not know any better. They might even hide it.”

Alvar grimaced, and I knew what I said was true.

“And Morgalis?” Mahy whispered softly.

“We’ll look for her,” I promised.

Alvar nodded and began handing out cups. I made sure to take a sip immediately. The porcelain crockery had been in the room without us. I left no doubt that the pot had not been poisoned and kept watch on the others in case they showed signs of reactions. To my relief, nothing came from it. I hoped I was being paranoid, that this was an isolated incident that got out of hand. I just didn’t know for certain. Or more importantly, if the perpetrator was going to take lengths to hide their tracks.

With a somber mood, we drank our tea. There was little in the way of conversation. After our tea, Alvar opened a portal. Sera and Niam were nervous about being sent to my room at Cleire’s inn, but it was Mahy who caused the problems.

“No.”

“Mahy—”

“Not without Morgalis,” Mahy protested. “She left on her own once. I won’t forgive myself if I’m not here now. I’ll stick close to you, nobody will question your assistant following you around.”

I thought about it, and I didn’t like it. That would only make Naffnia’s job harder if something did, in fact, go wrong. Other than a couple of small displays, I hadn’t seen much magic from the woman. I could only assume that it ate her mana up rather quickly, so she used it sparingly.

“Fine,” I sighed. “Don’t touch anything, follow my explicit instructions and if Alvar opens a portal, you’re to follow her, no matter what. Am I understood?”

Mahy opened her mouth to protest, only to notice the stern glare from the princess in question.

“We’ll stay on this side and not cause your mother any problems,” Sera offered through the portal.

“Very well,” Mahy said slowly. “I can accept that.”

I nodded and turned to Alvar. She cast one look at the ladies on the other side of the portal and when they moved to a safe distance, she closed it.

“Magi Naffnia?” I called softly.

“If you will follow me,” she said and bowed slightly.

The three of us stood and walked behind the magi as she strode from our rooms. It did indeed seem she knew where she was going. Either she had already scoped out where it was, or knew from a previous visit at some point. Magi Naffnia ignored the passing guards and servants, even the few nobles in the halls, who recognized the princess and me. We pushed on, making our way through the main hall.

The duke and duchess were not in attendance, and we made our way to a servant’s entrance on the far side. Nobody stopped to question us, though plenty of eyes watched on as Naffnia led us into a narrow corridor. It opened into a hallway beyond. Here, we could smell the cook fires and Naffnia was leading us straight towards them.

“Oh, pardon me,” a portly woman jolted as she came up a flight of stairs straight into the way of the magi.

“Wait.” I held up my hand before the woman could run. “Is that the kitchen?”

“Yes, princess,” she answered with a nervous edge. “And… Forgive me for saying. It’s best you not enter the kitchen right now. There is an illness spreading.”

“Naffnia,” I ordered.

“Take us,” Naffnia ordered the woman.

Her face went white, and she looked at the three of us before nodding and turned around. She led the way down the stairs, into a rather dark set of rooms. The only light came from the massive ovens and cook fires dotted about. Most of them weren’t currently burning, but there was a pair of ovens filled with baking bread.

“This way,” the cook weaved through the kitchen.

Several members of staff looked up. Some were scrubbing the floor, others were cutting vegetables. This place was well stocked with barrels of fruit and vegetables. I tried not to think about modern health standards and just appreciated that the ones scrubbing had some kind of soap. The cook moved on and took us to a curtained off section at the back of the room.

“In here, we’ve put them on the far side furthest from the door,” she said, showing us in.

We entered the room. It was like a barracks. The beds were small, but everyone had a blanket and a decent-looking pillow. There were buckets set up for bathing and waste. And in the darkest corner of the room was an alcove with three people.

“Please, you needn’t risk getting sick,” the cook protested lightly. “They will recover with time, I’m sure of it.”

“Let me be certain,” I said, moving ahead of Naffnia, who seemed to hesitate in the face of what could actually be an illness.

I didn’t blame her, but I had to know. I reached the first one, a young man—almost young enough to call a boy. He looked almost like Prince Horace had. Sweating and panting, his eyes were closed. I held out my hand and scanned him. I found exactly what I had feared. It wasn’t just on his hands, but his face, too. Like he’d used a soaked cloth to wipe his own hands, before using the same cloth to wipe his face. Lower concentrations, but enough to put him down. He might recover on his own, but there might be lasting damage.

The cook gasped as I used magic. I kept my voice to a whisper as I formed my new spell. It only took a second to erase the poison. Horace had been far worse. I then checked the next patient, a younger girl, about the boy’s age, and found an almost identical pattern. On the hands and face, like they had washed up and used the same towel. When I reached the third, a middle-aged woman, I couldn’t ignore it any further when I found the same results, though now I was quite low on mana.
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“Did they bathe last night? Or simply wash their hands and faces?” I asked.

The cook jumped as if I’d scalded her and thought for a moment. “It wasn’t their turn for bathing. We take it in turns to haul and heat water.” She added the last part, seeing the look on my face.

“I need to see where they would have washed their faces,” I demanded.

The cook nodded quickly and led us out of the room. Nearby was a sink. Made from a cut in half barrel, it was half filled with fresh water and had a freshly folded towel set beside it. More to the point, this sink was right beside one of the fires. One large enough to have wholly roasted the animal from the feast.

“When were the towels changed?” I asked.

“This morning, one of the maids came down and collected all the washing. Another replaces⁠—”

“Naffnia, laundry!” I snapped.

Naffnia whirled around quickly enough the cook let out a yelp. We hurried up the stairs and down the hall. Out a doorway at the back, we found a large space out in the sun. Dozens of lines were strung between poles in the ground. All of them were strung with sheets, clothing and whatever else was needed. There were clear sections for the clothing for the nobles and others for things like towels. Seeing an older woman squatting over a tub, scrubbing a towel like the one we were looking for, we hurried over.

“My ladies,” the woman said nervously as she looked up. “Is there something the matter?”

“Scan,” I hit her without prompting. The woman froze as she recognized magic and right away, I knew I had the source. “You’ve been poisoned,” I told her.

“I’ve been what?” The woman pulled her hands out of the tub.

“Poisoned,” I repeated, before knowing I had no choice. This level was tiny. She hadn’t touched the poison directly, but it was in the water. “Naffnia, destroy the towels.”

“Which ones?” the magi asked.

“All of them.”

“The towels?” The old woman blanched.

“Away from the tub,” I ordered. “Mahy, knock it over, don’t get wet.”

“Yes princess,” Mahy moved in.

“This is going to cause a scene,” Alvar warned me.

I held up my hand and pointed at the old woman, who stared at me like I was going to bite her. “Degrade Poison.”

I cut my power off, knowing I had cut things close. I was at around five percent of my mana left, and I could feel an ache in my chest.

“You pushed yourself too hard, didn’t you?” Alvar took my arm and held me steady.

“It was that, or let people die,” I admitted.

“I’m going to be terribly mad at you later,” Alvar told me. “But for now. Mahy, please help me keep Dara on her feet.”

“Yes princess,” Mahy agreed as she supported my other side.

With both ladies supporting me, I felt warmth on my side. The old woman gasped once more and when I turned, I was mesmerized. Naffnia was like a goddess of flame. She walked through the hanging laundry as flames danced from her fingertips. Some of the fabric steamed, others burst alight. She kept up her efforts, incinerating it all, as screams rang out and shouts for help echoed.

A bell began to toll, and I swallowed a grimace as I realized there was no hiding what we were doing. Guards charged in, blades drawn, only to come to a screeching halt at the sight of the entrancing magi. She still had that pompous expression, but it was underpinned by something… almost serene. As if for the first time, she allowed herself to enjoy what she was doing.

I could admire that in a woman.
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“How far does this go?” The duke asked.

“We don’t yet know,” Alvar admitted to the man.

He leaned over and took his wife’s hand. The duchess looked equally perplexed. They genuinely seemed bothered by all this. Not just for themselves, but the plot in general. If either of them were involved in the poisoning plot at any point, they were doing an admirable job of hiding it.

“And the laundry was the source of the poison?” the duchess asked.

“Not quite,” I spoke up this time. “The poison was applied to the meat in the kitchen. I don’t have a good way to determine if the poison was applied only to the spot where you cut and ate, or if it was applied to the whole animal,” I explained. “The poisoner spilled some on their hands, either… clumsiness or sheer stupidity, I don’t know, but they wiped their hands on a nearby towel. That towel poisoned three of the cooks in the kitchen before being removed and added to the laundry.”

“Hence the burning,” Duke Vellus nodded. “We’ll be short on towels for a time, but better than the alternative, at least.”

“Do you have any idea who it is that would have done such a thing?” Duchess Vellus asked. “First my husband, then my son. I assume the staff were not targeted, but that doesn’t make it a lesser crime.”

“Poisoning is a capital offense,” the duke said in agreement. “The perpetrator will be dealt with harshly.”

Alvar turned and looked at me. The meaning was clear. I did my best to sound diplomatic about it, though. “I am not making an accusation,” I stated simply, hoping that this wasn’t about to go terribly wrong. “Your son Horace was poisoned through contact with his skin. It was all over his hands.”

The duchess trembled. “You know this?”

“I know the poison was on his hands,” I confirmed. “Not how it got there, or the intent behind it.”

“H-Horace,” the duke bemoaned and sagged. “My boy.”

“He’s second in line, is he not?” Alvar asked.

The duke grimaced and gave a small nod. “He would be at that, princess. Yes.”

“You can’t,” the duchess trembled. “Please?”

“There will be a trial?” The duke asked.

Alvar nodded. “On my word, as princess of this realm, I shall demand a full investigation. He will be treated fairly under the eyes of the law.”

“Shall I summon my guards, or do you wish to bring your own?” He asked.

Alvar bowed slightly at the man while his wife began to weep. It was hard to watch, but I wasn’t about to step in. Alvar opened her portal, and a surprised-looking guard jerked in place on the other side.

“Princess Alvar, how might I be of assistance?” he asked with a curt bow.

“One squad, we have an arrest of a noble. He will be taken gently,” Alvar said in an authoritative tone.

“At once,” the guard replied with a second bow. He brought his fingers to his lips and gave a short, sharp whistle.

Wherever Alvar had opened that portal, it seemed the guards knew to expect this kind of thing. Within moments, the original guard and four others had appeared. When they first stepped through, the rest followed, bowing to all those in the room before settling their eyes on the weeping duchess.

“Gentlemen, with me,” Alvar announced.

They took the hint and turned from the duchess and instead moved to stand with Alvar. The four in two rows behind their leader, who stood slightly to the side and behind Alvar. My wife kept a hold of my arm as we turned and began to walk.

“Wait,” the duke called. “Let me come. In case he makes a scene, let me be there.”

“This isn’t a scheme?” Alvar asked.

“On my life, princess, and that of my family. I only wish to aid the crown,” he said and bowed.

“Very well, you may lead.” Alvar nodded at the man.

He scurried ahead, leaving the duchess behind. I felt horrible for all this and we were off. The duke ahead, with Magi Naffnia directly behind him. Alvar and I walked behind her. The leader of the guard squad was slightly to the right and behind Alvar, there was room for Mahy to walk beside him. Which left things almost cramped as we squashed together to move past the duke’s guards, who could only stare in shock.

We marched along, entering the familiar hallways as before, closing in on Horace’s rooms. Which was when I noticed how quiet it was here. Almost like someone had sent the guards away. I was about to mention something when we all heard a scream. The duke reacted first, bursting into a run, with Naffnia shoving past as she threw open Horace’s door.

“I’LL FUCKING KILL YOU!”

SMASH!

“Cease this at once!” Naffnia ordered as flames washed down her arms in a fearsome display.

I entered the room with Alvar directly behind the duke. The guards charged in while drawing their weapons and we all stood and took in the sight before us.

Morgalis, wearing a hooded cloak, was against the wall, panting softly. She looked ruffled and was panting heavily, while Horace trembled in place. He stood atop a stool where he balanced precariously with a rope around his neck. His hands, bound behind his back, told everyone that he was not, in fact, a willing participant. Unlike his sister.

The same young woman who had remained by Horace’s side, and had teased him at our unfortunate meeting. Horace tried to say something, but even his mouth had been muffled by what looked like his own socks crammed deep into his mouth, leaving him struggling to spit them out.

“Meirde?” the duke whispered.

“No,” the young woman trembled, holding her knife out towards us. A knife, I noticed, was red with blood. “You can’t.”

“Can’t what?” the duke stepped closer.

But Meirde moved away from him. She looked around, staring first at Morgalis, and then at Horace. She blinked as tears rolled down her cheeks.

“You ruined it,” Meirde said with a sniff and a quivering lip. “He’s never coming back.”

No…

“Who?” I asked.

Meirde looked at me, and I almost flinched as her expression twisted into hate. She stared at me with a deep and burning rage, kindling inside. The sheer hatred in that expression stunned me for a moment before she raised the knife over her shoulder. I stood in shock as she whipped her arm down. The blade left her hand, and a firm body slammed into my side. I fell, watching the knife tumble through the air where I stood. I hit the ground, as the room went into an uproar. Mahy was clinging to my side with a frantic expression. One of Alvar’s guards caught the knife in his breastplate, leaving a small mark in the polished steel.

The duke let out a cry of fear, and the sound of smashing glass filled the room. When I looked up, I caught a glimpse of Meidre’s ankles as she vanished from sight.

“MEIRDE!” the duke howled and ran to the window. He almost fell out after her, only for Naffnia to grab him by the belt and pull him back before it was too late.

The duke was white in the face as he looked around, before sprinting from the room in a blind panic.

“MMM!”

I looked over at Horace and turned away once more. He was fine, just… stuck.

“Thank you Mahy,” I whispered and gave her a small kiss. “Now go check on Morgalis.”

Mahy inhaled sharply and looked up. She wasted only enough time to help me up, before rushing to Morgalis. Naffnia looked out the window as Alvar stayed with me. I crossed the room, listening to Mahy babble and croon. Naffnia moved aside, and I leaned out the window to look. I had hoped we weren’t all that high. Unfortunately, this side of the keep was on the edge of the gardens, and there was a significant drop below the windows for a walkway that was hidden from view.

“MEIRDE!” the duke called as he burst out of a side door, along with several of his guards. “Please be okay!” He cried as he rushed over to the still body of his daughter. “Meirde?!”

When he took hold of his daughter and pulled her into his arms, I abandoned any hope I had to heal her. The girl’s skull was flat on one side. Blood poured from her eyes and nose. She’d landed directly on her head. If I was at full strength, with replenished mana and could attend her immediately, I might have been able to do something. But in my current state, that was too much.

“Miss Dara!”

I flinched and turned. One of Alvar’s guards was helping Horace off the chair, while Morgalis was grimacing. The reason for the grimace was obvious, since Mahy was holding her cloak open. It showed the knife wound in her side.

“Fuck,” I cursed and hurried over.

“It’s not⁠—”

“Shut the fuck up,” I snapped at her. “You’re the one person who should know better than to lie about this.”

Morgalis nodded grimly before Alvar snagged my arm. “Don’t push yourself.”

“I won’t,” I said, before thinking about it. “Shit.”

“You’ve been healing,” Morgalis nodded.

“Not enough to ignore this.” I gave her a pointed glare. “We can deal with the scarring later. And I won’t be able to fix it completely.”

“Then—”

“Seal wound,” I cast, ignoring her. “Seal wound,” I cast once more. “Seal wound.”
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“Dara?”

The scent of sweet perfume filled my nose. I inhaled softly. I was somewhere soft. Warm. A bed.

“Dara?”

I reached out. Brushing my hand over her hip. She smelled nice, and I wanted to kiss her. There was a soft squeak of surprise as I pulled. She fell over me, landing on the bed beside me.

“Dara!”

I kissed her. She was soft, warm and… I opened my eyes.

“SHIT!” I yelped, pulling back. “Sera!”

My yell must have been heard from outside. The door burst open, and Mahy froze as she stepped into the room. I was left staring at the girl, before turning back to Sera, who was now sporting a fierce blush as she lay in the bed.

“How about I get up?” Sera offered.

It was then I realized my hand was cupping one of her breasts. I could feel a small lump, likely her nipple. I pulled away quickly and Sera slowly sat up.

“Sera—”

“I’m fine,” she smiled, while her face was still scarlet.

“I’m so sorry⁠—”

“I said I’m fine.” Sera turned and looked me in the eye. “Really.”

“It’s not,” I insisted. “I’d be mortified if someone did that to me.”

“Well,” Sera said slowly. “I’m not. More surprised than anything. So… let’s drop it for now, okay?”

“O-okay,” I stammered. “If there’s⁠—”

“We’ll talk about it later,” Sera said, getting off the bed. “Right now, you have bigger things to worry about.”

“Mahy,” I said, turning to look at my assistant.

“Dara,” Mahy sniffed as she threw herself onto the bed.

I collapsed backward with the young woman in my arms. She cried softly, and I was worried if perhaps something had gone terribly wrong while I was asleep.

“You saved her!”

Or not…

“But you almost killed yourself doing it!” she snapped, before pulling out of my arms. “We are so mad at you right now!”

Then again…

“Is that Dara?” Alvar called as she came into the room, before locking eyes with me. “You, my dear wife, are in so much trouble.”
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“I cannot thank you enough.” Horace bowed deeply. “I… still don’t know what it was she hoped to accomplish with all this.”

“My husband and I still cannot believe it,” Duchess Vellus said with a slow shake of her head. “I am thankful you saved my son… But…”

“The death of a child cannot be understated,” I said slowly. “I’m sorry I could not do more for her.”

“No.” Duchess Vellus shook her head. “I do not blame you. Her choices were her own. That she tried… to have her father killed… I wish I only knew why.”

“I may be able to shed some light on that,” Morgalis spoke up.

We were in a meeting room. Myself, Alvar, Mahy, Magi Naffnia, Morgalis, the duchess and Horace, her eldest son. We would have kept things smaller, but Mahy insisted on coming with Morgalis, and Morgalis had apparently been busy, though she wasn’t yet fully healed. Her flesh was whole, but I saw when she moved. The injury still pained her, and I needed to address that in case things got worse.

“Miss Morgalis,” the duchess nodded in acknowledgement.

“I found these,” Morgalis pulled a stack of folded paper from a fold in her outfit, though she didn’t put them down. “They’re a series of letters. Between her and an unknown party.”

The way she said unknown, it made me think she was hiding something. But I doubted she was hiding it from us. More likely, she was preventing the wrong kind of information being spread around the nobility in this town. If my hunch was right, that information would spread like wildfire.

“You don’t know who wrote the letters?” The duchess asked, sounding suspicious. It was obvious she knew she was being kept out of the loop for something.

“No, I do not,” Morgalis said with certainty. Which wasn’t a lie. She’d never met the necromancer. “But I will say that the matter is already being investigated.”

“You can’t just leave me with nothing,” the duchess pleaded. “I need to know why my daughter would do this. Why she would choose to die.”

Morgalis frowned and slowly shook her head. “I can’t give you the information⁠—”

“Who did she lose?” I asked.

The room froze, and everyone looked at me. The duchess stared, licking her lips as she tried to gather her thoughts.

“She was spending time with one of the gardeners,” Horace spoke up.

“She what?” Duchess Vellus gasped.

Horace grimaced. “I… stumbled into one of their meetings.”

“My daughter… with a gardener?”

“I thought as much too,” Horace said with a sigh. “She cornered me. Reminded me of things. Dumb things.” He looked up at his mother. “Things I’d rather forget about. Made me keep it to myself.”

“He’s dead, isn’t he?” I asked.

Horace looked at me before nodding slowly. “It was an accident. I think.”

“Duchess Vellus,” I said, looking at the scowling woman. “Your daughter will be recorded not as a criminal, but as a victim.”

“What?” the duchess gasped.

“I agree with this,” Alvar spoke up. “She was preyed upon. By a monster.”

“The necromancer,” the duchess said and trembled.

“Necromancer?” Horace asked.

“No,” I denied outright. “Not… Not the necromancer, not how you’re thinking.”

“Is that why we were on alert last month?” Horace asked.

I stared at him and could not help but wonder how he was going to run a duchy. Most likely, it was going to be with the aid of his sister. Something that was not about to happen now. He was going to need help… But that was something to deal with later. His parents weren’t old. Maybe if I gave them both a tune up, I could guarantee some extra longevity for them both. Spare us for a few decades more.

“Horace dear,” the duchess looked at him, getting that he wasn’t quite as useful for this topic as he likely believed he was. “Please step outside for a moment.”

He frowned in annoyance, but got up. Then he turned to me and gave a small bow. “I apologize for my statements when we last met. And I thank you for… your kindness towards my sister.”

“You’re welcome Horace,” Alvar accepted the apology.

Magi Naffnia opened the door without a word, and the young man scurried outside before she closed it again.

“Now,” said Duchess Vellus and looked us over. “Please?”

“I didn’t kill the necromancer,” I told her. “I beat him, I defeated his army of undead, and… he went somewhere else.”

“And he corrupted my daughter?” the duchess asked.

“It seems that way,” Morgalis said with a slow nod. “The letters detail instructions, and promises to return her beloved. How they first made contact is unknown.”

“So he might be here in my city?” The duchess straightened.

“No,” I said quickly. “No, if he were here, I would know.”

“How?” the duchess snapped.

I frowned at her. “Your guard. The one on the other side of the door, standing to the left,” I pointed at the spot. “He twisted his ankle a few days ago. He will be fine, but you’ll notice he’s been marching out of step lately, since it pains him to walk on that foot.”

The duchess stood up and walked over to the door. This time Naffnia left it closed and the duchess opened it herself, before leaning out.

“You,” she pointed.

“Yes, duchess?” The guard answered immediately.

“You’ve been marching out of step today,” she told him.

“Ah… my apologies, Duchess Vellus. I injured my ankle, slipping on a moss covered rock while on patrol. I am⁠—”

“Find yourself a temporary replacement. You will remain off your feet until you have recovered. With full pay,” she snapped, before closing the door. “Princess Dara…”

“I can sense these things,” I stated. “If he were here, I would know it….” I looked around the room before sighing. “It’s why we are travelling from city to city. We are searching for him.”

“This is to be kept within this room, duchess,” Alvar warned her. “We cannot have panic in the kingdom. We shall find him, and we shall destroy him.”

The duchess clasped her hands tightly. “To avenge my daughter,” the duchess said, nodding slowly. “I will handle Horace and the small amount he now knows. That boy can hardly keep his mouth shut even when it suits him.”

“We’re well aware,” Alvar said, her smile wry.

The duchess grimaced.

[image: ]


“You seem disturbed,” the dark figure observed. “Is your new form so disgusting, after all you have done?”

“No, lord,” the twisted creation of chaos and death answered. How a being without a tongue could speak was anyone’s guess. Nothing about his new form was familiar, and yet… nothing had really changed either. “A vessel has been lost.”

“A good thing you have spares,” the dark god laughed.

The lich raised its hand. Slender bone. No flesh. The only thing keeping it together was the very power granted by the being who now lorded over him. This had all gone so terribly wrong, and yet… he could not deny the power he commanded.

The days it took to create a functional thrall, was now mere minutes. Even now, twisted creations lumbered around in this hollow place. The mine was a quiet one. Deep in the foothills. A small village with a large wall. They didn’t stand a chance, and their inhabitants rose up once more in his defense. Even the creatures of the woods had begun to flee this place. No birds sang, no beasts howled. No insects chirped, save the buzzing of the flies that feasted on living death.

“I did not believe it would be this difficult, in light of all that I have accomplished so far,” the lich stated simply.

“Order is a lie, perpetrated by the strong as a tool against the weak,” the dark god whispered. “There are many of those who would die to protect it, even knowing it is worthless in the end.”

The lich stared out over the horde of twisted abominations. With power over flesh and souls, it was easy to mix and match. A blend of moccu and man lumbered past. Six legs, with a pair of humanoid arms, turned to scorpion-like blades protruding from its back. A terrifying thing, missing half its flesh and skin. It dripped from the gaping wound in its gut. The chaos of its existence, while the man and beast trapped within, howled in their undead eternal agony.

“I worry, the loss was not my failure, but by intervention,” the lich stated softly.

“You will not fail to destroy her this time,” the dark god promised.

“And why not destroy her yourself?” the lich demanded.

No answer came, when he looked around. The being was gone, leaving him to his misery. At least on his own, the lich was able to slip back into old memories. Honeyed words, a beautiful smile. The woman he loved, but could no longer recall the name of.

“It’s all her fault,” the lich said, trembling with rage.
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“And what’s this?” I asked.

“Something to help fortify you, since you insisted on healing Morgalis once more,” Alvar growled softly.

I sighed. Despite my insistence that I had completely recovered, there was some lingering resentment. I was leery too, of the words about being punished. None of the ladies here were particularly happy with me. Even if Sera had blushed every time I looked her in the eye during dinner. Only now, in our rooms, was I now at the forefront of… whatever was going on.

“And what’s going to happen if I drink this?” I asked.

“Nothing,” Alvar growled cutely. “You’re going to lie down beside me in bed.”

I looked at the drink. Then at Alvar, and then over at Mahy and Morgalis, who were watching on as they dried their hair. The two of them had given Alvar and I a rather chaste bath, before taking a much lengthier one together while we dressed and relaxed.

“I promise. It won’t hurt you,” Alvar whispered.

With that, I nodded slowly and raised the mug to my lips. The taste was… strange. Kinda like orange juice, if you gave it some extra zest and watered it down with tequila. It felt hot going down, but didn’t smell of alcohol though. Whatever it was, I sucked it down and received a small nod from Alvar.

She took the mug and set it on the dresser before taking my hand. I let her lead me to the bed and held still as she undressed me. I wasn’t sure where this was all going, but if we were getting naked… Well, I wasn’t about to complain, even if they were likely thinking of something interesting. They mustn’t be that mad at me, and we could all do with some stress relief.

When I was suitably nude, Alvar laid me down, before nestling in beside me. I took notice of the curve of her breasts and she smiled up at me.

“You’re beautiful,” I whispered.

“Thank you.” Alvar's smile gleamed in the lamplight. “But you’re in trouble, so no touching.”

“No touching?” I questioned.

“That’s right,” Alvar smirked at me. “Hands to yourself, miss.”

I grumbled slightly, but settled down. I felt kinda warm though, and my mind drifted to the concoction she asked me to drink. Part of me wondered if I should scan myself, but… She’d promised. And so long as there was nothing overt, I decided I would just trust her. Even if I didn’t really trust what it was that I’d been given to drink.

“They’re starting,” Alvar said and nudged me.

I blinked and looked up. Distracted in my thoughts, I hadn’t noticed Mahy and Morgalis getting into position. Mahy cast a glance in my direction before giving me a cheeky wink. She moaned as Morgalis ran a series of kisses along her neck. While she did that, Morgalis pushed down the nightgown Mahy had been wearing, leaving her entirely nude. If I wasn’t rock hard before, I certainly was now, as Mahy squirmed with each kiss.

As I watched, I slipped one hand under the sheets. Only for Alvar to take hold. I thought for a moment she was going to help, but she smiled and pulled my hand into her lap instead.

“Oh, you’re not playing fair,” I grumbled as I realized what she was doing.

“We haven’t even started yet,” Alvar snickered. “You saved Morgalis’s life. So you will be taken care of, my love. But you also risked your own. For that, you are going to face some torment.”

“You know,” I grumbled. “Where I come from. Cruel and unusual punishment is a crime in itself.”

“Lucky for us then, isn’t it?” Alvar giggled softly before kissing my cheek.

I turned to glare at her, but her lips captured my own. Her free hand slid under my back, while she used the other to lift my hand to her breast. Those perky delights were perfect as she moved my free hand into position. When she broke away, Alvar was chewing her lip and looking conflicted before letting out a soft sigh.

“Watch now.”

I grumbled slightly. One hand still on her perfect tit, I turned back to the show. Mahy was sighing in pleasure as Morgalis slowly kissed down her body. My assistant glanced over and checked that I was watching her. Which was the exact point that Morgalis reached the cleft between her legs. Mahy made a soft gasp and her head tilted back as Morgalis lapped at her sensitive clit.

“She’s really very good with that tongue, my love,” Alvar whispered to me.

I nodded slowly. “It looks like it, yeah.”

Alvar giggled softly, and I felt her hand slide down my stomach. When her fingers brushed against my shaft, I subconsciously flexed it in anticipation. But she was only teasing, and I hated it as much as I was enjoying myself.

“Who would you prefer to fill?” Alvar asked. I inhaled and turned a scowl to my wife. She smirked. “Humor me. Had you the option of only having one of them? Who would it be?”

“Eeep!” Mahy yelped.

The bed bounced and my head snapped around. Mahy was lying on her back. Knees over the edge of the bed where Morgalis had tipped her over. She was giggling as Morgalis knelt between her thighs and leaned in. I had the perfect view of Mahy’s parting labia as Morgalis dragged her tongue up between her folds. When she reached Mahy’s clit, the lick turned into a sucking kiss, and Mahy’s head tilted back with a gasp of pleasure.

“She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” Alvar whispered as she gently squeezed me.

I gave a small nod as Mahy looked back at me with a hooded smile. She bucked her hips slightly, but Morgalis held her down, continuing to suckle on her clit the whole time. I wiggled my hips, trying to entice Alvar to get firmer with me. But that only came with a soft giggle, and the sudden release of my cock. I felt the sheets drag over my length and looked down as Alvar drew out the small mirror. My cock was once again detached from the rest of my body.

“Oh, you bitch,” I gasped.

Alvar giggled softly as she pulled away from me. My cock in her hand, she set it down on the sheets out of my reach. Before showing me the lower half of her outfit. I hadn’t seen it properly since she had undressed me and slipped into bed. But I could see the straps she wore and the little insert for the mirror. As my wife slipped out of the bed, she picked up my cock and pressed a soft kiss to the tip. I twitched in her grasp and she giggled softly.

“Now, you just sit there and take your punishment,” Alvar instructed.

I let out a soft whimper as she walked away, while setting my cock in the crotch of her outfit. My gorgeous wife walked around Mahy and Morgalis, stopping behind them both. Morgalis’s eyes raised, and I swore for a moment she winked at me. Right before Alvar pressed my cock between Morgalis’s legs. I couldn’t help the shudder that ran down my spine as she dragged my length through the slippery labia I couldn’t see.

Morgalis, though, let out a soft moan that translated directly into Mahy’s clit, making her gasp and wriggle delightfully before me. Which distracted me long enough for Alvar to slide back and press my cock to Morgalis’s entrance. We both moaned at the same time. My cock sank into her warm tunnel, while Morgalis felt that delicious stretch of being filled.

“That looks like it feels good,” Alvar giggled.

“Yes,” Morgalis moaned, as I nodded in agreement.

Alvar smirked and began thrusting her hips. My cock slid in and out of Morgalis, while she continued to please Mahy. Mahy was moaning softly. She had one hand on Morgalis’s head, stroking her hair. The other hand, she brought to her lips, and was lightly biting the tips of her fingers.

“There’s certainly an appeal to this,” Alvar commented. “Watching a cock slide into a delicious woman. There’s… certainly an empowering feeling about it, isn’t there?”

Morgalis’s pussy squeezed and I let out a groan.

“Oh, you two worked yourselves up pretty well in the bath, didn’t you?” Alvar gave Morgalis’s ass a light smack.

“We didn’t let ourselves cum,” Mahy whimpered. “Just like we promised.”

“Good girls,” Alvar continued to fuck Morgalis with my cock. “Because it would be no fun if you didn’t cum on my wife’s beautiful cock, now wouldn’t it?”

“I don’t think I’ll last more than once,” I sighed.

“Oh yes, you will,” Alvar smirked at me.

I was rather impressed with my own staying power. But all three of them, like this, would be a stretch. Especially if they didn’t want me to heal myself to go again. Only…

“Princess?” Mahy begged.

“Up to you, Morgalis,” Alvar leaned down, forcing my cock deep inside her friend. “Do you want Mahy to cum on your tongue, or on my wife’s cock?”

Morgalis made a soft whimper before pulling away from Mahy’s clit with a lick of her lips. “As we agreed, my lady.”

Alvar patted her ass. “Such a good girl.”

Morgalis locked eyes with me before crawling up onto the bed, over the top of Mahy. My lovely assistant took Mahy in her arms and I watched them engage in a passionate kiss. Right before Mahy’s nails dug into Morgalis’s shoulders, my cock slid into a deliciously wet hole. Alvar took no prisoners, fucking Mahy firmly right from the start. Before suddenly yanking my cock free. I felt a blast of cool air before sliding into Morgalis’s pussy once more.

Back and forth, she swapped. Driving me a few times into Mahy, before going to Morgalis and back again. Mahy was a whimpering mess on the bed, being held down by her lover, while I was throbbing in anticipation. Barely coherent as Alvar stopped thrusting in between choosing which of the ladies to fill. Sometimes mixing things up by simply pulling out and waiting for a moment.

“Please, princess?” Mahy begged.

“Make her cum, please?” Morgalis pleaded alongside her. “My love deserves to cum.”

Alvar looked me in the eye before retracting from Morgalis. I trembled, feeling my length slide out into the cool air. She readjusted, and I groaned alongside Mahy as I felt my cock slide back into her once more.

“Miss Dara, please?” Mahy whimpered before Morgalis claimed her lips once more.

Alvar thrust slowly into Mahy. The three ladies looked to be having the time of their lives. Alvar was in control of things, while Mahy and Morgalis were on the receiving end of all this. Mahy clung to Morgalis as Alvar firmly thrust, and I gasped, feeling my end rushing to meet me. Without control of my cock, I was just along for the ride, and I knew that was the point. Alvar slammed me into Mahy, over and over again. Her tunnel clenched and squeezed before I let out a groan of pleasure.

“There you go,” Alvar crooned. “Fill her with your essence. Breed her like you did me.”

I gasped as my cock spurted. Mahy squealed as she heard Alvar’s words. Neither of us were in a position to stop Alvar as she continued slamming my cock into Mahy’s throbbing pussy. Her hips jerked, her core squeezed and all the while, Morgalis held her in place, while Alvar continued to fuck us both. Which was when I realized something.

“Why the fuck am I still so hard?” I groaned as Alvar let out a soft giggle.

“Oh good, it worked.”

“What worked?” I gasped as Alvar yanked me free. She stroked my shaft with her hand, before raising me up and sliding me into Morgalis, who gasped at the sudden intrusion.

“The drink,” I recalled.

“It’s working wonderfully,” Alvar commented. “You’re not usually this hard again, this quickly.”

“Oh fuck,” I slumped back on the bed.

Morgalis collapsed onto Mahy. The two of them humped against one another. Alvar had a grin on her face as she slammed my cock into her friend from behind, while Mahy devoured her mouth. There was a sticky mess between my legs, from my own leaky pussy. I’d never had more than a pair of fingers inside myself, but there was a strange allure to putting something there now I had been denied the use of my own cock.

“All three of us,” Alvar sighed. “Happily pregnant. With swollen bellies,” Alvar continued. “We’d be a scandal.”

“Oh fuck.” I trembled. “Alvar.”

“Let it out, my love. Morgalis is a good girl, and she’s going to take every drop.”

That was enough for me, and I felt my cock throb once more. My vision went white as I hit my peak for the second time. Alvar didn’t slow, but from the muffled howling, and the mad squeezing and throbbing, I could tell that Morgalis had orgasmed as well. Which left me a panting mess on the bed. I lay there, half covered by the blanket as the bed moved around me.

I blinked slowly, panting for breath as Alvar knee-walked up the bed towards me. The blankets shifted further down, and I could see where the mirror rested on my crotch. The anchor to this whole shebang.

“When is this going to end?” I asked with a soft moan as my cock throbbed, letting a drip of pre-cum spill from the tip, landing on the sheets.

“Whenever you like,” Alvar smiled. “I believe I’ve made my point already. I just wanted to know if you’d like to cum once more.”

I looked down at my own cock, now pointing towards myself, and swallowed nervously. That… could have some interesting… complications.

“I can see the conflict in your eyes, my love,” Alvar whispered as she reached up and took the mirror on my crotch.

I groaned as I watched her take it off. This whole time, it had just been sitting there. Nothing held it in place, but gravity and my own reluctance to touch it. As my cock rose up before me in its proper place once more, Alvar shuffled in closer, before raising herself up. I watched as she slipped my cock between her legs, placing it in the molten heat of her own pussy this time.

“I love you, Dara,” Alvar whispered as she slowly slid down my cock.

“I love you too,” I smiled, before holding out my hand.

This time, she rode me herself. Slowly and gently. Neither of us were bothered by the pairs of eyes watching from the foot of the bed. And when I finally found my release inside my wife, it was only moments later that sleep finally took me.
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The carriage rumbled out the main gate. Our day had started early, and with high spirits, we set off on the next leg of our journey. It had taken time getting the soldiers into position. They led the way, pushing out and clearing the road of dangers. There were a few animalistic screams already, though they passed by without a problem. The soldiers were used to this kind of work and they did it without fuss or pause.

“Everyone’s really quiet this morning,” Niam spoke up.

I smiled at the teen. “We’re all a bit tired after the last few days.”

Niam nodded. “So it’s not because you kissed Miss Sera?”

Mahy snorted as she tried to hide her laugh, while Sera whirled on the teen. Whatever she was going to say, it didn’t quite make it. Sera faltered, and after flailing her arms around, she turned and slumped back in her seat.

“She mentioned she liked it⁠—”

“NIAM!” Sera whirled on her apprentice once more.

Niam gave her a level stare before glancing in my direction once more. I could see where she was going with all this.

“I think…” I started in a diplomatic tone. “That Sera and I need to have a quiet talk about this later.”

Niam nodded, and Sera turned to me. She was blushing. Bright red from the roots of her hair, all the way past her shoulders.

“I… umm…”

“A talk won’t hurt anyone,” Magi Naffnia said and sighed. “I thought the banter was annoying. This awkward silence is so much worse.”

A sigh of agreement travelled around the carriage as it bumped and jostled along. It broke the ice and small amounts of conversation began to spring up. Alvar at my side took my hand and gave it a squeeze. Which I returned, before leaning over to press a gentle kiss to her cheek. This woman… Part of me felt like a dirty old man. Part of me saw my tits in the mirror and reminded myself that it hardly mattered. Not here, at least.

“I just hope the next leg of this journey isn’t as busy as the last,” Morgalis said before leaning into Mahy’s shoulder.

I smiled at the two of them. Despite our rather adventurous evenings and… other goings on, they were a lovely couple. Mahy always looked so happy, and Morgalis, beneath her cool exterior, could be just as warm and welcoming. How they navigated a world so easily where they graced the beds of others, I wasn’t sure. But it likely had something to do with how we interacted all together. It wasn’t simply that Morgalis or Mahy would visit other people, specifically with Alvar and I. People they both trusted and had prior relationships with.

It was odd, in a way. But I liked it. And I certainly wasn’t dumb enough to voice my concerns. Most likely I’d just confuse them and lead into a long, pointless discussion with no resolution beyond acceptance. At worst, I might impose the idea that I disapproved of some aspect and make things awkward for a while. In either case, I wasn’t about to let my quiet confusion ruin a good thing. I didn’t need to understand why this worked. Only that those involved were happy.

Which brought me to Sera. She was in my room. Whether standing in for a moment while the others were taking a break, or an active part of keeping an eye on me while I recovered. I wasn’t sure where she fit in with all this. She hadn’t seemed to be bothered by the kiss, despite my mortification. Nor did anyone else seem bothered. Niam proved that with her little joke and even after turning cherry red, Sera hadn’t refuted anything.

“Deep thoughts, love?” Alvar whispered.

“Somewhat,” I said. I smiled and leaned into her. “My life has changed so much. I wouldn’t recognize myself, even in my old body.”

Alvar smiled. “Do you regret it?”

“Regret what?” I asked.

“Anything?” Alvar suggested. “I’ve heard your story. Where you came from, what you’ve done. Everything from the moment you arrived to now must be an adjustment and I simply wish to know if there is anything I should change⁠—”

“Fuck no,” I snorted, drawing the gaze of everyone in the carriage. “Sorry,” I smiled away my embarrassment, before turning to Alvar. “I’m not about to pretend every change has been easy, or even pleasant. But every change led to me being with you. And that makes it more than worth it.”

Alvar smiled prettily up at me. I leaned down to kiss her.

“Not in front of Niam, please,” Sera joked.

“Nothing more than a kiss for my wife,” I announced, meeting Alvar’s lips.
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“Soothe Joints,” Niam whispered.

The old man let out a sigh of relief, and I could see the swelling in his knuckles reducing.

“That feels better already,” he mumbled softly.

“Stop there,” I warned the teen. “You don’t want to exhaust yourself.”

“Listen to the princess,” Sera chimed in from across the room, where she performed the same spell on the old man’s wife. Only she was having trouble with her knees. “You don’t know what a backfire will do to you.”

I grimaced at that reminder. Niam looked troubled as she stopped healing the old man’s hand.

“I’ll finish up here,” I patted the teen’s shoulder. “Sir, your hand?”

“Oh,” he turned from Niam and gave me a wide smile. “Healing from the goddess herself.”

“Ah…” I blinked. “Sorry?”

“Oh, my apologies, princess Dara,” the old man bowed. “I should use your proper title.”

“No, no,” I waved that off. “I’m not mad, I just… Who came up with the idea of calling me a goddess?”

“It’s not you that is the goddess, princess,” the old woman with Sera spoke up. “Forgive my half senile husband⁠—”

“Hey!”

“We give our thanks to the goddess for bringing you and your healing to this world. We do not believe that you are a literal goddess. But that your healing comes from the goddess, and we thank her dearly for it.”

And I swear. Just as the old woman finished speaking, I heard a giggle in my ear. One that shouldn’t have been there.

“Well, I can’t… exactly deny that, I suppose.” I nodded along. “Thank you for that information. I was worried for a moment. I’m no goddess. Just a woman with a gift.”

“More than one,” the old man gave me a cheeky wink.

Which was followed up by a balled up hanky smacking into his forehead, courtesy of his wife. Though she didn’t look mad. More like she was used to his shenanigans and her particular brand of dealing with it.

“My lady doth gift me a hanky,” the old man chuckled, pocketing the thin fabric.

I laughed at the old couple's shenanigans. Niam relaxed at my reaction while Sera shook her head and continued working. I did my best for the old man, fixing him up and even healing a few other age-related issues he was suffering from. I was creative enough with my abilities to nudge things around without developing an entirely new spell. What was a cataract but a type of scar, in a sense?

We had been on the road for almost a month. We’d made a stop every night. Either in a waystation, or in a town. Some of those places were busier and in better condition than others. Small mining towns, logging areas and a few more farms. Farms, by far, were the most numerous. It seemed that larger towns had smaller farming areas around them. Food was an ever present concern for all.

It meant that at almost every stop, I had set up a small area to do some healing. With Sera and Niam at my side, we worked quickly through who we could. We took regular breaks under the watchful eye of Magi Naffnia, while Mahy triaged our patients. Even going as far as sending some ahead of us to our next stop to wait for me to arrive fresh. Something that Naffnia had been unable to convince us was a bad idea.

I understood security. I understood her concerns. But I couldn’t just turn people away. And the only other option was to stay longer—which she also opposed, since that would make us a stationary target, rather than a moving one.

What my insistence on healing had done for us, though, was to provide a reasonable way to gather gossip and learn tidbits of information. Morgalis was out there right now. Ever the dutiful assistant, guard, and friend to my dear wife. But also skulking around, digging for clues and quietly interrogating the nobility.

My way was simply to stop and listen to those who came in. Like a young man with a limp, being helped along by what was surely his wife.

“Oh, what happened here then?” I asked, moving to meet him at the door once Naffnia had let them pass.

“Attacked,” the man grumped.

“Attacked?” I frowned. “Who attacked you?”

“More of a what,” the young man complained.

“He says it looked like a garbrid. But we don’t get them in these parts, and the wound doesn’t quite match,” his perturbed wife commented as she sat him down.

“How did it get inside the walls?” I asked.

“Wasn’t inside,” he grumped. “I’m a trader. Drive a caravan and was making a run three days ago when it struck.”

“Go on,” I frowned as his wife began to lift his shirt, showing a wide bandage wrapped around his middle.

“Was heading north, out of the foothills. There’s plenty of mining towns out that way, but a lot of them were real quiet. One even turned us away. Didn’t even want to talk to us,” he muttered. “Thought it might have been that nonsense about the necromancer from a while back.”

I kept my mouth shut on that last part. The rest of his story made me worry, though. I wasn’t sure where the foothills were. But a town closing their gates and preventing entry? That was bizarre. Especially for a mining town, to a trader. That just didn’t make sense.

“You’re boring the princess, dear⁠—”

“Sorry,” I said with a shake of my head. “There’s been a lot on my mind right now. I was trying to think if any of this was related to something else.”

The woman eyed me for a moment before looking back at her husband. He didn’t offer any comments, only continued with his story.

“After they blocked our entry, we were forced to move on. It was move in the dark, or get eaten by moccu,” he mumbled. “Bastards almost killed us.”

His wife sighed. “He made me sit in the back. Where it was safest. Usually I sit with him in the front and we trade off on driving. And that’s where I was when I heard the most terrible sound, like I’d never heard.”

“Nor I,” the young man said.

As his shirt came off, I saw it now. He was bleeding through his bandages. A long set of gashes across his chest and stomach. It looked like whatever got him had tried to grab and pull, only for him to remain where he was as the creature fell away.

“It leaped over the horse. Landing on the tongue. It… it looked like a garbrid, but I’ve never seen one in person. And it was… huge.” He stared a hole in the floor. “It came at me, lashing out with huge claws, while howling like some rabid beast. It smelled like death itself. Which is where my horse, terrified by all the ruckus, veered off the road. It lunged at me, as my wagon bounced, and it got me with its claws as it fell off and went under the wheels.”

“Scan,” I cast, checking the wound.

It was bad. Worse than I’d feared. The claws hadn’t just cut him. It had sheered right through one of his ribs, which now floated in place. Worse still, he was infected. And not with some common bacteria, like all the rest. I could feel the infection. Digging through his body. It was already in his lungs. It spread a slow kind of rot, while… to my surprise, it seemed to be numbing his nerves to the pain somewhat, and… preserving the function.

“How did you know to find me here?” I asked.

“We arrived at the next town right before daybreak,” his wife continued the story as she peeled back his bandages, showing a slight green tinge to the wounds. “They were approaching from the north entrance, while we came in the south and ended up running into one another at the tavern we stayed at.”

“Was looking for a healer,” he grunted softly as his wounds reacted with the air.

“Oh, Miss Dara, that smells awful.” Niam covered her nose.

I looked up at her and gave a warning glare. She blushed and looked down.

Even the man’s wife pulled a face, while he looked resigned to his fate. Which had me pressing a little harder with my scan, revealing subtle changes in his brain.

What I found was horrifying.

“Princess?”

“Hmm?” I pulled back.

The young woman was staring at me. “Is something the matter with my husband?”

He frowned slightly in response. I glanced over at Naffnia and she saw the look in my eye. Sera noticed the magi moving and smiled widely as she escorted Niam from the room. None of which was noticed by the young couple who were staring at me.

I turned to the young woman and held out my hand. “Scan.”

It was over in moments. She was untouched. There was no sign of the infection in her. More than that, she frowned at me.

“I appreciate the care. But please, my husband requires your aid,” she said in a nervous tone.

Naffnia now stood behind them. Ready and silent.

“Sorry, I was just checking before we begin. If I run out of mana, I’ll be sending even more people to the next town to wait for us.”

The young woman nodded and accepted what I was saying, as Morgalis slipped silently into the room. From the way her hand vanished into a hidden fold of her skirt, I was sure she held a knife. She was sneaky like that. I was simply worried about the situation. I didn’t think it warranted a threat of violence. Not like this, at least.

“Alright, let me begin with the cut.” I smiled reassuringly. “Seal wound.”

He grimaced with discomfort, and his wife took his hand. I watched him pant with pain as the wounds slowly closed up. One who had never seen my power before might assume this was normal. But as someone who had been on the receiving end of healing magic, it was not supposed to be painful.

“Fuck that stings,” he hissed.

“Is it supposed to hurt?” his wife asked.

“I’m sorry,” I tried to sound professional. “There’s nothing I can do about it now.”

She frowned and turned back to her husband, who glanced up at me with an angry glare. He’d come in fine. Just a bit worried about the pain. Now though…

“I’m at an impasse,” I told them both. “There is some infection and a broken rib. If I heal the rib, I can’t heal the infection.”

“Heal the infection,” the man’s wife stated.

Right as he growled, “the rib.”

I stared at them while she began to fuss. “No, no. The rib. You said it wasn’t hurting. The infection might get worse, though.”

“Just do my rib,” he complained. “It’s been bothering me for a while now.”

I knew for a fact it hadn’t been. He wasn’t actually in much pain at all, despite the horrible wound. He’d just about been disemboweled and yet was on his feet, moving around with a bit of a limp.

“Let me double check a few things,” I suggested.

He looked upset by the idea, but remained silent. She just looked confused. I raised my hand and cast for yet another scan. This time I focused on his brain. The infection… had spread. To my eyes and ability, it seemed to be rapidly attacking parts of his brain. Trying to subdue him, while affecting his emotional state and self-control.

“Enough of this.” He stood.

“Naffnia, restrain him immediately,” I ordered.

“WHAT?” his wife yelped.

And that’s when I saw the glint. The man pulled a knife. Just a simple thing. Like he’d always carried it. Probably to cut fruit while on the road. This wasn’t the modern day where a concealed weapon was a crime. A knife was a tool. Though that didn’t help me now as he lunged for me with a blade in hand.

At least, until a surge of heat washed between us. Naffnia sent a rolling ball of flame through the air, separating us. The woman screamed in shock as she dived out of the way. My own sense of self-preservation sent me reeling back. Which was the only thing that saved me from the knife as my attacker stepped through the path of the flames. His screams echoed in my ears as he burned. His eyes widened in the agony he experienced, and still he approached, swinging the knife down towards me.

Morgalis appeared, stabbing into his side with a knife of her own. The man jerked at the impact and I threw up my hands.

“Don’t hurt him! He’s not in control of himself!”

Morgalis turned to face me with a strange look in her eye. Which was the distraction her target needed to throw an elbow into her chin. Morgalis’s head snapped back, and she fell to the floor as Naffnia rushed forward to apprehend the man.

She wasn’t fast enough.

While I pulled back, he lunged—throwing himself at me. Burned horribly and still screaming, his knife whipped up as he threw himself at me. Only by sheer, dumb luck did I catch his wrist. It was enough to turn the blade. It sank into my arm and I screamed as we fell to the floor in a heap. He was snarling like a rabid beast as he tried to pull the knife free. The blade twisted around in my flesh, and I screamed again, feeling the metal grate against bone.

“PRINCESS DARA!” Naffnia roared.

I pushed with all my strength, and the blade left my shoulder. He lifted himself up as Naffnia froze in indecision. She was a mage. Unused to dealing with physical confrontations. I caught a glimpse of Alvar and Mahy bursting into the room. It was going to be too late.

So I pushed.

My mana surged, and I felt the world shift around me. There was a snap. And all at once, I could feel him. Beneath the skin of the man who was trying to kill me was another. Not all of him. A mere fraction. He howled with rage as he struggled to maintain control of the body he rode within.

“NO!”

“... You…”

“I HATE YOU!” he screamed. “I. HATE. YOU!”

“Dara!” Eve’s voice echoed in my mind.

I felt mana pulse, and I pushed back with all my might. “CURSE BARRIER!”

My injured shoulder barely had the strength to raise my arm. But the moment it touched his chest, it was like I had struck him with a car. He flew back, screaming, as my vision snapped back to normal. Naffnia was knocked to the floor while the man’s wife huddled in the corner, weeping and terrified.

Naffnia rolled to her feet, summoning flames to her hands as I shouted for her to stop.

“WAIT!”

Naffnia paused and looked at me.

“He’s possessed. I need to help him!”

“Dara!” Alvar rushed to my side.

Behind her was Mahy, who was helping Morgalis. She seemed dazed as she slumped against her lover.

In the lull, the man’s wife crawled over to her husband, who was groaning and whimpering in pain. The first true sign of it since he’d arrived.

“W-why?” she begged as she gently touched his unburned face.

“Get me to him,” I snarled as I tried to get up.

“Dara—”

“My love, please!” I snapped.

Alvar looked like I’d just slapped her, but nodded and helped me over.

“No,” his wife pleaded. “Don’t… don’t hurt him. I beg of you?”

“Princess Dara,” Naffnia said warningly.

“All of you shut the fuck up right now,” I hissed as I reached the dying man. “Scan.”

It was quick this time. Whatever the infection was, most of it was gone. Just the barest hints of the physical manifestation of it. Rather than the cursed nature that provided the link back to… Back to the lich. Whatever this was. Whatever he had done. He’d found a way to hide from me.
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“Princess?”

I let out a long sigh. The mug of tea in my hands was cooling. I’d barely drank any as my mind tumbled with thoughts and memories. The horror of what had happened today, combined with the horror of what had happened before. All those deaths. All that innocence. Tortured and destroyed. All for what? The love of a woman? Was all this suffering worth it for the gods involved? Eve seemed to be fighting against it, but even she… She was part of this. Or was she merely a symptom?

“Princess?”

I sighed once more and raised my mug to my lips. The aching wound in my shoulder twinged, and I grimaced in pain.

“Princess?!”

“Yes Magi Naffnia?” I finally looked up.

“Oh, so that’s how it is?” she crossed her arms. “All these weeks. I’ve been trying to keep you alive, while you gallivant around, doing as you pleased.”

I nodded. “Yes, Magi Naffnia.”

“It finally took an assassination attempt to get you to listen to me, and I hate it already,” she scoffed. “Look at you.”

I glanced down at myself. I felt like a grandmother. Seated in a comfortable chair, before a fire, draped with blankets. After saving that man’s life, I barely had enough mana to stop myself from bleeding. Poor Morgalis was left with a concussion for a few hours while I recovered my mana. And despite all that, I was too exhausted to finish any more healing after everything that happened.

“Weak,” Naffnia snorted. “After all that. One little incident and you’re meek as a mouse.”

“Enough,” I growled.

“Or what?” Magi Naffnia tilted her head.

“I said enough!” I snarled, throwing the mug across the room as I got to my feet. “You have no idea the life I have led. The things I have witnessed, or the suffering I have taken upon myself to erase!”

“For a moment there, I thought I’d lost you,” she said softly.

“What?”

“Princess, you’ve been sitting there holding a cup of tea for half an hour, looking like you were holding back tears. I thought you’d broken. The last thing we need right now is the most powerful healing mage in centuries moping over tea because someone stabbed her.”

“You think getting stabbed is something to laugh about?”

Naffnia rolled her eyes. “You and I both know you can fix that with a wave of your hand.”

“Alvar—”

“Yes, I’m aware she made you promise to rest,” Naffnia said. She sighed and reached for my arm.

I let her touch me, and rather than do anything strange, she simply led me back to my chair.

“Sit princess,” she ordered gently. “Your wife will be wroth with me should she return with you on your feet.”

“I’m pretty wroth with you myself,” I growled as I took my seat once more.

“Good.” Naffnia smiled. “Because while you annoy the hell out of me, I can’t help but respect the power you command. Seeing you all mopey and pathetic was worse than you dying. At least dead, you’d stand for something as a martyr.”

I frowned up at the magi. “This is a horrible pep talk.”

“And yet it’s the one you’re getting. So either sit there and mope about it, or do something.” she smirked down at my annoyed expression.

“Maybe I want a new guard,” I grumbled to myself.

“Then you’ll have to wait until we get back to see the king. He assigned me and outranks you. In the meantime, you’ll have to put up with me. I asked Morgalis to teach me to use a knife. I don’t expect to get quite as confident with a blade as she is. But the next time someone comes at you with a knife of their own, I won’t be standing there like an idiot trying to figure out how to burn them without harming you in the process.”

After saying her piece, she turned and made her way over to the door. Which she opened and leaned out to address someone on the other side.

“A mop and a broom. I broke a mug,” she said, before closing the door and giving me a long look.

“Thank you,” I said.

“For what?”

“For not saying, you told me so.”

Naffnia smirked. “Now that I know I can get away with it in the future.” I rolled my eyes and Naffnia barked out a soft laugh. “You’re different, princess,” she said. “You don’t act like a mage, or like a noble, but you command more power than both combined.”

I stared at her for a moment, and she let out a soft laugh.

“You could take this world and make it yours, and you don’t even want it. Do you?”

“Maybe I just want you to think that,” I muttered.

Naffnia barked out a laugh and shook her head. “You’re not a very accomplished liar, princess.”
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“Release him immediately.”

“B-but princess⁠—”

“Did I fucking stutter?” I snapped.

The guard flinched, and his companion grimaced. Alvar stood a little to the side and behind me with a fierce scowl. Had I known they’d put the poor man in a cell, I’d have come sooner. With everything that had happened, though, the local guards had taken it upon themselves to lock him up. Which was how I’d discovered the situation as his wife had shown up in the street outside the inn, crying and begging for mercy.

The grimacing guard took out a set of keys and headed into the holding area out the back. There were dozens of cells I could see here. Most of which were thankfully empty.

“Princess, this man⁠—”

“Was being magically manipulated and was not in control of what happened,” I interrupted. “I need to check that he has been fully healed and ensure that justice has been carried out.”

“Justice?”

I nodded. “This man is innocent. There is no justice keeping him locked away for a crime he did not commit.”

The guard wasn’t sure what to say. Alvar gripped my hand tightly. She hadn’t taken much convincing to bring me here. Morgalis and Magi Naffnia were at the door, helping the poor wife remain standing. She’d been so relieved that I was willing to retrieve her husband, she’d literally collapsed.

“I’m being let go?” The man questioned as the guard urged him out of the cell. “Where am I going?”

“Home,” I called softly.

The man’s head snapped around. He saw me and for a moment he looked deeply relieved. Then extremely worried.

“None of that.” I rolled my eyes. “Your wife is waiting for you outside. Nobody told me you’d been put in a cell. I came here right away when I found out.”

“Am I in trouble?” he asked as he walked into the main room of the small jail.

“Not at all,” I said, noticing the chains on his ankles. “Get those off him.”

The guard with the keys bent over and did just that. In moments, the prisoner was a free man, standing awkwardly in the corner, looking like he might bolt.

“Thank you gentlemen.” I nodded at the pair of guards. “And you. There’s an inn, a bath, and some food waiting for you. Your wife is outside and I would appreciate it if you could answer some questions before your next leg of the journey.”

He nodded slowly. “Of course, princess Dara. Whatever you need.”

I smiled and gestured for him to head out. Which was the cue for a hysterical scream and a small woman to tackle the man off his feet. Much to everyone’s delight.
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“The guards are on high alert,” Morgalis said, as she stepped into our room. “We’ll be leaving in the morning. If the trader’s information is accurate, we’ll be one stop away in two days’ time.”

“I still think it’s risky,” Alvar murmured, while Alvar poured her tea.

“It was the plan, though,” I pointed out.

Magi Naffnia gave a small nod. “And your companions?”

“They should remain behind, while an advance force moves ahead to check the town,” Morgalis said at once.

“I need to go with that advance force,” I mentioned.

Everyone looked at me, and I stared right back. “You know what the necromancer is capable of. One little burst of magic and your father’s men are coming right back as monsters and we wouldn’t know until they got here. Except now, as a lich, he’s even more powerful than ever before.”

“You wouldn’t feel them?” Alvar asked.

I frowned. “I’m not sure. Whatever was infecting the trader, I couldn’t feel that until I was right in front of him. Even then, I had to search for it. Like it was hiding from me.”

That earned me a bunch of troubled looks.

“Miss Dara⁠—”

“Mahy, I love you and I love that you care. But I don’t see another way to do this,” I said, turning to my assistant.

Mahy trembled for a moment before nodding slowly. “I just worry.”

“I know,” I said, reaching one hand towards her.

She set down the tea set and moved right past my hand. Rather, she sat in my lap and hugged me. Morgalis, her lover, smiled at the display from across the room, while Alvar had a similar expression. Only Magi Naffnia looked unaffected, and… well, that was rather normal for her.

“What happens if you don’t come back?” she asked.

I sighed and kissed the side of her head. “Then hopefully the lich won’t either.”

“This isn’t a trade!” Mahy snapped, sitting up. “Stopping the lich is not worth it if you die alongside it!”

“Mahy,” I sighed and cupped her chin. “Unfortunately, this is where I must insist that you’re wrong.”

“No—”

“My child,” I said, turning to look at Alvar, who stroked her belly at my words. “My wife, my lovers and my friends,” I said, nodding at everyone in the room, Naffnia included. “It’s not the decision that I would want. But given the opportunity. Yes, I would absolutely make that choice if I thought it necessary.”

“No,” Mahy trembled and shook her head. “No, I… Miss Dara, no.”

I pulled her close, and she curled into my shoulder. Her body quaked softly as she cried and I could offer no words of comfort. I wouldn’t lie to her. I wouldn’t lie to any of them. The truth of the matter was simple. I was one person. And if it saved their lives. I’d make that choice. Without question.

“You say that now.”

I let out a long sigh as Mahy went still in my arms. “I hate it when you do this.”

“And yet, it is my nature to speak without being heard,” Eve said, moving around to stand in front of me.

“You think I won’t?” I asked.

“I think you’re not considering all alternatives,” Eve said and smiled sadly.

“What alternatives?” I snorted. “If I send those men alone, they won’t come back. I don’t need foresight to see how that ends.”

“I’m not questioning your decisions, Dara,” Eve said with a slow shake of her head. “Only your willingness to accept the worst should it occur.”

I narrowed my eyes. “What aren’t you telling me, Eve?”

“There is much I am not telling you. Most of which is to do with the rules. If I told you things I shouldn’t, would I be any better than our opponent?”

“You make it sound like a game.”

Eve nodded slowly. “To them it is.”

“And to you?”

Eve gave me a sad smile. “I have many, many regrets, dear Dara,” Eve whispered. “At one point in my life, perhaps yes, I considered this a game. A play between the gods. A battle of wills. Good and evil, order and chaos. Life and death.”

I nodded slowly. “And which is this?”

“That depends on you.” Eve gave a mirthless chuckle. “If I told you my fears, it might change what is to come.”

“You can see the future?”

“I have seen the past so often I can make an educated guess.” Eve tilted her head. “But so can my opponent, and… By their very nature, they are unlikely to have followed the same letter of law that I have.”

“So the lich knows more than I do?”

“No,” Eve chuckled. “The necromancer perhaps. But the lich? The lich is just a tool. A mindless thing at the end of a very long leash.”

“Am I on a leash?” I asked.

Eve shook her head. “If my word means anything to you. Trust that you are your own person, Dara. The only leashes in your life are the ones you hold yourself.”
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“Dara?” Sera nudged me.

“Hmm?” I blinked as the carriage jolted beneath us.

“You’ve been awfully quiet,” she said.

“Sorry.” I frowned and rubbed my head. “Something’s bothering me.”

I wasn’t quite prepared for the reaction those words would have on my companions. Each of them. From my dear wife to Niam, suddenly stiffened. I frowned at them all before realizing what their problem was.

“Wait—”

“How long?” Morgalis asked in a firm tone.

“It could just be a headache⁠—”

“Scan yourself,” Alvar reached over and squeezed my thigh.

I let out a sigh and did just that. “Scan.” I couldn’t quite look at myself, but all the information was still there. I was healthy as a horse. No signs of discomfort… “Shit.”

“How close?” Morgalis asked.

“I’ve no idea,” I murmured. “It’s not… not directional. Not like the time before, this is just… a feeling.”

“Dear, you really need to tell us these things,” Alvar chastised me.

“I wasn’t thinking it was a problem. Just a small headache⁠—”

“You can heal a headache, Miss Dara,” Mahy snapped at me. “You’re the most powerful white mage in the world. There’s no reason for you to feel even the slightest discomfort if you didn’t want to.”

I nodded at that. And she was right. This wasn’t a normal headache. It… didn’t quite feel like before, where I could sense the undead. All those tortured souls. This was broader. Like something had tainted the land itself, and the further we got in, the worse it got.

Which must have been on point, since the carriage made an almighty bang as it lurched into the air. Alvar, myself and Magi Naffnia ended up on the floor, with Sera, Niam, Mahy and Morgalis dumped on top of us.

There were yells and cursing from outside, followed by a familiar scream. I froze in place, listening to the howling of a moccu. But not like I’d ever heard before. This thing sounded twisted. Like there was something wrong with it. I had the impression it was rabid but something told me it was worse than that. I recalled what the trader had told me about the twisted garbrid that attacked him.

The door flew open, and a battered-looking Denat stood, panting in the noon sun. “You lot okay?”

“We seem to be fine,” Naffnia grumped as she pushed Sera off her head and climbed to her knees. “What in the hells is happening out there?”

Denat slumped against the door, and when I got a good look at him, his eyes were unfocused. “Scan,” I cast, making the old man grimace. “Concussion,” I said. “Seal wound.”

It wasn’t perfect, but after hitting him with it a few times, his eyes evened out and he looked a bit better.

“Thank you, princess,” Denat bowed as we got ourselves sorted out. “It seems someone dug a trench across the road.”

“How did we miss a trench?” Morgalis snarled.

Denat shook his head. “Seems it was covered up. I didn’t see it until the wheels hit, and… well, you know what happened there.”

A scream echoed, and I leaned out, only for Naffnia to grab my arm.

“Don’t you even think about it,” the fire mage snapped at me.

“People are fighting.” I shook my head. “What’s happening?”

Denat looked around. The carriage was being ignored for now. Most of the guards were clustering around, and the fighting was everywhere at once. What was worse, I could now feel small spikes flashing through my head. The injuries, and then the sudden cessation of those painful spikes when a death occurred.

“They’re dying out there!” I snapped. “We have to do something!”

Denat gave me a hopeless look. But it was Morgalis who cleared her throat. “Princess, you will remain with the carriage.”

“But—”

“YOU WILL REMAIN WITH THE CARRIAGE OR I WILL HAVE YOU BOUND!” Morgalis roared. When she had my full attention, she turned to Magi Naffnia. “Let me out. We need to get moving again.”

Naffnia gave me a tug, and I allowed myself to be placed back in my seat. The whole carriage was on an angle—like the front wheels had broken, along with one in the rear. It wobbled slightly as Morgalis made her way out, followed by Naffnia, who stood in the doorway and scowled.

“Dara?”

I turned and saw her face. Alvar. White as a sheet, trembling and clearly terrified. I remembered her story. What happened to her as a girl. The pain she was in before we met and I reached out to take her in my arms. Alvar collapsed against my chest. Trembling and shaking as I stroked her hair. Niam looked like she wanted to cry, and Sera held her hand. Mahy just looked lost as she glanced at the door with worry in her eyes.

It wasn’t long before there was a commotion outside.

“We need healing!”

“I have it,” Sera nodded and got up.

“I’ll come—” Niam tried to volunteer.

“You stay right there,” Sera shoved her back into the seat. “This is not the time for training.”

“Make way! We have injuries!” a different voice shouted.

Sera ducked out and Alvar sniffed and wiped her face. She looked me in the eye. I could see it. The fear. The anxieties and the anguish. She wanted me to stay, but the logical part of her knew the truth, as the calls for help began to mount.

“Princess?” Naffnia turned to look at me, waiting.

“Promise me,” Alvar trembled.

“I’ll be safe⁠—”

“Promise. Me!”

I took her hand and brought her knuckles to my lips. “As safe as I can be. I swear it.”

Alvar nodded and moved off my lap. There, Mahy took control, pulling my wife into a hug. With Morgalis out there, we were both at risk, with our loved ones as safe as we could make them.

“Don’t go anywhere, they can come to us,” Naffnia grunted as I stepped out into the chaos.

There were screams echoing, along with the sounds of blades striking wood and flesh. Morgalis was rushing about, speaking with members of the guard and gathering others together. There was already a group huddled around our carriage. I was right about the wheels. The front two were shattered. The wooden spokes snapped in half. At the rear, though, was the axle. Something had broken, letting the axle itself fall partially out, leaving one side, dragging into the dirt.

The cause was a wide trench in the middle of the road. Right where a second carriage had stopped. That one carried food and other equipment. It wasn’t quite as luxurious as the one we travelled in, but even now there were attempts to get it across the ditch. Which from here, I could see, had been disguised. Wooden planks laid over the top. As if to withstand the weight of a horse, but not that of a laden carriage.

“This was a trap,” I said with a grimace.

“Of course it was,” Naffnia agreed. “Look, Sera’s over there.”

I turned and spotted her. She was huddled over a soldier who was still bleeding. I rushed over, only for Naffnia to grab me.

“What did I say?” she snapped, before raising her voice. “BRING THE WOUNDED TO THE CARRIAGE!”

Sera whirled around at the shouting and looked relieved to see me. She waved and caught the attention of a guard, who grabbed the injured man she was working on and dragged him over. No sign of gentleness, just heave and go.

“Thank the goddess you’re here,” Sera said, gesturing at the man. “He’s not responding to my magic.”

“He’s what?” I frowned and held up my hand. “Scan.”

I felt it then. Just like the merchant. The infection hadn’t spread yet. But it was there. Just as insidious and just as twisted. It didn’t want to be healed.

“Curse Barrier,” I cast.

There was a pulse. I held it only for a moment. That shimmering wall of energy flashed, and the guard let out a small gurgling cry as he twitched on the ground.

“Try now,” I said, stepping back.

“Seal wound,” Sera cast on the man.

And to everyone’s relief, the wound began to close.

“You did this before, with the trader,” Naffnia said as she frowned with worry.

“This is indeed a trap.” I sighed. “The lich. He’s created something. Something that can spread an infection. One that resists being healed and attacks the mind, making them violent,” I said, giving the magi a long look.

She grimaced. “Do I have to be on guard, around our own men?”

“Not yet,” I said with a slow shake of my head. “But if I leave even a scratch unhealed, we might have a problem in the coming days. That trader had been without healing for three or so days. He wasn’t violent right away, only responding when I tried to heal him properly.”

“The longer we’re stuck out here, the worse things will get,” Magi Naffnia said as she looked around. “The fighting isn’t fierce. Whatever is out there, it hits and runs away. It’s testing us.”

“It’s spreading the infection,” I disagreed. “It’s not a test. Someone gets injured, it leaves and attacks somewhere else. We’re too spread out to mount a proper defense and the longer this goes on⁠—”

“HEALING!”

I grimaced and turned to the next man being brought up. He was missing three fingers on his right hand and snarling in pain.

“Curse Barrier,” I cast.

The man yelped, and I looked at Sera. “Close it and move on.”

“Dara, Sera, I wasn’t sure you were out here or not,” Morgalis said, coming up behind us.

“HEALING!” the shout came once more.

“How bad is it?” I asked, as a pair of guards helped a third hobble over. He’d been wounded on the leg and was bleeding quite badly. “Curse Barrier.”

Sera took over as Morgalis gave me a strange look, before shaking her head. “We’re going to put everyone in the second carriage. We need to move. And we’ll get more support when we reach the next town.”

“Works for me. Get everyone over first. I… I need to heal these people,” I said as another injured guard was brought over.

“That’s not⁠—”

“They have the same infection that caused the trader to attack me.” I shook my head. “These men are trained soldiers. If they all turn a week from now, we’ll be worse off than waiting five minutes to load the others.”

Morgalis looked like she swallowed a lemon, but didn’t disagree when I started healing more soldiers.

She hurried off, and I heard her talking to the others. As I worked, pushing the cursed infection out of injured soldiers, the rest began to close in. Things were slowing down. The other carriage was brought in, and the circle of guards began to close. The fighting was getting more controlled.

I watched as the others slipped out of the damaged carriage. They hurried over to the fresh one. It had been cleared and most of the internals dumped out. The seats inside weren’t padded, and it was going to be uncomfortable.

“HEALING!” someone cried as they brought up a badly wounded soldier.

“Curse Barrier,” I cast, before noticing Sera was looking tired. I swallowed and held up my hand. “Seal Wound.”

“You don’t⁠—”

“Shut it, you’re exhausted already,” I cut her off as I healed the man.

“LOOK OUT!”

There was a scream and a heavy crunch. I whirled around as a monster batted aside several guards. It had long arms like a garbrid. Its body was hunched and its legs were stocky and short. It moved on all fours like a gorilla and its head was a misshapen mess. The more I stared, the more I came to realize that it wasn’t just a garbrid, or even a moccu. But some twisted amalgamation of both. It let out a roar as it spun towards the carriage. The one where my wife, Alvar, stood frozen in horror.

“PRINCESS!” Naffnia roared.

A burst of flames raced out. The monster howled in rage and pain, while the flames caught the attention of Morgalis. Which was just in time for the horses on the wagon to panic.

“DARA!” Alvar’s voice echoed as Morgalis held her around the waist. The carriage rumbled off, leaving me behind with Sera and Naffnia, surrounded by injured soldiers.

“Shit, what do we do now?” Sera threw her arms up.

“We heal,” I grunted, before turning back to Naffnia.

She eased back the flames and the twisted creation of a monster writhed and clawed at the ground. The nearest soldiers who were still in the fight closed in. One lost his leg to a wild swing of terrible claws, another summoned a blade of energy and slammed it into the back of the beast.

I hadn’t seen much magic before. Seeing it now practically made my hair stand on end. The twisted creature spasmed beneath the magical blade before the soldier stepped back, letting the spell vanish.

“Not bad,” Naffnia said, moving closer. She raised her hands and sent another blast of flames over the beast. It howled and clawed at its own skin as if to escape the heat, but Naffnia just let it burn.

This time, when the flames died out, the soldiers were ready and descended with their blades.

“HEALING!” came a cry once more.
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“They’re working quickly, but it’s likely we’re here for the night,” Naffnia admitted.

I nodded slowly, and Sera pressed into my side. It was cold out here. Night had set in, and a fire had been lit. With the departure of the carriage and our loved ones, the fighting had eased. Whatever was out there had divided its attention and things had gotten quiet. But that didn’t ease my pain.

It was everywhere. Cuts, burns, breaks and strains. The guards who remained behind were in a bad way. My head ached from my inability to fix them. All I could do was huddle behind a row of crates and wait for my mana to replenish, before going out and depleting it over and over again.

“So it’s able to be fixed?” Sera asked.

Naffnia nodded. “The wheels turned out to be an easy repair, but when they lifted the carriage, they found the axle cracked as well. That meant finding and felling a tree and even then without suitable treating. It’ll only take us as far as the next town.”

“Wood needs to be seasoned, dried, et-cetera,” I sighed, as my head throbbed.

“How cold do you think it’s going to get?” Sera asked.

“It will get colder yet. I suggest the two of you get comfortable together. It’s that or in front of the fire and that means sleeping in the open.”

I grimaced at that, and Sera seemed to understand as well. This was the lich’s work. If we were out in the open, he’d be able to send something directly for us. Laying in front of a fire would make me an extremely visible target.

“I’ll leave the two of you alone.” Naffnia stalked off into the dark.

A snarl echoed, followed by the sound of a blade. To my relief, there were no screams for healing. So I took the opportunity to lie down. Sera looked around. The sky was dark, and the stars were out. She too lay down, staying close, but not quite touching.

“Well, this is certainly unexpected,” she whispered.

“I could hardly believe that I’d be stuck outside the walls overnight while a lich tried to send monsters to kill me,” I grumbled.

“Amongst other things,” Sera whispered.

“Like what?” I asked, curious for a change in the mood. Anything to drive off this headache.

“Strange things. Things I would never have considered.” Sera shifted. “Do you know I’ve sworn an oath to throw myself in front of danger to spare your life?”

“That’s awful,” I said and frowned. “Please don’t do that.”

“It’s what I’ve sworn.” Sera shrugged. “Along with something else. And it has me rather nervous.”

“It’s not some sacrificial nonsense about letting me drain your mana until you die or something, is it?” I turned and gave her a stern look.

Sera shook her head. “It was something your wife brought up, actually. I thought it rather strange, and yet… Now that I’ve seen how you live your life, it… seems to work.”

I realized what it was she had likely agreed to and shook my head. “No⁠—”

“I volunteered.” Sera rolled to face me.

“No, it’s…” I slapped my forehead. “You’re my friend.”

“What does that change?” Sera asked. “Mahy’s your friend, isn’t she?”

“That’s different,” I tried to argue.

Sera shrugged. “I’m not about to force you. Just… if this was our last night alive.”

“It’s not,” I told her with a glare.

Sera smiled. “Then there’s always the chance we could do it again then, isn’t it?”
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“You’re serious?” I asked.

Sera gave a small shrug. “I don’t just offer to brush anyone’s hair.”

That made me narrow my eyes. She had indeed looked after me on those first few days. Even now, I usually have Mahy or even Morgalis take care of my hair. One of the servants usually wrestled the brush away from me if they saw me struggling with it. Had they made similar oaths to my wife without my knowledge? It hardly mattered at this point. The maids weren’t on my radar.

“I think I’m going to have a long talk with my wife when we’re reunited,” I said in a sigh.

“Don’t be too hard on her,” Sera snickered as she lay down beside me. In the distance there was the howling cry of a dying moccu. “They just keep coming, don’t they?”

“Did you see the one that attacked the carriage? That thing wasn’t quite a moccu, or a garbrid. The lich is changing things. Creating things, perhaps.”

“That wasn’t creation,” Sera disagreed with a shake of her head. “What he did was twist what was and turn it even more monstrous. The creatures of this world are dangerous, but they are just animals. They fight, fuck and feed just like you and I. That thing… that thing was simply death.”

I nodded at that. She wasn’t wrong. It was just a different way to look at things. Which I suspected Eve would have agreed with. The monsters of this world were violent, dangerous things. But they had reached an equilibrium with the inhabitants here. There was plenty of life outside the walls. Just higher stakes.

“I’m embarrassed to admit, though,” Sera whispered into my ear as she lay beside me. “Part of my interest with you, particularly now, is that I do have a minor problem.”

“Scan,” I pushed into her, only to find nothing. “What problem?”

Sera shifted slightly. “It’s not been much of a problem before now. When I was younger… Well… I met a man.”

I turned slightly and saw the frown on her face. “You’re not attracted to men?”

“I’m not unattracted to men. But my problem makes it hard to be with men,” she admitted in a soft tone. “The few women I’ve been with since have been far more understanding once they understood that it was a me problem, and not a them problem.”

“That doesn’t help,” I said as I cancelled my scan. “What exactly is your problem?”

Sera nodded and licked her lips. “I… I get aroused,” she said. “I just… don’t get wet.”

I tilted my head. “You couldn’t use lubricant?” I asked.

Sera sighed. “You tell a guy that he needs to use a lubricant. He automatically assumes he gets to put it in your ass. The few men who got that far, I’d try and correct and they’d get all weird about it. Thinking I wasn’t that into them.”

“And were you?”

“Not really,” Sera admitted. “My sexual appetite is skewed. I don’t think I’m strictly attracted to women, after all I experimented with men when I first started my sexual journey. But the majority of my sexual experiences since then have been with women. The idea of a woman with a dick is… surprisingly attractive to me.”

I nodded slowly. “Sera, I am happy to help with your issue. With, or without, the sex.”

“Well,” Sera cleared her throat softly. “In the light of the fact we’re trapped outside, surrounded by monsters in the cold. The best chance of surviving is keeping you well and rested. My plan, if you couldn’t help me, was to use my mouth. But with your help… Miss Dara, I would appreciate something a little more intimate.”

I lay there for a few moments, staring into Sera’s eyes before shaking my head. She began to frown, but I leaned in and gently kissed her.

“This world is crazy,” I whispered. “And I barely understand the half of it. But if this is what you want?”

“It is.” Sera breathed a little heavier.

I nodded. “My wife had you and undoubtedly dozens of others volunteered to keep me satisfied if she couldn’t. Who am I to deny the efforts of my wife?”

I rolled into Sera. Her breath hitched as our breasts pushed together, and I felt her tremble as I kissed her. She murmured into my mouth for a moment. Not words, just a reaction to the sudden stimuli. With one hand, I cupped her cheek, the other I used to gently run down her side towards her. She responded by raising her knee, curling her leg over my hip. I accepted, gripping her thigh, before rolling back and dragging her atop of me.

“Dara,” Sera whispered nervously.

“Relax,” I told her. “You’re beautiful. And I need to do a little work here, remember?”

Sera nodded and adjusted herself, pulling the edges of her dress up to drape over my middle. That let me slip my hands beneath the pleats and touch her silk-covered thighs.

“Your hands are cool,” she said and shivered at my touch.

“And your legs are warm.” I smirked as I gently stroked her.

Moving my hands down, I felt more silk. When I moved them up, I felt the point where her stockings ended. Elastic didn’t seem to be a thing here. She was wearing garters that held up the stockings. It was a nice look. Something I enjoyed on a woman. Her skin beneath the silk was smooth as well. And I could feel the prickling of her skin as I moved higher.

There was a tremendous amount of warmth there as I brushed my fingertips over the edges of her panties.

“There’s nothing wrong with my sensitivity,” Sera whispered as her breath hitched slightly.

“Good to know,” I replied as I ran my thumb along the crease I could feel in the center.

Sera took a deep breath and rocked her hips slightly when I repeated the motion. By the third pass, I could feel a small nub as her clit began to swell under the stimulation.

“Really sensitive,” Sera gasped as I rubbed over her slit through her silk panties once more.

I smiled as she trembled. Part of the act was to please her. The other was to confirm the problem. Going by her increased breathing, the swelling of her clitoris and the softening of her labia, she had all the signs of extreme arousal. This was a woman in need, and yet, her panties remained dry. In fact, without the silk, the gentle stroking over her clit would likely produce discomfort, rather than pleasure.

With Sera trembling above me, I pushed a little mana into her. She didn’t respond as I sought out her bartholin glands. The two tiny organs were responsible for producing lubricant. This was raw casting, but not like I had done before. This wasn’t trying to repair damage, or reproduce something destroyed or damaged. There was nothing wrong with Sera. No injury, no problems, no cause. The glands were entirely functional, they were just… underproductive to the extreme.

“Dara,” Sera trembled. “If you keep going, I’m going to cum.”

Ignoring that for now, I began to weave my magic into something usable. This would have to be a new spell, but… broader. I could create a simple spell to target just the anatomy of a woman, or I could cater it to blend flesh as needed. To create and uphold change in the body. Without setting off an immune response, or having it behave erratically. Mana surged through me and I felt it lock down.

“Flesh Manipulation,” I cast, only to feel mana flood out of my body. The moment it started, I stopped, but with the raw casting that started it, the spell had some effect already.

“Dara,” Sera trembled as her legs shook.

The whole time I had been casting, I had been subconsciously rubbing. Enough to have pushed the woman over the edge. Sera slumped forward. Her hands landed either side of my head and I watched as her eyes rolled back. Her torso shook and her legs trembled. I felt her thighs flex, and I slowed my stroking as I felt hot liquid soaking through her panties.

“Oh!” Sera jerked and fell back. “Oh, oh no.”

“Hold up,” I tried to assure her.

“What?” Sera grabbed between her legs. “Oh… what?”

“You’re okay,” I tried to assure her. “You’re fine.”

“I…” Sera raised her fingers, and I saw in the moonlight as she spread her fingers, showing the sticky strands that stretched between them.

She brought those fingers to her nose and gave a soft sniff, before opening her legs. I stared at her as she yanked her dress up. With one hand, she pulled her panties to the side, and the fingers covered in her dew, she slipped between her sopping labia.

“Oh, goddess,” Sera trembled, before hooking her fingers.

She wasn’t gentle with herself. There was a sharp intake of breath as she plunged two fingers into her gleaming pussy. But whatever discomfort she caused herself fell away as she moaned in pleasure. I watched for several breaths as she edged closer to a second climax before coming to a complete standstill.

“N-no,” Sera said.

“No?” I questioned.

Sera’s eyes snapped to me as she pulled her fingers free. “Not… not me,” she licked her lips. “Miss Dara.”

Sera spread her legs while hiking up her dress even further. But it was the tug of her panties that really caught my attention. She was vicious with them. Yanking them aside, to show me the gleaming mess that was dripping into the grass between her legs.

“I can only apologize, my dear friend,” I said as I crawled towards her. “I would have preferred a warm bed for the two of us.”

“Warm bed next time,” Sera eagerly agreed. “Right now, you should double check the results of your work.”

I swallowed nervously and moved closer. Sera was breathing hard and stared at me with open longing. I can only imagine how she felt. This was likely something that embarrassed her. And had done so for years. My mana was all but gone from this tiny spell, but the results had been instantaneous. So easy to fix something that likely shaped this woman’s sexuality her entire life.

Lifting my dress, I regretted draping it over her waist. Without stripping naked in the cold, it would have to do. I felt Sera’s fingers touching my thighs as I slipped my hands down to unleash my cock. Already straining in my hands, I leaned in. Only to feel her soft hands push mine out of the way.

“Please?” she questioned.

I leaned forward, releasing my cock into her hands as she steered me into position. I felt the molten heat of her pussy. She really was drooling with arousal as I slowly sank into her. I watched as her expression shifted. A flash of pain, discomfort and then deep satisfaction as my cock continued sliding into her.

“More?” she begged softly.

“You don’t want to take it slow?” I asked.

Sera shook her head. “I want to feel it all.”

Before I could react. Her hand wrapped around and gripped my ass. She pulled, and I had little choice but to follow, driving my cock deep into her as she shivered in pleasure. Until finally, I lay, propped up on my elbows above her, as she stared up at me with tears rolling down her cheeks.

“Hey—”

“Don’t.” She smiled. “I’m not upset or in pain.”

“Then—”

“Stop,” Sera sniffed and gave me a wide smile. “You have no idea, the gift you have given me.”

I gave a small nod. I had an inkling, after all.

“You probably didn’t realize, but… I came, so hard, and so quickly,” she admitted softly. “And yet, there was this whole part of me that I could never enjoy.”

“You like sex that much?”

“I LOVE sex,” she said with a cute giggle. “But even when I’ve found willing partners, it’s never been quite right. Or what I wanted. Until now.” Sera pulled me closer and kissed me gently. “Now fuck me with that glorious cock of yours and fill me up the way a woman deserves.”

I nodded slowly and then kissed her again. She moaned into my mouth before sharply inhaling as I withdrew half my length. Her legs curled up around my sides, before I slowly, but forcefully, plunged my length back inside her. Only to feel the fluttering of her pussy muscles as she trembled below me.

“D-don’t stop,” Sera clung to me. “I’m a woman. This is what I’m for.”

I had a brief moment of clarity. This inability of hers to have comfortable sex must have been tied up in a whole other world. Everything from simple pleasure and intimacy to having children. Those words spoke of a deep longing. Something she herself might not be aware of. Or perhaps she did and was overjoyed at being able to express it.

“Okay,” I nodded.

Driving my hips forward, I crushed my pubic bone into her clit. Sera’s breath hitched and her mouth dropped open. I wasn’t gentle as I pulled my cock free. Nor was I as I drove it back inside her. Sera’s eyes bulged and her breathing paused as I seated myself deep inside her once more. Only to feel as her core muscles began to spasm around my cock.

“Breathe, dear Sera,” I whispered as I withdrew my cock once more.

She let out a soft gasp before whining loudly as I drove it inside her once more. Her hands gripped my shoulders tightly, but she only held on. Not pushing me away as I drove my cock into her at a steady pace. I wasn’t sure where one orgasm started or when it finished. Sera’s eyes rolled, and her pussy squeezed. Her hips bucked and her legs quaked. The whole time, she whimpered, moaned and if I slowed for a moment, she quietly begged.

I drove myself into her without any hesitation. Her pussy squelched with each thrust. Her body accepting me easily, despite the spasms and clenches of her pussy muscles. Back in the tower, she was a proper lady. Straight laced and secure. Here, now, with my cock buried to the hilt inside her, she was a mewling, cock hungry slut, and I loved it.

“Sera,” I moaned.

“In me,” she hissed. “Deep. Inside. Please?”

I pulled her mouth to my own and kissed her. In the depths of our passion, I resorted to short, sharp thrusts. Slamming my cock deep inside her, where I could feel every tremble and squeeze of her almost continuous orgasms. My cum boiled up inside, and I tightened my grip. Sera wrapped her legs around my ass, and my cock throbbed. As the first blast of my seed sprayed into her, I felt her core explode. Her entire body clenched down, squeezing my cock tightly as I lost the ability to coordinate my thrusts.

I could feel myself leaking out around my cock, even as I pumped more of my seed into her. Sera could barely function along with me. Her body twitched, stirring my cock inside her, while we moaned into one another’s mouths. Until finally, we both came to our senses.

Sera was breathing softly while staring up at me. I was holding her close, cock still twitching inside her. Each little twitch made Sera tremble while the two of us remained locked together.

“Princess Dara?” Sera whispered.

“Yes?” I answered softly, still aware of our provocative position.

“Do you have an official mistress?”

I blinked. “No.”

Sera nodded.

“Hold on,” I said, trying to get my thoughts in order. “I… I don’t have a mistress, but…”

“There are still people in your life,” Sera added. “People you are intimate with, and that is unlikely to change.”

“Right.” I nodded. “I’ve talked with Alvar about this.”

“And she is quite thrilled with the idea,” Sera said with a smirk. “As you might have guessed.”

I nodded. “Why did you ask about me having a mistress?”

“I will head your new order of healers,” Sera stated. “Of that, I swear it to you and the gods themselves.”

“You don’t need to go that far.” I rolled my eyes.

Sera smiled. “I know. But it felt right to say it. Because I have a proposition.”

“To be my mistress?” I guessed.

Sera smiled. “I would hope you would allow the occasional dalliance with the fairer gender, while you are away,” she whispered. “But I would ask that you speak with your dear wife about me. So that she can draw up a contract, to cease the line of succession, so that you might mother a child with me.”

“You…” I said in a stilted tone. “What?”

Sera smiled. “I’m making you an offer, Dara. A contract to protect your line of succession from children I bear. And the promise to lay with no man, or endowed woman, but yourself.”

“Like a concubine?” I pondered aloud.

Sera grinned widely.

“Spreading yourself amongst the gene pool would be a tremendous boon to this society,” Eve’s voice echoed in my head.

“Think about it,” Sera whispered, having not heard the goddess talking to me. “Just know. If that cock of yours isn’t quite satisfied. You’re more than welcome to have me again.”

[image: ]


Naffnia stared out the window. Sera had a neutral expression on her face as she sat tall and proud. I was across from both, trying to figure out if this was normal, or awkward. The carriage had been repaired just before dawn. I had hoped in all that time that a portal would have opened. I worried when it didn’t, but Naffnia had suggested that opening a portal while on the move would be extremely dangerous. That satisfied me for a time. Until I came to realize that meant Alvar was still moving.

“Oh relax, would you?” Naffnia sighed. “She’s not unprotected. The carriage is one of the heavier ones used for hauling goods, and around half of the soldiers on horseback went after them. She’s fine.”

I frowned and crossed my arms. Sera gave me a sympathetic smile. Naffnia was an abrasive woman. And judging by her attitude, she knew what Sera, and I got up to last night. Not that Sera gave any indication, beyond a few quiet kisses this morning when nobody was paying attention.

“You can’t expect me to relax when my wife, who has an ability to create portals, hasn’t created one to find me,” I pointed out.

Naffnia opened her mouth, then closed it again. “There are any number of reasons she could have refrained from doing so.”

“Most of which means she is in danger,” I countered.

“This isn’t helping,” Sera spoke up. “You are worrying yourself needlessly,” she glared at me, before turning to Naffnia. “And you aren’t helping.”

“My job isn’t to cater to⁠—”

“Your job is to guard the princess, not to antagonize her,” Sera snapped. “Now, both of you. There is nothing we can do right now but sit and wait. We will arrive at our destination shortly. When we do, we will find answers.”

I didn’t like that answer. But I was hardly in a position to argue. Sera was right, and there was nothing any of us could do until we arrived and found out what really happened. Which, if anything, just made the trip all the more awkward. Without Mahy and Niam there to break the silence, the three of us sat awkwardly. Though Sera did shoot me a few smiles of encouragement and assurance. Despite my trust that Naffnia had my best interests in heart, Sera was the one who showed it.

Whether mere minutes or hours, I wasn’t sure. But the subtle change in momentum attracted all our attention. It was just a guard driving right now, guided by the soldiers who stayed behind to guard us. Which turned out to be the majority in the end. Several dozen had raced after Alvar’s carriage. The rest had not been in the position to do so, and with the lack of clear instructions, had remained behind.

So when we came to a stop, it was Naffnia who opened the door and stepped out into the mid-morning light. She was out for mere moments, before stepping back inside with a troubled expression on her face.

“What is it?” I asked.

Naffnia sighed. “The gates are open.”

Sera’s eyes widened, and I felt my heart clench with worry. Nobody left the gates open. That would be a literal invitation to let the monsters of the wilds enter and destroy the town and its people. Which meant that something had gone horribly wrong. And that meant Alvar and the others were in danger.

“If you even think of stopping me from going in there, I’m going to put you to sleep and leave you here,” I warned Naffnia.

She glared at me as the windows dimmed slightly. We had entered the town, passing through the small gatehouse. I couldn’t feel anything inside. No pain, no discomfort. Part of me wondered if that was because of the evening Sera and I had together. My power always stabilized after sex. I just couldn’t help but shake the feeling this was going to go horribly wrong.

When the carriage stopped, I gave Naffnia a long look. She didn’t respond with words, but got up and stepped outside. She looked around before glancing back at me with a twisted grimace. I already knew this was going to be bad news. So I braced as I stepped out of the wagon.

“Oh,” I sighed as I took in the sight.

The town was empty. There were little signs of life. Little signs of habitation as well. Just empty buildings, the road…

And blood.

Whatever happened here was a slaughter. There were tracks through it. Claws, boots, wheels and horses. There had been some mighty battle that had happened in this place.

“Alvar,” I trembled. “Mahy, Niam, Morgalis…”

“Princess!” Naffnia shouted.

I pushed past her as I ran towards the largest building in the middle. This was a trading hub. Larger than one of the way stations, but not much more than that. They facilitated a safe place to stay that wasn’t in the mining town itself. Mines were dirty places and unless you had specific business, you likely did not want to visit.

“DARA!” Sera called.

I didn’t wait. I couldn’t stand it. There were no echoes here. Nobody in pain. I looked left and right. For signs of danger. Monsters or worse. I saw nothing but more blood, or the subtle signs of fighting. Whatever happened here was quick and ruthless. Footprints coming from the sides. The smudges of people and horses being thrown to the ground. It was like Alvar and her guards came inside and were cut down in moments.

As I ran, I spotted a familiar-looking carriage up ahead. The doors were open and blood was smeared about. There were no bodies, and my heart sank as I skidded to a halt beside it.

“Dammit, princess!” Naffnia slowed to a stop beside me.

I ignored her as I moved closer to the carriage. It wasn’t the comfortable one that we’d traveled in. It was to hold our luggage, and the inside was rather bare. Even as it came into view, I looked and let out a whimper.

“There’s no blood,” I whispered.

Sera appeared on the other side, looking in with a frown. “What’s that?” she gestured at the floor.

I looked down and spotted it immediately. The parchment was the same dirty yellow as the wood that made up the carriage. But the writing on it was red, as if written in blood. I picked it up and held it in trembling hands.

“What does it say?” Naffnia asked, moving to stand beside me.

“It says hurry,” I whispered as I dropped the parchment with a single word etched in blood. “That bastard has them!”
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“Why are you doing this?” Alvar demanded.

The lich’s head slowly turned. There were no eyes, and yet, she could feel them. The glare. The malice within those empty sockets. It had been silent since it came for them. Alvar had just enough time to shove Mahy and Niam through the portal before she and Morgalis were overwhelmed. Or more accurately; Morgalis was overwhelmed, while Alvar was forced to surrender, or be taken by force.

The undead moved quickly. The bodies were dressed in the colors of the kingdom. Although freshly dead, their eyes stared into oblivion. That wasn’t the worst of it, though. Apart from the twisted creatures—blendings of moccu, garbrid and things Alvar didn’t quite recognize—none of it was as bad as the civilians. Simple people. Men. Women. Even children. Undead, one and all. Alvar knew how Dara would react to this.

She knew her love would feel their pain. Their suffering. And she knew that Dara would face it all to find her. So whatever the lich had planned, Alvar wanted to slow them down. Any distraction she might offer could help beyond what she could imagine. And with Morgalis unconscious, bleeding, bound and gagged, Alvar hadn’t the heart to leave. Despite knowing that would be exactly what Morgalis would have wanted. Especially with her pregnancy.

“Well?” Alvar snapped. “Are you going to answer me, or just stare at me?”

“She is nothing,” the voice echoed through the lich’s mind. “Spare her no thought.”

The lich nodded slowly, before turning from the princess and toward the twisted creation it was working upon. The pinnacle of everything the lich hoped to achieve. Why kill the living and reanimate their corpse, when you could birth the undead straight from an unholy womb? The twisted creation here pulsed with the darkest of magics. A self-replicating power source, capable of creating its own phylactery. A perpetual cycle of undead rebirth. It was almost finished. And it only needed a host. Of which, there were several options.

“HEY!”

The lich flinched as something struck it in the shoulder. It turned its furious but otherwise blank gaze at the princess. She held in her hand a rock. Barely a pebble as she whipped her hand through the air. This pebble was not aimed as well. It tumbled off to the side, and the lich heard the soft smack as it struck the creation on the table before it.

Enraged at the potential damage to the lich’s work, it turned its fury on the princess.

“PAIN!”

Alvar’s body locked up. Every nerve ending in her body felt like it had been dipped in liquid iron. She wanted to scream, but nothing came out. Her heart slammed into her ribs from the inside, feeling as if it burned with the same intensity as the rest of her. Just as quickly as it started, the pain vanished, and Alvar slumped to the ground. She whimpered as she tasted blood. One hand reached for her belly as she quietly prayed to the goddess. The one she knew to have brought Dara to this world.

“If not me,” she whispered. “If. Not. Me.”
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“No.”

I stared at the fire magi. She was a powerful woman in her own right. Add in those sparks of flames. There was no doubt she was a capable warrior. Someone that nobody with a clear mind would want to face in a head on battle. Which was exactly what was happening right now as she stood between me and the carriage that brought me to this town.

“Naffnia,” I said in a dangerous tone. “I am not requesting.”

“By order of his majesty, the king. I cannot allow you to needlessly throw yourself into harm.”

“You’re not listening to me,” I hissed. “I’m not making a request. I am going⁠—”

“Dara,” Sera tried to soothe me, but I shot her a glare.

She winced as she saw the expression on my face. It wasn’t fair. She wasn’t to blame for any of this. Neither was Naffnia, but that wasn’t going to stop me.

“This is your last warning,” I told the magi.

“I am not opposed to harming you, princess,” Naffnia said with a narrowing of her eyes. “The king will forgive me for harming you, so long as you come out of it alive. I know you can heal, so it’s not as if I have to hold back.”

“You’re correct, Magi Naffnia,” I said. “I can heal myself. But I can do far worse to my opponents. I’m not opposed to a little pain if it means finding my wife.”

“Your wife was taken, not killed. We need only send a message to the king⁠—”

“THERE IS NO TIME!” I roared. “GET OUT OF MY WAY!”

“No.”

I cursed under my breath. “So be it.”

Naffnia took a half step back. I recognized it as a stance. She was preparing for battle. Part of me admired her for that. The unflinching dedication to her job. Deep down, I understood. Her job was to keep me alive at all costs, and gallivanting into the lich’s den in search of my wife, Morgalis and Mahy, was a death sentence. I couldn’t blame her for this. So I made a note to keep from harming her permanently.

Naffnia had my respect as a warrior. She didn’t deserve to be maimed.

I took a step forward. And Naffnia threw her arms up. A burst of flame washed towards me. I wasn’t a warrior. Before I came to this world, the sight of blood made me queasy. That’s what kept me from working in a hospital. I couldn’t handle it, and so I worked with the elderly instead. So nothing prepared me for the wash of flames that raced towards me.

I screamed. The feeling was indescribable. I’d scalded myself with steam before, reaching over hot water. The burn on my arm took a few days to heal up. This was nothing like that. Flames came so hot and so fast. Ironically, where they touched, my skin hurt less than my clothes. The extreme heat seared my nerve endings, while the rest of me was somewhat insulated for a few moments. I felt my hair falling away in burning clumps as I fell to my knees.

And when the flames stopped, I took a shuddering breath that left me coughing and hacking as the stench of my own burning hair and flesh filled my lungs.

“What did you do to her?!” Sera screamed.

“Regrowth,” I hissed through charred lips.

All at once, I felt my skin tug. A cool sensation flooded my body. All the parts that still burned washed away. The parts that were cold suddenly felt hot as fresh blood poured back into living flesh. The destroyed tissues sloughed off, falling away as my ruined dress fell off my once more pristine shoulders. My long hair fell back down around my shoulders.

When my eyes grew back, I could see Naffnia’s horror. The twisted expression of someone who deeply regretted what they had done. Mixed with the expression of shock and awe. Which lasted only as long as it took me to take another step.

“Princess—”

“No,” I spat, as I took a second step.

Naffnia closed her eyes before sending a second wave of flames. I was prepared this time, and threw my arms over my face. I held my breath as my skin melted away. The pain was just as bad, but without my dress, it was over quickly. Replaced by the cold embrace of destroyed nerve endings. When the flames stopped, I removed my arms. My eyes burned and my destroyed hair fell out around me once more. But I was still upright. Still moving.

“Regrowth,” I hissed.

Naffnia stepped back, looking revolted as I continued moving. When her hands came up once more, I let out a scream of rage. Naffnia’s eyes widened as the blast of flames struck me in the chest. But I was already running. I screamed through the pain as my body melted. This time I didn’t heal as I burst out the other side. Naffnia fell as I threw myself at her. She screamed in fear and shock as I grabbed her face with both hands.

“SLEEP!” I roared, pumping raw mana through her body.

I felt the flood of mana. The raw casting had been easier with my higher levels, but with the casting of the regrowth spell, I was already running low. To my relief, though, the spell worked. Naffnia fell back on the ground, her eyes closed, and she began to snore.

“Regrowth.”

I blinked as I felt the healing magic flow through me. Sera was there. Trembling as she did her best. It wasn’t much. But I felt as the burns sloughed off once more, before she too fell to the ground.

“Sera!” I yelped, before crawling off Naffnia.

I touched her arm, and she was limp. When I checked her breathing, there were the faintest puffs.

“Too much mana,” Eve whispered in my ear. “She will live.”

I slumped when I heard those words. Before realizing I was practically nude, in the middle of a bunch of the king’s men. Most of them were making an effort to look away. There were a few curious ones, though, who were blushing. I didn’t swing that way though, and I hoped it would go no farther than a few looks. Which became the most prominent thought as I took a walk of shame back to the carriage I arrived in.

There, I found a change of clothing and had myself dressed in a matter of minutes. Minutes that were enough for a few of the king’s men to get over their fear of me and approach. When I stepped out of the carriage, it was to a small honor guard. The man before me looked to be the most senior, and he gave a small bow of respect.

“Princess,” he acknowledged. “The magi⁠—”

“Is not to be punished in any way, under any circumstances, for any reason,” I said quickly. “Naffnia was doing her best to follow her orders, set out by the king. The only way she could have succeeded would have been to kill me. Please make sure the king understands that.”

“Of course,” the guard bowed. “What about your current plans?”

I took a deep breath and looked back at the carriage. “Take everything out. Then fetch me someone who can show me how to drive this.”
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“So what’s the plan?”

I shrugged as I kept a firm grip on the reins. It didn’t require a firm grip. But if I dropped them, I doubted I was getting them back without accidentally going under the wheels.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I have no idea what I’m going to find, I just…”

“It’s sad,” Eve said. There wasn’t actually room in the driver’s seat for two people, but… the goddess didn’t really play by the rules and somehow it worked. She didn’t even stop time to be here. “This is both the very thing I bought you here for. And the last thing I wanted for you.”

“You said you wanted me here for balance,” I recalled. “Are you having regrets?”

Eve sighed and gave a small nod. “In a way. This confrontation should never have happened. If things had gone the way they should have, you would have retired, lived out your life in peace, and the world would have gone on turning.”

“And now?” I asked.

“Now, the paths converge,” Eve said softly. “Very few possible outcomes are pleasant for all involved. Fewer still leave the world untipped in their favor. One way or another.”

I let out a soft sigh and shook my head. “You mean, even if I do everything right, beat the lich and fix everything, I’ll tip the scale back in the opposite direction and create chaos once more?”

“Exactly,” Eve mumbled. “Can you imagine? The new face of the white mages. Queen Dara. The statues, the praise, the cults.”

I grimaced. “Really?”

“Absolutely,” Eve said. “And I know you’ll do your best, but…”

“People aren’t always rational.” I nodded slowly. “I get it.”

“The good news, of course,” Eve said with a smile. “If you do succeed, you’ll taint this world with a different kind of chaos. Healers, the likes of which this world hasn’t seen for millennia.”

“You think I’m just going to start pumping out kids as soon as this is done?”

“Aren’t you?” Eve asked, giving me a smirk.

I frowned at her. Then frowned at myself in thought. “That’s a good point too…”

“Yes, you can bear a child on your own,” Eve said softly. “Though you’d have to find a father.”

I wrinkled my nose at that. “I didn’t even take Mistress Sena up on her offer.”

“I know,” Eve giggled. “I can tell you’re curious, but…”

“It seemed like the kind of thing I should have done with someone special,” I muttered softly. “And everyone I’ve been with since has been a woman without my little appendage.”

“It’s hardly little.” Eve rolled her eyes. “That cock of yours is a work of art.”

“You say that like you’re a little jealous,” I said with a smirk.

Eve rolled her eyes. “Only a little.”

“Really?”

Eve sighed. “We’re getting off track here.”

“It was worth a shot,” I said with a shrug. “Doesn’t change my first answer, though. I have no idea what we’re doing here.”

“What are YOU doing here?” Eve huffed. “I’m along for the ride, but like my counterpart, I can’t get directly involved.”

“Which doesn’t help me in the least.”

“Exactly,” Eve said and clapped her hands together. “But I can still offer advice.”

“Such as?”

“All those perk points you have just sitting there,” Eve pointed out.

I let out a sigh and looked over at the goddess. “How am I supposed to decide what to spend those on, if I have no idea what I’m about to face?”

“There’s your curse barrier,” Eve pointed out.

I nodded. “Yup. I’m a white mage, though. Unless I’m about to figure out how to make an anti-curse beam or…”

Eve was gone. I was sitting there, halfway through our conversation, with a broken thought. Then let out a long sigh.

“Great,” I muttered to myself. “Just fucking great. How do I even go about starting something like that?”

If not for the fact the note left in Alvar’s carriage said to hurry, I would have stopped to think about it. I didn’t think I had the time, though. Whatever was coming, I had my warning. The last thing I wanted was to aggravate the situation. It was a lich. Things were bad enough. I could only hope that whatever was coming, it didn’t involve my loved ones. I could handle the idea of dying. But if something happened to Alvar, or our baby? Even Mahy or Morgalis. It would break my heart.

And with the power I could command… I might not end up a lich, but I could certainly cause as many problems in a desperate attempt to save my loved ones. It was for that very reason I didn’t hate the lich. I understood it. The drive to save those they loved. The only difference between me and it was that the lich truly had lost someone they loved. Only to be twisted by the machinations of a god.

And it was then, I felt the sickly feeling of dread, like a punch in the stomach. I inhaled sharply and tried not to vomit. The horse made no reaction, but that was to be expected. Whatever the lich had used to hide the presence of the monsters that came for us in the night, it made no attempts here. I could feel it. Just as we suspected. The mine. It was the only road with the visible signs of heavy traffic. Like dozens of horses and men had marched down just hours before we got there.

With the merchant describing how empty this part of the kingdom was, and the note—my choice was an obvious one. At least once I got Naffnia out of the way. I just hoped she and Sera forgave me. If not, then… at least they were alive.

Ahead of me, on the road, I could make out distant walls. The mining town wasn’t a large place. Sparsely populated by only those who worked in the mine itself. They were visited and kept afloat by traders. Which made it all the more difficult to believe they had turned one away. Which led to the whole situation before with the merchant and his wife being attacked on the road.

I did my best to keep a steady hand as I continued. Every now and then, I saw something in the trees. The swish of a tail. A glint of steel armor. The sway of a branch or the rustling of a bush. I could feel them. Moving around me. Closing in without breaking cover. Whether they were aware that I knew about them or not, I didn’t know. All I knew for certain was that it was too late for me to leave.

I could use my curse barrier. That would aid in my escape. But only if I could touch them, and with the numbers I was facing, that would be too late. My barrier was not a weapon.

Ahead of me, on the gatehouse, I could make out a figure. From it, I could feel the hate. It was flavored the way I remembered. But little of the man Tenameldra loved, remained in the shell of the monster, still clutching onto his memories. We stared at one another as I approached and the monsters finally broke through the trees. Four legs, two legs, no legs. They were as twisted or worse than I had recalled. Many of them looked to have been torn to pieces by their own kind before being put back together haphazardly.

Their suffering was almost too much for me to bear, but I had no choice. I continued on through the gate and into the town. There, I found myself before a wave of undead. Like some twisted wedding, undead children with blank faces threw handfuls of rice and other grains. It made me tremble in horror.

Their screams. They hurt so much, and yet, right now… I could do nothing.

Not yet.

I came to a stop where the street narrowed too far. The undead milled around, cheering for something as yet unknown. Which changed, as I climbed out of the driver’s seat, and watched as the dark-robed figure strode past the wagon and turned to face me.

“We meet at last,” the lich said through clenched teeth.

Or… I’d assume they were clenched. It was bone. All bone, and it spoke without moving its jaw. The lich barely moved. But I could hear it and I knew it was looking at me. Amongst the pain and suffering of all those around me, I could feel only a single point of pure malice. And that came from the being before me. There was nothing I could say, nor do, to sway this creature. My only choice was to destroy it. And I dared not, without knowing the fate of my loved ones first.

“I wouldn’t know what to say either. To stand before the one whose life you destroyed. It must be a unique experience, to have fallen so far.”

I froze in place. His words made sense, but not the context. I hadn’t destroyed his life. His wife died, and he accepted a dark god’s power in an attempt to bring her back. If any one being was at fault, it was that god. But even then… he himself was not faultless.

“SPEAK!” The lich roared.

“Where are my loves?”

The lich froze in place and tilted its head slightly. “Below, where we shall commit the ritual.”

“Ritual?”

“You took my light,” the lich murmured. “It is only right for you to choose a replacement.”

I felt dread clutch at my heart, but couldn’t voice it as the lich turned and began to walk. This really was some kind of twisted wedding, after all. The undead closed in, and I had just a brief moment where I thought to release some of them. But I abandoned the idea. The lich was in charge here. If I did that, I might save a few, but not my loved ones. I had to preserve the living before I helped the dead.

The entrance to the mine was dark. A gaping maw on the side of a reddish hill. The wall went up and over, with a small keep at the top. Most of that keep had been destroyed. Knocked down and partially burned. Whether intentional or not, I didn’t have a chance to speculate before the lich held up a hand. Sickly, green light emanated from its palm, letting me follow without risking a fall.

Whatever the lich wanted with me. It wanted me alive, and I dared not risk its wrath. Not yet, at least.

We travelled together. Things moved around in the dark. Small tunnels came off in each direction, and from some of them I heard the snuffling of some large beast, or the crunch of boots on gravel. My sense of foreboding only grew worse as we went deeper into the mine. A twisted passage, doubling back and forth to take us lower and lower into the depths of this world.

And yet, I had a sense of hope. Three pricks of light were ahead of me. Though… three. I held my breath and fought the tear that tried to roll down my cheek. Three out of five. I fought to control myself. I could only hope that Alvar had gotten away. Perhaps through a portal, perhaps by sending away the others. I didn’t know. And I wouldn’t until we reached our destination, and I had a chance to ask.

That destination turned out to be a cavern. It looked natural. An underground ravine had formed. Off to one side was a channel, cut in the rock where I could hear flowing water. The hole in either side of this cavern was enough to tell me that it was the water itself that created this place long ago. Only to be found by the people here in this town.

And ahead of me, tied to a post, with her arms over her head—was my wife, Alvar. She was slumped in her chains. They were kept short, preventing her from being able to sit and forcing her to remain upright at an awkward angle. A battle she had lost at some point, leaving her to hang from her wrists.

The other beacon of life I could sense came from further back. She was bloody. Twisted and in pain. But Morgalis lay in a heap. Conscious, though? Only just. I doubted she knew I was here. Only aware enough to know that she was alive, and little else.

Worst of all, I dared not approach either of them. Silent as the grave, Alvar’s former soldiers stood guard around them. Blades drawn and held up as if to slash them. Unlike Alvar’s slumped forms, the undead didn’t know fatigue. Though the souls trapped inside them still howled with anguish.

“Weak.”

I flinched back at the voice and turned to see where it came from. That made the voice laugh, and I knew then it wasn’t the lich that was making it.

“Says the one hiding from me.”

“Who’s hiding?” A dark figure appeared in front of me.

Despite my bravado, I flinched back, and the dark figure barked out a laugh.

“That’s awfully close, don’t you think?” Eve asked, stepping into view.

“Ah, my oldest friend,” the dark god chuckled. “Good of you to come and watch.”

“We haven’t been friends in a very long time,” Eve said in a low tone of dismissal.

“Be that as it may,” the dark god chuckled. “It is time to test the mettle of those in our charge.”

“Both of you shut up,” I hissed at them, while keeping my eyes on the lich.

It emanated hatred. For me, for Eve and even its own god. Whatever forces had created it had spawned no love, nor loyalty. This looked more like a whipped dog and its master. A leashed monster, little different to the undead walking around in this place. Which… in a way… made me pity them.

“I had hoped to show you the true depth of my despair,” the lich continued, directing its anger towards me. “To make you choose which of your loves were to die first.”

“That seems shortsighted,” I pointed out.

“It’s what she would have wanted,” the lich began to laugh. “My dear, sweet wife.”

I frowned at those words and glanced over at Eve, who looked confused. While the dark god beside her bounced with giddiness.

“Your wife?”

“MY WIFE!” the lich snarled. “She will be avenged, white mage.”

I licked my lips and glanced over at Alvar, who had raised her head to look at me. There were tears in her eyes and I wanted to go to her, until I heard the lich snap his teeth together.

“PAIN!”
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Iscreamed. There was nothing else to do. I hadn’t expected a spell like this. My entire body lit up. Naffnia’s flames had burned for mere moments compared to this. I felt like I was being stabbed while on fire and rubbed with battery acid, all at the same time. There was no escape. No way to ease the pain. No place to flee or hide.

I fell to the ground landing on my knees. My throat bled from the hoarseness of my cries. And as quickly as it started, it stopped. Air rushed back into my lungs as my vision swam. A low chuckle filled my ears. Whether the dark god or the lich, I wasn’t sure. Nor did it particularly matter, as I coughed and gasped from the pain in my throat.

“Pathetic,” the lich hissed.

I shook my head slowly and climbed back to my feet. Only now I could feel her eyes. Alvar. Fully awakened by my screams, she cried silently against the post where she had been chained. I tried to say her name, but my voice wasn’t working yet. The lich laughed, low and soft. Amused by my struggles as I stood there before him.

“It would be so easy, would it not?” The lich asked. “To cut her down. Bleed her out. Snuff out her light, as you snuffed out my own.”

I shook my head. “You’re wrong,” I croaked through my ragged throat.

“DO. NOT. LIE!” the lich roared at me. “You took her from me! You killed her! You twisted her! You turned her into a monster!”

That… didn’t make any sense. I looked up at the lich and saw nothing but unbridled rage staring right back.

“What was her name?” I asked, before quietly casting seal wound on myself, for my throat.

The lich stood there. Its teeth unmoving as ever. “Her name?”

“You claim I took something from you? But you don’t even know her name?” I asked.

“You monster,” the lich snarled. “You took my memories!”

“I didn’t take anything,” I spat back. “I don’t have that ability⁠—”

“She lies,” the dark god hissed.

“LIES!” the lich screamed. “PAIN!”

“Curse Barrier!” I cast.

I felt the barest twitch of heat over my skin before the barrier shimmered into existence. The spell, whatever it was, cut off as I felt my power drain. Unlike the curse that created the undead, it wasn’t able to feed itself. The barrier offered only protection, and I felt my mana draining as the lich screamed in abject rage.

It was many things, this lich. Stupid, it was not. When it saw no effect on me, it cut the spell. I let my barrier drop to conserve mana and we stared at one another for several long moments.

“If I cannot punish you, there is another,” the lich hissed furiously.

“No!” I cried as Alvar let out a soft whimper.

“PAIN!”

“STOP!” I screamed, as Alvar jerked and collapsed.

Her eyes bulged as tears rolled down her cheeks. The chains rattled as she jerked and flailed. I could feel her anguish and I pulled on my curse barrier. It wasn’t capable of doing what I wanted right now, but I had no other choice. With the barrier in mind and raw casting, I threw out a protective bubble. It shimmered into existence around my wife, who slumped in relief the moment it appeared.

All the while, mana streamed from my body. And that was what the lich was waiting for as it turned the power back to me. It hit before I could respond. The pain flared, and I felt my spell collapse. My body twitched and my back arched. I hit the ground and tasted blood as my lip split open on the harsh stone.

When the pain finally stopped, I felt wetness on my cheeks, from my own tears. I couldn’t control it. With a groan through my once more ragged throat, I sat up and stared at the lich in front of me.

“Resilient,” the lich snapped.

I shook my head slowly, and pushed myself to my feet, while softly casting another seal wound on my throat so I could talk.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“For you to suffer and die. For you to feel the pain you caused me. And for you to fix what you did to me,” the lich snarled angrily.

There was a soft throb of pain that echoed through my mind, and I spotted a subtle movement. Morgalis was awake. She was bloodied. One arm was bent at an awkward angle, clearly broken. But clutched in the other was a blade. I wasn’t sure how much damage it would do to a lich, though. And I dared not risk bringing her to the lich’s attention.

“It’s me you want to punish,” I told the lich. “Me. Not her,” I said, pointing at Alvar, who seemed to be trying to disagree with me. Choking through her own ragged throat as she cried.

“How else would I impart the sense of loss if you do not experience it yourself?” The lich asked, before raising his hand towards Alvar once more.

“PAIN!”

I knew what was going to happen. But I reacted anyway. Dumping a perk point into the spell to ease the mana it used, I felt a surge of power as the barrier surrounded my wife and unborn child.

“Protection!”

Alvar cried out. Not in pain, but in horror as she realized I was leaving myself open to the lich. Who turned to me, redirecting that spell, until my nerve endings flared.

Only this time, I managed to concentrate enough to shift my spells.

“Curse Barrier!” I shrieked, cutting off the pain in an instant.

The lich barked out a laugh as he dropped his spell. He turned his head, looking between me and Alvar, who was pulling on her chains, despite the undead guards keeping her in place.

He threw his hand up once more. And I bolted. The lich whirled around to face me. I threw out my arms and leaped. I had no idea why I thought this was a good idea. It wasn’t like I was known for fist fights back in my old body. All I knew was that I had to end this as quickly as I possibly could. However, I could.

I could feel myself at the end of my rope. My mana was mostly depleted. Both from the raw casting, and from the curse barrier to protect myself and Alvar. But I couldn’t stop. Not now. Not with my loved ones at risk. I had only one chance, and as I crash tackled what was little more than a skeleton in a cloak, we hit the ground hard. My head smacked into solid bone, but the lich remained in one place.

“PAIN!”

“CURSE BARRIER!”

We screamed at the same time. The pain flooded my body as my curse barrier ripped into the lich. And where I had multiple instances of getting used to severe, horrific pain, I suspected the lich hadn’t felt much at all until this very moment. Whatever my spell did to him, he thrashed beneath me. My mana reserves exploded from within. My power flooded in. A storm of power. I heard a scream. Not from Alvar, but from something far less mortal.

The world collapsed around us. My body still burned. My nerves howled while my voice could not. The lich trembled beneath me, the silver shimmer of my curse barrier intersecting its skeletal frame.

“You go too far!” Eve’s voice snapped.

“I WILL NOT BE DEFEATED BY SUCH TRICKERY!”

Despite the wracking pain flooding my body, I turned my head. I saw two incomprehensible beings fighting amongst the stars. A dark god, a winged being of malice and hate. It flew between suns, barely keeping out of range of a glowing familiar goddess of brilliance and light who chased it down.

“You know the rules⁠—”

“DAMN THE RULES!” the dark god screamed. “THIS ISN’T OVER!”

Eve, the glowing goddess, flashed ahead, cutting off the dark god’s path. The two clashed. Fists flew, claws reaped. I watched as a planet that might as well have been mars, was obliterated by the wild swing of an elbow. A star exploded into a nova of brilliant blues and greens, while countless asteroids hurtled through space.

A searing pain slammed into my ribs. I looked down, seeing the lich. Clutched in their hand was a knife. My power faltered, and the lich, sensing my weakness, twisted the blade. I cried out as blood poured from the wound before the lich yanked it free.

Wherever we were. Whatever visions we witnessed as the gods battled in the cosmos, it shattered, and I found myself falling flat on the stone ground in a familiar mine. The pain inducing magic was gone. And replacing it was an impossibly deep ache.

“DARA!” Alvar screamed.

I reached up and pressed my hands against the wound. I could taste blood and coughed up flecks of red froth. He’d hit my lung. If I didn’t do anything, I was going to die. Right here and now. But before I could utter the words, the lich dropped onto my chest. I felt the edge of the knife slip under my throat and I choked off a whimper as it leered at me.

“You forced my hand,” the lich hissed through closed teeth. “I had hoped you would live long enough to witness my greatest feat. Alas, my desire means little in the grand scheme of things.”

I tried to cast a spell. Raw mana still flooded my body. I had the power, but the moment the lich sensed I was trying, I felt it. A bony pair of fingers slipping into the gaping chest wound. I gasped, jerking in place as he forced the wound open.

“Suffer,” the lich chuckled. “Like your dear wife shall suffer.”

“No!” I screamed.

“I shall be reborn. Of your flesh⁠—”

“Dara please!” Alvar shrieked.

“This world will be mine, and all shall suffer to pay for your sins,” the lich continued.

I tried to shove the lich off me. Only to scream as he curled his fingers, literally gripping the inside of my ribs. The pain as he held on made me cry out brokenly and I could hear my breath escaping the rapidly worsening wound.

“Can you imagine it?” The lich asked me. “All of my power, combined with all of yours. I would control life and death itself. Strike the balance desired by my master, and yours.”

“You’re a monster,” I choked out.

“I am what you made me,” the lich hissed back. “I am only righting the balance.”

He was deranged. And not just the kind you read about in storybooks from the bad guy. This man, this thing, whatever had been done to him, it had twisted his memories. He was just a puppet. A creature of unbridled rage and twisted morals—incapable of seeing reason or understanding. A tortured soul. But not one I could afford to pity.

“Let me,” I groaned as the lich’s fingers twisted around inside the wound. “Let me help you.”

“Help?” The lich tilted his head, before laughing softly. “You would help me?”

“To save her,” I groaned and turned to look at Alvar.

The lich barked out a hideous laugh. For just a moment there, I thought maybe I could get through to him. To instill something other than this undiluted hatred into him. I was wrong. And proved worse, as he ripped the blade across my neck. I felt the blade scrape along my spine as my body jerked and heaved.

“Feast,” he cast.

Despite the pain I had experienced thus far, despite the fear of my own impending death—nothing would ever compare to the sensation of having my soul ripped from my body. It wasn’t a physical pain. Nor even a mental one. My very soul screamed, just like how I could hear the other souls screaming. It wasn’t even a sensation, but a violation of the natural order. The antithesis of life itself and everything that made me rebelled violently.

“CURSE BARRIER!” I screamed through the whole, untouched throat of my soul’s shimmering form.

“NO!” A dark figure sped towards me from the distance. Right on its tail was the shimmering form of Eve.

The lich recoiled from me. And the action showed me the separation of monster and soul. Attached to the lich was a small man. A twisted man. He looked much like he did when we first met. His eyes were wide as he clutched at himself. Whatever was left of him, he was broken and twisted in worse ways than his original victims. Literally a chain was attached around his neck, to the skull of the lich. A leash made of mana itself, preventing the soul from moving on. Which gave me an idea.

“Protection,” I cast, focusing on the broken man, bound to the lich in silent agony.

Two things happened at once. The lich let out an earth shattering scream, and the dark god swung a fist at me. The cries of the lich drowned out all else, as my world fell into darkness.

My world was screaming and blackness. There was no pain. No anguish and no fear. Just a small… tug.

Followed by a snap.

And a moment of impossible silence.

“Who are you?”

I almost squealed in shock when I heard the voice. But… I frowned when I felt my front, and felt no sign of the knife wound. Which left me free to move about. And turn to face the being still clutched within the protective cocoon of my spell. He stared at me. A mere shadow of himself. A soft glow, like that of his departed wife.

“I’m Dara,” I told him simply.

“Dara…” he frowned, “That name…”

“You recognize it?” I asked.

He nodded slowly. “He hates you. But I don’t know why.”

“Tenameldra,” I said simply.

He sighed and gave a small nod. “That makes more sense.”

“Does it?”

He nodded. “My… memories. I recall faces. Names. Periods of time. He blames you.”

“I got that impression,” I nodded, before looking around at the empty blackness. “Do you know what this place is?”

“Death.”

I frowned at that. It didn’t feel like death. But… Then again, what did death feel like? I was pretty sure I died when I was stabbed back in my old body. This didn’t feel like that. That was a slow emptying of my consciousness. Like feeling myself leak away and go dark. This was just… nothingness.

“I thought she’d be here.”

I turned my attention back to the man, who slumped in the cocoon of my spell.

“Who?” I asked.

“My wife,” his face brightened for a moment, before dimming. “Why can’t I remember her name?”

“Tenameldra?” I asked.

“Tena.” The man frowned, before looking up at me. “He hates you for killing her.”

I felt bad for him. His mind was no longer whole. Whatever the dark god and the lich had done to him—he wasn’t all here, and he wasn’t all there. It seemed like the more docile parts of him had been plucked away, stuffed in this shell. While the rest of him, filled with vile hatred and anger, was forced back into his skeleton.

“Would you like to see her again?” I asked.

“See who?”

I smiled sadly at the confusion on his face. “Your wife.”

“She said she’d wait for me.” He frowned. “My wife… Where are you?”

“Hey—”

“WHERE ARE YOU?!” He screamed.

The blackness around us seemed to shudder.

“What is wrong with me?!” he demanded. “Where is my wife?!”

He flailed around, hammering his fists on the inside of my spell, before whirling around and spotting me. There was a flash of recognition, and he tilted his head.

“Who are you?”

“I…” I stopped. “I’m afraid I’m a little stuck.”

He smiled and looked around before tapping on the barrier containing him. “It appears we both are.”

Great. He’s… far more docile than I imagined he’d be.

“It’s a shame too,” I said and sighed. “With me trapped out here, and you trapped in there… I can’t seem to find a way to take you to where you need to go.”

He faltered for a moment and stared. “You’ll take me to her?”

I nodded. “If I can find a way out, yes.”

“We just need him,” the man licked his lips before squinting.

He looked strange for a moment. All at once, the darkness began to quake. It was an impossible thing. The darkness all looked the same in all directions. But it was moving. I couldn’t see it with my eyes, but I could sense it. The shifting blackness in all directions. I didn’t know what was happening, but the darkness shuddered as it had before.

“YOU PROMISED ME!” he roared. “YOU PROMISED!”

The darkness shuddered, and I felt myself falling. Something slammed up into me, and the blackness rushed past, leaving me sprawled on the floor of the familiar mine.

“DARA!” Alvar screamed.

“NO!”

I saw him coming. The lich. Knife held high. I felt the twinge in my ribs once more. Alvar’s desperate screams filled my ears. The room echoed with the howls of the undead, as the lich fell on me. Without thinking, I reached out and grabbed him by the skull, and then felt as the connection to my spell, snapped.

The lich froze and shuddered. He choked and then grabbed at his face.

“WHAT IS WRONG WITH MY FACE?!”

The undead around us screamed in unison. Their bodies twitched and shook. Their howls echoed and I could feel their souls fighting to get free. To escape their torment.

“STOP!” I cried as I tried to stand up. “I can help you!”

“Help?!” The lich whirled. “Help! Please?”

“Okay,” I nodded and took his hand.

“It hurts,” he sobbed. “Everything… it hurts so much, please?”

I still had the power flowing through me. I took hold of it. And channeled all of my thoughts and feelings into a single spell. I didn’t have a choice. This wasn’t simple healing. I wasn’t regrowing something. He was just bone. There was nothing left to heal.

And so I created.

My remaining perks were the fuel to the spell. Impossible in strength. Improbable as a concept. And entirely incapable of a human magi like myself to perform. Not that it had ever stopped me before.

I pushed with all my might, feeling my body sear from the sudden rush of mana. Someone screamed my name, but I wasn’t sure who. There might have been many people, but all I could focus on… Was the relief.

My spell shot out in all directions. Swamping the mine, the lich, the town and the gods still fighting their battle. The screams of souls died down. The agony of undead torment ceased. I felt Morgalis straighten her spine as her arm popped back into place. The bleeding wounds on Alvar’s wrists sealed up, as she regained the strength to stand once more. Even my own injuries faded away, as my breathing eased and blood replenished.

And the lich…

Where there was pale bone, now stood a man. Bright eyed and… horrified. He stared at me, as if every memory he’d had returned all at once. What went through his mind, I didn’t know. Enraptured in the bliss at the sudden cessation of agony, I felt a tear escape and roll down my cheek.

“No,” he whispered. “Y-you promised.”

He wanted to die. Not to be healed.

I felt a flood of a power rush through his body. As a slender pair of fingers reached around his face. They cupped his chin and his eyes bulged wide as he was forced to look straight up. I gasped as a second slender hand whipped around. A hint of steel flashed before my eyes, as a blade slammed into the man’s windpipe. He jerked in place, before the blade was ripped cruelly free.

Morgalis.

She didn’t stop there. She slammed the blade in a second time, stabbing deeper. Closer to the spine. I tried to tell her to stop. To beg her to cease, but I trembled at the memory of having my own throat cut. Morgalis plunged the blade into the man’s neck twice more, before dropping him to the ground. There, his body twitched and jerked. His arms flailed and his eyes rolled as he bled out between us.

“Splendid,” a dark voice laughed softly.

“Dara,” Eve called. “I’m sorry.”

“What?” I asked, turning to face them, only for the dark one to push past and head right for Morgalis. She didn’t even seem to see him.

“WAIT!” I cried.

“She’s perfect,” the dark god laughed.

“There must be balance,” Eve whispered.

“NO!” I screamed, as I finally noticed the world had frozen around me. “Take me instead!”

“Dara—”

“NO!” I whirled on the goddess. “I… I can’t.”

“You don’t know what you’re asking for,” Eve protested. “She… she’ll be weak. We can contain her.”

“You’re not listening!” I snapped, before turning to the dark god, who was staring at me. His hands were out. Just hovering over Morgalis’s shoulders. “Take. Me.” I hissed.

The dark god glanced up at Eve, and then back to me again. “You?”

“Me.”

“But… Would that even work?” he pondered aloud. Then laughed. “What does it matter if it doesn’t?”

“Dara, think about this. Think about what you’re asking for,” Eve pleaded with me.

I shook my head and looked the pale goddess in the eye. “Would I be the one you brought here if I didn’t try?”

Eve frowned. “You will have the power of two gods. Balance is everything. You will be both the greatest blessing, and the worst of banes, in this world. One person with your power is too much.”

“I know,” I said, taking a deep breath. “But the alternative is losing someone I care about.”

I turned and looked at the dark god, who had shifted away from Morgalis.

“Think about this,” Eve begged softly.

“There’s no time,” I said, meeting the dark god’s eyes. “I made my offer.”

The dark god barked out a laugh. Gleeful at the turn of events. And my heart sank as it rushed towards me. I felt it then. Like acid in my veins. The corruption spreading through my body. It itched and burned. I felt hot and cold. My stomach twisted itself in knots and I held back my desire to gag as Morgalis flinched and hurried towards me.

“Dara?” she grabbed my arm. “Heal. Please, whatever it is, heal!”

I gasped for air and grabbed her arm. It was slick with blood as I took hold of the knife in her hand.

“Need,” I grunted as the dark god twisted around. I could feel it in my eyes. As it took hold of my mind. I had only moments, but moments are all I needed. Morgalis surrendered the knife, more in confusion than for any other reason.

“Please, go help Alvar,” I whispered.

Morgalis’s head snapped around so fast her hair whipped around her shoulders. And while she wasn’t looking. I raised that knife to my chest.

“DARA!” Alvar screamed.

“NO!” the dark god roared.

“Balance.” Eve sighed.

I choked as the knife sank into my chest. I felt the thump, thump of my heart. The blade trembled in my fingers, as Morgalis whirled around to face me once more. I couldn’t hear her. But I saw her lips move. She screamed out in horror as she grabbed my shoulders.

“NOOOOO!” The dark god appeared above me. “This… This wasn’t the deal!”

“And yet, this is happening,” Eve said, grabbing her darker counterpart.

The dark god’s enraged screams echoed in my ears, as an enormous portal snapped open before us. I had only a single moment to make eye contact with King Alaisdair as he started shouting orders.

It was then I noticed them. The undead. Many of them were collapsed on the ground. Dead of their various injuries. But here and there, one still stood. Wide-eyed and terrified. The victims of the curse, without physical injury. Like many of the king’s men, who had regained their senses and helped unbind Alvar, who ran, screaming to my side.

“DARA!” Alvar pleaded. “Oh, goddess please.”

“Alvar,” I choked as my legs failed me.

Morgalis caught me before I hit the ground. And titled me so I could stare into the eyes of my wife as I was lowered to the ground.

“Not like this,” Alvar pleaded with me. “Heal yourself, please?”

“FETCH THE HEALER!” I heard someone scream. “NOW!”

“DARA PLEASE!” Alvar screamed at me.

My vision was fading as I reached towards her. I lightly touched her belly. Right where I knew our child was.
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“I should be furious with you.”

When I opened my eyes, I looked around. “Where’s the other one?”

“Pouting,” Eve said with a smile.

“So it worked?” I asked.

Eve nodded slowly. “It will be centuries before either of us could influence the world once more. Just like last time.”

“The formation of the mage’s guild,” I guessed.

Eve nodded. “Exactly right. Though… I suppose this is a more balanced ending than that nonsense. By the time things finally stabilized all those years ago, the only surviving towns were the ones with large enough walls to keep the beasts out.”

I nodded slowly. “So what happens now?”

Eve let out a long sigh.
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Iawoke alone. The room was silent, and an icy breeze wafted in through the open window. Outside, I could see the white snowflakes drifting on the breeze. It left a light covering across the floor and the table where I normally ate breakfast while looking over the city. I didn’t want to get up. Not yet. Today was going to be a hard one. One I was not prepared for, even knowing it was coming. I didn’t ask for this, and yet… It was happening.

Honestly, I thought about running. Fleeing into the distance. Finding a new home. But that wouldn’t accomplish anything. There were too many people who counted on me. Too many people I’d have to leave behind. I had suffered enough loss. Both before coming to this world, and since arriving. Death was a constant. Denying death was not a solution, either. Too much life has its own problems. Even now, thinking about it made the scar on my chest throb angrily.

“Fine, fine,” I sighed to myself as I got up.

The blanket fell free, and I slipped out of bed. I admired my form in the mirror. Noting the lack of changes. I looked remarkably like I did when I first arrived. With the exception of the jagged scar, right over my heart. I didn’t need to try to know I could not remove it. That scar was more than a physical thing.

I almost died that day. What saved me, I still wasn’t sure. King Alaisdair thought it was his personal healer who did it. Alvar thought it was me finding a way to pull through on my own. Eve was surprisingly quiet about the subject and her darker counterpart… Well, he still wasn’t talking to me. Even if I felt his influence nudge me here and there.

I had barely slipped my underwear on when the door opened. Mahy stuck her head in and smiled when she saw me.

“You’re awake,” she beamed as she waddled into the room.

“Really,” I sighed, seeing her swollen tummy as she came to help me dress.

“Every time I complain of an ache or a pain, you fix it,” Mahy replied with a dismissive wave. “You should see how jealous mother is.”

I sighed when she said those words. “And you’re sure?”

“Mhm.” Mahy nodded as she opened my wardrobe and selected a dress for me to wear. It would only be for a short duration. I had a nicer one set aside for later. “She’s actually quite jealous. She sees how pampered I am and wants a second try.”

I frowned. “It’s not like that,” I said, even as my eyes drifted to Mahy’s belly.

It took a little paperwork to sort out the lines of succession. It was my child, but it would inherit none of my titles. Which was fine with Mahy, who would soon gain her own, alongside her wife, Morgalis.

“Speaking of jealous,” Mahy smirked.

I let out a sigh. “She wants it that badly?”

“She does, and it’s given me a few ideas of my own,” Mahy giggled. “Have you spoken to your wife about it?”

“Alvar seems fine with the idea,” I admitted. Though to be entirely truthful, it was closer to ecstatic by the idea.

“Good. It’ll be nice to see how she likes it for once,” Mahy smirked as she helped me into the dress.

When I was suitably covered and strapped into the simple gown, Mahy took out a brush and began working it through my hair.

“Is Alvar okay?” I asked.

“The princess woke early,” Mahy answered softly. “I’m not producing milk yet, so I can’t wet nurse for you.”

“She’ll be tired then.” I nodded. “Is she in the nursery?”

“She was when I passed.”

I smiled slightly. Then felt bad. Despite all my feminine charms, that was one thing I simply couldn’t help with. I offered to magically change that, but Alvar had rebuffed me. Which just made me feel worse.

“There we go,” Mahy whispered. “Something simple for now. That way, it’s not a lot of work later.”

I smiled and thanked my assistant… or perhaps, lady-in-waiting was the better description for her now? In either case, my life had changed drastically. And today, it would do so again.

Slipping out of my room, I left Mahy to go back and rest with her wife. Despite her lack of complaints, she was still heavily pregnant, and I refused to let her strain herself, even knowing I could fix anything that went wrong.

The few guards in this part of the castle bowed their heads in respect. Many of them I had healed. A few of them were survivors of the mines. Their bodies, having been turned to undead by the curse, were still intact enough for their souls to return when I expunged the lich’s power. The same could not be said for many of the others. My only regret was not being conscious to save those who might have had a chance.

And I must have still had a look on my face as I stepped into the nursery. Alvar looked up from her seat beside the fire. The tiny bundle in her arms, suckling away at my wife’s nipple. The smile on her face turned to a slight frown, and she gestured for me to approach.

“None of that,” she whispered. “Today is a good day.”

I took a deep breath and let out a wave of tension as I admired my wife with our daughter. Princess Sali. My beautiful girl. Her blue eyes opened and turned to look at me, before her face broke out into a wide smile. Alvar tutted as her milk poured from our child’s mouth into her top.

“She’s had enough of me then,” Alvar said, lifting our daughter.

I took her in my arms and pressed a kiss to her head. Sali burbled and reached up to touch my face.

“Has she fed enough?” I asked.

“More than enough,” Alvar smiled as she fixed up her dress to cover herself once more. “It seems she shares your gift.”

I blinked slowly in surprise before turning to Alvar. “How?”

Alvar smiled and shook her head. “I wish I knew. I can feel something when she feeds. The rawness I feel when she suckles too long has vanished entirely, and my supply never seems to stop.”

“Scan,” I cast on my wife, finding her a picture of health, without even an ounce of fatigue. Right down to her milk supply which… “If I had to guess, you’d only just started feeding.”

“I’ve been here an hour,” Alvar corrected me.

“Scan,” I cast on our daughter. Sure enough, she too was a picture of health, with a full tummy and soon to be a full diaper.

“Baaa,” Sali said as she stuffed her fist into her mouth, while kicking her legs lightly, as if enjoying the attention I was giving her.

“Eve,” I whispered.

“This is all you,” the goddess whispered back.

That I’d gotten a response at all was the confirmation I needed to relax.

“Are you ready for today?” Alvar asked.

I looked up at my wife as she stood from her chair and moved to join me as I held my daughter in my arms.

“No,” I laughed softly as my daughter cooed in delight as both mothers crowded her. “But that’s never stopped me.”

Alvar smiled and leaned in to kiss me. The moment was short and sweet, punctuated by an impolite squeal from our daughter that made us both laugh.

“And you’ve finished your list?” she asked me.

“I have.” I nodded. “Hopefully they’re agreeable.”

“It should be fine,” Alvar dismissed my concerns. “Queen Dara, the Undying. How could anyone refuse?”

I would have complained about that idiotic title, had our daughter not let out an outrageous stench, before crying out as if offended by her own actions.
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“Rise, Queen Alvar,” the former King Alaisdair called.

“And rise, Queen Dara,” the former Queen Babesnye called in a similar tone.

That had been a conscious decision. Originally, Alaisdair was going to give me his crown. But I had vetoed the idea in favor of giving it to Alvar instead. I wielded enough power, wanted or otherwise. Giving her the perceived ‘big crown’ would do well to bolster the idea we were a ruling couple. And not simply a queen with a fancy title, and her wife.

Not that it seemed to matter, as thousands of cheers broke out. The now retired royal couple moved back, letting Alvar and I gaze over the crowd of well-wishers. Most of them were nobles. A few we recognized. Duke and Duchess Vellus were there. Others, like the Guild Master, Magi Evius, who stood beside an extremely nervous looking Magi Londa. I doubted she and I would ever be friends. Though she and I had a grudging respect for one another.

Beside them stood Magi Sera, the head of my new healing order, and her assistant, Niam. Among them were other faces. Some I recognized in passing, others I did not. And as I looked over the sea of faces, it was Alvar who stepped forward as the cheers fell silent.

Only then did I step up to take my place beside her. She reached for my hand, and I took it with a smile. My wife. My love. The mother of my child and likely mother of many more.

“My people!” Alvar called, pausing to let criers at the entrance echo her words outside where the other well-wishers could hear. I could even see scribes around the room, awaiting with quills at the ready. Prepared to note everything said on this momentous occasion.

“I feel unprepared for today,” Alvar continued. “A day I knew would come. A day I thought would be many years from now.”

Her hand squeezed my own, and I squeezed back, offering what silent support that I could.

“Today shall be remembered as a day of joy,” Alvar continued. “A day to remember the trials we faced. The trials we overcame. And the one who stood above all as the one to overcome them.”

“Alvar,” I hissed softly.

“Today, we honor those we lost,” she continued unabated. “And we celebrate the coming of a new age! TO QUEEN DARA!”

“QUEEN DARA!” the hall echoed.

“QUEEN DARA! QUEEN DARA! QUEEN DARA! QUEEN DARA!”

“Like it or not, my love,” Alvar said and pressed herself into my side. “This world will never be the same because of you.”

I stood speechless as the cries continued. The scribes glanced around, staring in shock as they struggled to comprehend what it was they should be recording. All the while, a dark little chuckle echoed in my ear.
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“Permission to dance, my queen?”

Alvar gave me a wink, and twirled out of my arms, before being swiftly intercepted by Magi Frigus, who continued to sweep her along without pause. That left me to face the smirking Madame Bella. The music shifted pace, and the older woman moved into my arms, letting me take the lead as I turned back onto the dance floor once again.

“I’m glad you came.” I smiled at the older woman, despite my initial annoyance at her exact tone.

“How could I refuse a royal invitation?” She asked with a wide smile. “Really though, I’m flattered. I’d almost thought you forgot about me.”

“I’m not sure that night will ever be forgotten,” I smirked back. “But that’s not why I invited you.”

“Oh?”

“You seem to be the kind of woman who keeps an ear to the ground,” I continued as we spun in place, to the merry tune echoing across the dance floor. “I was hoping you might wish to continue, in a more literal sense.”

“I’m no spy,” Madame Bella frowned slightly.

“More official, less subterfuge.” I shook my head. “You’re a woman of the people. You understand the working class, and more, better than most. And I’m sure a woman of your caliber already has plans for when you wish to hang up the keys to the business.”

“That’s a very polite way to tell someone they’re getting old, and should retire to a quieter position,” Madame Bella said with a laugh.

“Say the word, Madame,” I said, meeting her amusement with cool seriousness. “One twitch of my nose and you’ll be back in the body you had at nineteen with the fertility to match.”

I didn’t expect the madame to stumble, but I caught her and she recovered quickly, before giving me a narrow stare. “Would that be an expectation?”

“Consider it a perk.” I shrugged in response. “Honestly, my abilities have been rather strange lately. I still haven’t been able to grasp my own limits.”

She regarded me for a moment before leaning in. “And if perhaps I enjoy the matronly visage, and only wish to have a few things lifted and… tightened?”

I licked my lips and tried to shift my dress as my cock firmed within its confines. “I should state now. That I will abdicate when my daughter is of an appropriate age, and those whose lives have been extended will retire alongside me.”

“Titles?”

“To be determined, the line of succession takes precedence,” I replied quickly.

“I shall inform Madame Sena upon my return,” she replied softly. “I will have to take care of a few things personally before I leave.”

“Just like that?” I asked.

Madame Bella laughed softly and gave a shrug. “An ear to the queen, a title to match, and the opportunity to be a mother?”

“You never had children?” I asked.

“My queen,” Madame Bella licked her lips. “Do I look like the kind of woman who would accept merely anyone’s seed?”

I realized exactly what she was implying and swallowed nervously. “Oh.”

“Was that not what you meant by succession?” she asked.

“I was thinking about Mahy and Morgalis first,” I admitted.

“Perhaps I shall get to taste that particular flower after all,” she purred, as I shifted uncomfortably in my dress once more.

At the end of the song, Madame Bella stepped away with a polite bow, only to intercept my dear wife and continue her dance. Which left me open to the beaming smile of Chani, with her mother and aunt standing back to watch. The girl laughed as she took my hands, and I made a point to twirl her around so her dress flared out, much to her delight. Chani was then intercepted by her aunt Suni, who shot me a wide smile as Brema slipped into my arms for a dance.

“My Queen,” she beamed. “I had no idea.”

“Neither did I at that point.” I smiled. “How’s the business?”

“We've been doing fantastic since we returned home,” she said, her smile bright and excited. “Though a little quieter than I’d hoped.”

I rolled my eyes. “You need a husband.”

“Husband, I could do without,” she giggled. “A thick cock, on the other hand. Perhaps a sibling for Chani.”

“I didn’t invite you here for a booty call.” I rolled my eyes.

“Booty call,” Brema giggled. “I’ll remember that one.”

“Not the point.” I smiled as we danced. “I invited you here to find out if you needed anything.”

“No, my queen. At least, nothing you haven’t already provided, nor discussed,” she said and shook her head.

“And Chani?”

That seemed to catch her attention. “I’m not sure, my queen. Chani has what she needs. My sister and I have two businesses between us. She is well taken care of, and has options.”

“So an invitation for a better education would not be of interest?” I asked.

Brema’s eyes widened. “You…”

“Think about it.” I smiled. “She has a future already. And I shall keep an eye on you and yours in case difficulties arise. But should you want something more for her? You need only ask.”

She was holding back tears as the song ended and hurried back to her bemused family. I wasn’t worried either way. Morgalis was very good at what she did, and a few well-placed conversations had left both sisters with small business reputations, to their benefit.

Before I could retire from the dance floor, though, I spotted my next partner. Denat strode over to me with a slight smile. It was a question, not a demand, but I opened my arms and he hurried to my side.

“Queen Dara.” He smiled. “Never would I have imagined I was bringing royalty to Cropis that day.”

“Never imagined I would be royalty that day,” I agreed. “How is life treating you?”

“Quiet, now that you’ve stopped travelling. Though I suppose with the king’s retirement, I might be up for new employment.”

“Denat, you’re lucky I’m not trying to knight you and give you a manor on the grounds,” I laughed. His face went pale, and I laughed a little harder. “Relax. I know this isn’t the life for you. I would have you as my driver as long as you feel up to the challenge. Not everywhere I visit will be via portal. Your salary will be upheld, even when not in use.”

“I appreciate that, my queen,” he smiled, relaxing somewhat. “Now, if you don’t mind, I believe there is someone else waiting for you.”

I turned as Denat slipped away, and then laughed as Sera slipped into my arms. “I don’t know if I should be mad at you, or thank you.”

“They weren’t supposed to tell you right away.”

“A whole new mage’s guild, though?” she shook her head.

“It’s not a guild, it’s a hospital,” I disagreed. “A place for healing, for all. The guild is the pursuit of magic, the hospital is for healing. As it should be.”

“And if you make enemies?”

“Then I have lived life on my own terms.” I shrugged. “It won’t just be mages working there. The old healers have their place. I’ve sent word to Genady in Cropis. She is the first, and can recruit from there.”

“What exactly are you planning from all this?” Sera asked.

“I can’t heal the world.” I shook my head. “And despite my abilities, my life is finite. I’m not immortal, nor am I invincible. So when I die, I want a place for the sick and injured to go for healing.” I thought about it, and slowly brought Sera off the dance floor where I could think for a moment. “Imagine,” I said, staring into the distance. “Dedicated healers, that find those who are hurt and suffering. Who cannot travel, or afford care. And have them transport these people to a hospital, where they can receive that care. Old wounds, illness, difficult pregnancies or other maladies that come up.”

“You make it sound like a utopia,” Sera said with a warm smile.

“A better way forward, that doesn’t discriminate, nor destroy that which already exists,” I pointed out. “The clearings still happen. The white mages of the guild can still work. While healers like myself can help those who they cannot, or will not.”

Sera nodded. “Coming from anyone else, I’d say they were mad.”

“I might just be anyway,” I laughed softly. “Also, I shall be providing you with a noble title.”

Sera froze. “What?”
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After an evening of celebrations, dances and feasting, I found myself being led back to our rooms. Alvar hung off my arm with a wide smile on her face. I was more than ready to put my feet up. It had been a wonderful evening, once the hubbub over the coronation had died down. Even most of my friends had left for the night. Even Missy, Yomas and his mother had come to pay their respects. I even had a few moments with some of the less antagonistic nobles. Though I thought many of them had simply come to butter me up for some future purpose they had in mind.

“Loud thoughts, my love,” Alvar said as we strode down the silent halls towards our rooms.

“It’s been a loud day.” I smiled. “Where’s Sali?”

“Mother has her this evening. She and father are spending one more evening in the royal chambers and offered to watch her for the night.”

“She won’t need to be fed?” I asked.

Alvar smiled and shook her head. “Madame Bella was kind enough to donate a contraption that… well, it helped extract enough milk to store for a night.”

I thought about that and realized it was probably something kinky. Which made sense and also gave me an idea for later. There were women who likely avoided having children due to low milk supply. That was something I could fix, but this would be a stopgap for those who couldn’t afford a nursemaid.

“You really do need a night off,” Alvar said, arched her back and sighed.

It was then, I noticed we’d gone right by our bedroom and were heading to the meeting room at the end of the hall. It was where Alvar and I would accept guests who came to visit. At least up until now.

“Alvar?”

“I may have organized a little something,” Alvar nudged me. “We nobles have a reputation to uphold, after all. It would be improper to act frivolously.”

“Frivolously?” I asked.

Alvar didn’t respond. The door was unguarded, but she didn’t open it. Instead, she knocked, and a few moments later there was the sound of a key being turned. When the door opened, it was to the sound of someone scurrying away into an otherwise dark room. With the door open, I could just make out a comfortable-looking chair.

“Sit down, my queen,” Alvar ordered softly.

I could smell it now. The scent of feminine arousal. I wasn’t sure what was about to happen, but I could make a pretty good guess. With a glance at my smirking queen, I stepped into the room. Only for hands to touch me in the dark. They tugged lightly and pulled. Whenever I reached out to touch, I felt nothing but bare flesh before my hands were pushed away. All I could hear was soft puffs of aroused breaths. Until finally, I found myself being directed into the chair, with my cock standing proudly before me and nothing else.

I watched Alvar’s silhouette in the open doorway, before she too stepped inside and closed it. Now, in darkness, I listened to the soft shuffling of fabric before the light thumping of bare feet approached me across stone floors. Before, the subtle crackle of steel on flint echoed behind me. The flash was bright, but not more than enough to confirm my nude wife was standing before me.

And when the first of many lanterns was lit, I found myself staring at a lot more than my wife. She smirked as she tilted her hips, showing off her figure. The hands that had stripped me of my clothing, was none other than both Cleire and Mahy, with the help of Madame Bella, who shot me a wink from across the room.

They weren’t the only ones, though. Sera was there, blushing nervously, beside Missy, who was seated upon a familiar-looking stool. Morgalis was licking her lips as she stared at Mahy with obvious lust. Only to switch her attention to me and give me a pleading expression. Beside her stood Brema. The woman I had rebuffed several times now. She gave me a hopeful smile, and I rolled my eyes in response.

“Now, here’s the game this evening,” Alvar said, reaching beside my chair and holding up a small bag. “Pick a name.”

I reached into the bag and took it out. I read the name, before smirking as I showed it to her.

“Lucky me,” my wife giggled, before returning her name to the bag and retrieving a second one.

This clinked slightly, and I reached into the bag without needing to be asked, and took out a dark-colored marble. Almost black.

Alvar nodded, and I put the marble back. She then crawled up onto my lap, giving me a level stare as she arched her back to give me a wonderful view of her breasts as my cock bumped gently into the cleft of her pussy. What I hadn’t noticed was that she wasn’t just arching her back, she was reaching back behind herself. I noticed a small change in her expression before holding out her hand.

In confusion, I accepted what she was offering me, and blinked at what looked almost like a modern butt plug. Right before Alvar’s warm hand took my cock and steered me past her molten and already dripping pussy, before pressing the head to her ass.

“Now, dear wife,” Alvar whispered as she rocked her hips, prodding my cock lightly into her ring, giving it a small stretch. “The aim of the game is simple. You have to guess who it is you’re fucking, before either you or your partner achieve orgasm.”

“And this is difficult? How?” I asked.

Alvar smirked, as an unfamiliar, feminine hand reached around from behind the chair and handed Alvar a mask and what looked like ear plugs.

“Thank you Magi Naffnia,” Alvar said with a smile.

I turned my head before my wife dropped her hips. The sensation of her ass slipping over my cock had me groan out in pleasure. Alvar looked like she was slightly shocked too, but she held her composure as she slipped the mask over my eyes. Next went one ear plug, and then her lips pressed into my own. She held the kiss as she slid her ass down my cock until she was seated firmly in my lap.

“Every woman here, with the exception of Missy, will not be drinking any tea,” Alvar whispered in my ear. “Morgalis has been very busy with the contracts. Missy has abstained since she has found a suitable relationship and wishes to save that part of herself for them.”

“Them?” I asked.

“Mistress and Mommy,” Missy’s voice called out with an excited giggle. “Mistress told me I should come for a last night of fun. Mommy wants to breed me as soon as I get home.”

“And I have vetted them personally,” Morgalis called softly.

“And I have you to thank!” Missy called out. “They were on their honeymoon when they saw my show on the stool. Madame Bella made them pay a fortune to have me and now they’ve decided to keep me!”

“I don’t know if that’s the most erotic thing I’ve ever heard someone say out loud, or for whatever reason, the most wholesome,” I said with a light snort.

“Well, think of it this way,” Alvar whispered, leaning into my one unplugged ear. “This mommy wants our daughter to have a sibling.”

“And I told you we should wait. Your body is healed, but you need to rest for your own mental health,” I replied softly.

“Who said I had to carry the baby?” Alvar whispered back with a giggle. “Think about it, my love.”

The plug went into my ear a moment later, before my wife slowly began to grind into my lap.

“You have been rather orderly lately,” Eve whispered in my ear, as my wife sped up the movement of her hips.

Honestly, with a goddess backing the other team, I felt a little peer pressure. But when those peers were naked, horny women who wanted children…

I slid one hand down towards Alvar’s clit. Picturing it in all its delicious, succulent glory, I formed a minor spell to lock its memory in my mind so I could return it later. And as my fingers pinched gently at that sensitive bundle of nerves, I flooded her with the depleted power of two gods. Because sometimes a little chaos was necessary. And a little fun.
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There is no cure. Everyone is infected. They’re always coming.
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Dapy. Man of the mission. Farmer of the hour. Tamer of... Well, nothing really. At least, nothing a content demon prince, her general, retainers, staff, a wizard and more would comfortably admit. Poor Dapy still isn't quite sure whether or not any of this is real.
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First there was the man and his truck.

Then an elf.

And finally, a dragon.
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