
        
            
                
            
        

    
A Druid’s Curse
Dryad’s Ruin
Book Two


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 © 2026 Montgomery Quinn

All rights reserved.


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

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

Here There Be DORFS 3

Fires Within

Fires Within – Conscription

Fires Within - Consecrate

Fangs and Feelings

Baba

Farm Or Die

Farm Or Die

Farm Or Die 2

Viral Destination

Tickets to Hell

Morpheus

Morpheus

Morpheus 2

Caedas Curse

Caedas Curse Book 1


Contents

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



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, Humens, Rondal Smith, LunaWolffa, Raven3ye, Harry, Jeremey Bartel, Alexander Rodriguez, Garrett, James, stormferret, Adam, Nicolas Gilliam, Tracy Carlton, Finn Norre, Blucatpie, Fatman_AUS, Yackaban, CarrotsPls, Curtis Joseph, mtnmar, Morrigan LeRain, Gregory Lamberta, Story, Kousakacomplex, Kelly, Used_Dongle, Causeb, Curtiss Cline, Timothy Workman, Grant, F0ZYWOLF, Norm, blue, Dmc1234, S0l1ta1re, Robert Rider, Herbert Balzer, Ken M, Vincent P, thomas martin, Quadshop, JD Kotchevar, malcolm white, RomanticMartian, oldman64, zombies wolking, Emrys, JarlFalcon, John, Kestril, John D., vysel, jms, Daniel W, ArrowFighter, Brendan Gallagher, Michael Stephens, Japes, Christopher Todd

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


One


She was terrified. Alone. In pain. The arrow had grazed her arm and the wound felt strange. Where it should sting and burn, it gently throbbed. The slaver had a clear shot. She’d spent enough time hunting with her father to know that the shot hadn’t been aimed to kill, but to wound. It only confirmed her fear—the arrow had been poisoned with something.

“Hurry!” one of the slavers shouted.

She put on a burst of speed as hounds crashed through the woods behind her. They weren’t the main thing on her mind, but the red-eyed beings who came with them. They looked human. But… they weren’t. They couldn’t be. They ran on all fours like a dog, and their eyes glowed bright red. They snarled, barked and screamed just like the monsters told to scare children. Only these monsters were real.

The only reason she hadn’t been torn down, captured and dragged away to a fate worse than death, was that those same monstrous people seemed to fight with one another. Two had closed in, only to scuffle over the right to grab her. Whether a victor had been decided, she didn’t know, since she ran at the first opportunity to do so.

She still didn’t even understand why she was here. A dream. Just a silly dream. A beautiful woman made of flowers. She spoke in hushed tones, bringing a warning. A warning that she had to flee. That her life was in danger. That the slavers were coming. She’d hardly believed it at first, until a warning came from the next town over. That slavers really were on the move. That a family had been taken, and the son of the town elder, snatched from his bed in the night. The elder himself had been stabbed and left to die in his home for attempting to stop them.

She hadn’t explained to her parents where she was going. Nor to her baby brother, who twitched softly in his sleep when she kissed his forehead. With a pack on her shoulders of her belongings—little more than a change of clothes, a waterskin and some dried meat—she left in the night and didn’t look back.

That was three days ago. And now, in the depths of this forest, she wasn’t sure how much further she had to go. All she knew, was that she would find a lake. A lake not drawn on any map. A lake that almost nobody seemed to know about. A lake that didn’t seem to exist, and yet… this woman, in her dreams, was so adamant. She gave her the directions she needed to find it. The worst part was, she knew how close she was. This was the right forest, and she’d been walking for almost a whole day. The fact the slavers were hunting her so vigorously only solidified that idea.

“THERE SHE IS!”

“Please!” she begged as she sprinted into the darkness.

Another arrow whistled overhead. It was close and she’d only dodged it out of sheer luck. The barking was getting closer but something larger was coming. And when she turned back, all she could see was the glow of its red eyes.

[image: ]



“NOW!”

Rain threw up her hand as the corrupted shengren made his move. Sprinting on all fours, he was more animal than man. Something I had to remind myself of as he slammed face first into the barrier my blind love had created. Their prey, a girl, barely a teen, screamed and fell back in shock. She wasn’t the priority right now. The cut on her arm could be healed, we just had to get her back to the school first.

There were three more shengren out here, their master, and a small backup team with hounds. The shengren who hit the barrier wasn’t finished either. Rain was already on the move, hurrying to the girl’s side. The poor thing looked terrified out of her mind. Samsara hadn’t expected the slavers to move so quickly. But it was apparent that someone was able to follow, or at least guess her moves.

“Who are you?” the girl demanded.

“Help,” Rain snapped as she pulled her barrier back. It enclosed around them, just like she had done so in the duel I witnessed.

The one where a celestial had shattered it with a stone and broken her shoulder. Only this time, since our union, she had the power to maintain it through access to my own reserves of mana. Something that Samsara had informed me, was far larger than was normal for a druid of my age and experience. It was made all the more interesting to her after my night with Lity, when those reserves deepened once more.

Lity, my awkward, curvy alm was the next to react. I knew it was her from the white flash and the deafening bang that echoed behind me. I turned back, seeing two shengren flailing. Their minds might be twisted, but their senses were extra sharp. Like any monster that hunted with its eyes and ears, they were extremely susceptible to her strange little potions. Potions that were only more powerful since she worked out how to infuse her mana into them.

Alms were healers, but for whatever reason, she didn’t possess the abilities common to most alms. Instead, she relied on her brain to develop alchemical processes. The results ranged from healing potions that aided Samsara’s own abilities, to ones that prevented pregnancies. Those in particular were extremely popular at the school. Her latest creation though, came next.

With the two shengren down, she whipped out two smaller pods. These were still in the testing phase, and I watched with a little trepidation as she hurled the handful at the stunned shengren before her. I recalled how the first iteration took an abnormal amount of strength in order to break open and activate. The second had been far too fragile, and she had broken them simply by throwing them. The end result, was the mixture never leaving her hand properly. The third worked, but was hard to aim, so she was trying once more. Instead of a single, larger pod, she threw a dozen smaller ones. Practically beads that flew about, covering a wide area.

Each bead shattered. Most missed, but enough struck true that it wouldn’t matter. The mixture inside rapidly expanded. Like foam on the top of a mug of ale, only drying rapidly into a firm solid that had to be cut free. The shengren tried to pull it off, which only served to push their hands into a mixture that rapidly solidified around them.

Which gave Ferne her opening. We had shengren of our own. People had a way of underestimating her on first sighting. Thin, wiry and with hair the color of flames. She kept herself covered and wore long sleeves. Yet it was the staff she used to help her balance her awkward limp that truly had people doubting her capabilities. An awkward limp that was nowhere to be seen as she exploded into the clearing. Her staff was used more like a springboard to send her flying into the melee. Her opponents all but contained, she drove her fist into the first, shattering the bones in their face. The second shengren lasted no longer as she spun, driving her foot into their ribs. The impact cratered their chest and slammed them against a nearby tree.

I felt awful for doing this, but it was necessary. Whatever had been done to these druids, it stripped them of their humanity. Their reason along with it. They were mindless monsters, hellbent on following orders and destroying whatever got in their path. And for that, and only that—they had to die. Who they were before the change, didn’t matter anymore. They weren’t that person now. All that was left was the torment and the whim of those who set their orders. And yet part of me swore there was something alive in there. Something that couldn't be squashed. Something human.

“Pay attention dumb fuck!”

I turned and grimaced at the insult. The final member of our little group. Kessa, our team celestial. As subtle as a baying mule, with an attitude to match. Celestials liked to sit back and manipulate the world through a strange telekinesis of some sort. Like the rest of my oddball group, she did not. Kessa liked getting up close and personal, like a certain shengren. So, having her standing directly behind me, with her arm up, holding a struggling corrupted shengren in the air, was quite on point for a woman of her character. One who preferred to be in the thick of things.

“You gonna deal with this fucker, or am I?” she asked.

I sighed and shook my head, before summoning my own power. A regular team would have had me as the elementari. Five druids, five different types of power. All signified by the glow of our eyes as our power activated. That was any normal team composition that is. Like the rest of my group I was different too. So far, it seemed I had three affinities all of my own. The green of an alm, after my first tryst with Lity. Blue of the bastion, curtesy of my first love Rain. And black as the night, leaving all of us stumped, as to the origin. Black was the hardest for me to control. But that wasn’t what I needed right now.

Summoning my bastion abilities, a shimmering barrier sprang up around my arm. It covered me like a second skin. I mused at how all our abilities manifested differently. A barrier was a barrier, but they all had unique differences. Rain’s barriers were as thin as a hair and razor sharp at the edges. Mine covered me like a second skin, from the tips of my fingers, to the back of my shoulder. Not only was it impenetrable, but it let me move as quickly as I could think to move my barrier.

And with Kessa holding the struggling shengren before me, I whipped my hand around faster than they could blink. My fingers swatted the corrupted man across the face, shattering the bones and sending teeth flying like shrapnel. His body fell limp at the inhuman blow and killed him instantly. A quick death was the only mercy I could afford them. They didn’t choose to be like this. Taken by slavers, they were tortured, experimented on and only these twisted monsters ever came back.

“That’s all of them,” a matronly voice called.

I looked up, and saw her. Three of her at least. She brought five bodies this evening. Which meant either two were destroyed beyond all recognition, or more likely, one was carrying the other.

This was Samsara, the hamadryad that ruled the lake and the school at its center. It would have been nice if she controlled the forest as well, but that would stretch her resources and make life difficult for her, as well as the rest of us.

Her true body was an enormous plant, that occupied what resembled a strange floating castle. Her main body covered it entirely, while great vines spread throughout the lake, giving her the ability to grasp anything that fell in, or even herd the fish towards the nets that kept us fed. The womanly figures before us, armed with swords and spears were basically just fruit. Fruit with mouths, hips and asses. She was a one woman army, whose main priorities were simply to educate us so that when we inevitably chose to leave. we had a fighting chance.

Something that I had learned recently, was not always true. My arrival at the school had stirred up trouble. Samsara didn’t know why. Neither did I, though it shone a light on me for a time. Once satisfied that I wasn’t a direct threat, she decided to run a test. She invited back an old student, Kabi. His job was to take me away from the school to see how the slavers would react.

Instead, it uncovered a traitor. A fellow student. A young woman familiar to him by the name of Sachar. It was she who sold us both out, leading to Kabi’s death. But not before I drove her own knife into her throat. Whatever her motives, whatever it was she truly did out there, it didn’t seem to have changed anything. All we knew for certain, was that the slavers had found a way to move around without Samsara being able to see them properly. And that those same slavers, seemed to have the ability to track me.

And despite all that, Samsara still had her duty. Her people, long destroyed, spread throughout the land and left to fend for themselves in isolation, had bred with the human population over the years. This led to some humans having a touch of dryad magic that usually bloomed to life from puberty, all the way into their twenties. When they emerged and their powers began to quicken, it was a race between the slavers who could track them, and Samsara who could sense them. Which led to this moment, as Rain dropped her barrier and helped the poor girl to her feet.

“Thank you,” the fresh druid cried, giving Rain a big hug.

I smiled at that. Rain had weathered many barriers in her life. Being born blind was only the first. Quickening into a druid had destroyed her life, as the daughter of a duke. Samsara had someone find her and they had to flee the ire of her father. Yet she persevered and arrived at this school to learn to utilize her powers effectively. To reap more misfortune upon her head, there was an accident with her razor sharp barriers, and the death of a fellow student. The student she killed was popular. It stained her reputation with the rest of the school, leaving her isolated and an outcast.

When I arrived here, the bullying had gone from scorn and words, to outright violence. Something Samsara refused to intervene with, since Rain herself wouldn’t allow herself to ask for help. She was a member of the Stem house. The backbone of the school, and asking for help would have been a sign of weakness. Which was convenient, because I never asked if she wanted help. I simply acted, and step by step, wormed my way into her heart.

By day, in front of the others, she was as cold as ice and barely spoke at all, unless absolutely necessary. And then we retreated to our room, and I found she was far warmer and lovelier than I could have ever imagined. So starved for love and attention, she craved even the simplest touch, and I refused to deny her. So watching her awkwardly pat the back of the teen before her, hit a soft spot in my heart.

“Come now,” Samsara urged us. “We don’t have a lot of time. There’s always the chance there’s more out here.”

“She’s right,” I called out. “Let’s go!”

Samsara peeled the girl free. The girl, not willing to entirely let go, clung to Rain’s hand with a death grip. I cast my eyes out into the darkness of the forest and started moving. Lity was the first to join me. She moved up and walked beside me. The second of my lovers, she was… odd. Odd, but incredibly so. Her mind did wonderful things and I wished I could understand half of what she said when she got excited over a new discovery. Like Rain, she was a bit of a black sheep in the Leaf house. Only now, settled quietly and comfortably into our, as-yet, unnamed house beneath the roots of the school itself.

“They’re gonna eat her fucking alive,” Kessa snorted.

“Oh be nice,” Ferne grumped at the celestial.

“You should know from experience,” Kessa shot back at the limping shengren.

Ferne shot Kessa a glare, but I cleared my throat. “Not the time ladies.”

“Be a waste anyway,” Kessa said with a sigh.

“It’s interesting that someone so full of vitriol and spite, is so nervous to interact with others in a genuine way,” Lity murmured just loud enough for myself and Kessa to hear it.

The celestial froze in place, falling a few steps behind, where one of Samsara’s bodies gave her a firm nudge to start moving once more.

“Really?” I teased Lity.

She shrugged. “I thought it was obvious. Every time she gets nervous about something, she acts up. She has a repeatable pattern.”

“Shut the fuck up Lity,” Kessa hissed.

Lity gave a small shrug. I reached over and took her hand. Together, we marched the few hundred feet back to the lake. It was scary how close the slavers could get before Samsara could detect them. She had been trying different methods, only to check the girl specifically. Samsara didn’t quite know how to explain how she saw the world, but she was able to point out that the girl had rapidly increased her pace. From that, we guessed she was being chased, and came out to meet her. Something we had done a few times in the weeks since the tournament.

The tournament that cemented the idea that there was traitors at the school. Samsara couldn’t read minds, but she could read just about everything in a room. She had vines, leaves and flowers that glowed and acted like lights, but even then, whatever method was being used to communicate wasn’t something she was familiar with. Which was odd, for an all-powerful, centuries old hamadryad.

Drace was the traitor. That would be a name I’d remember for a lifetime. Most recently, for the kidnapping of a senior team. The team that had been winning the tournament. When they faced with Drace’s team, nobody, not even Samsara, knew exactly what happened. Only that I had a feeling of dread, a moment before a pulse of black energy overtook the fighting ring. When it cleared, Drace, his team, and their opponents were gone. Prior to that, he seemed to have an antagonistic relationship with Kessa. What it was, I didn’t know, but she swore to kill him and I found I trusted her more for that.

Before even that though, I had a personal grudge with that dung heap. Though it had also been the catalyst that brought Rain and I together. He was the celestial who had attempted to kill her. In a separate incident to the duel where she ended with a broken shoulder, Drace had tried to be devious with his attack. Using the sun at his back so I couldn’t identify him, he lifted a boulder over Rain’s head, from a height she wouldn’t detect with her field sense ability and dropped it. Only the activation of my black power had left me in a position to save her, at the expense of the boulder breaking both my legs.

And yes. I was aware of the correlation between the black power that saved Rain, and the black power that kidnapped a team at the tournament. What it meant, I didn’t know. But Samsara still trusted me, and so did Rain and Lity. That was enough for me and I wasn’t above fighting for what I believed in.

“Oh, wow,” the girl gasped.

I snapped back to attention. The moon was peeking over the trees across the lake. It shone blue light over the school. It gave the petals of the enormous flower an ethereal beauty. One that made me smile, despite my morose thoughts. We were home, and with the girl safe and sound—something that wasn’t always the case.

“Head on down,” Samsara gestured to the small walkway. The lake didn’t have smooth edges. There was a sharp drop down on each side. To get to the water’s edge, there was a winding path. It was slow, and not particularly safe, but the alternative was to jump. And I’d rather not revisit the last time I had to do that. Or the time before. Instead, I moved to stand behind Lity, who pushed ahead of Rain and the new girl, before making our way down to the water’s edge.

And as exciting as all this could be, when we reached the bottom and climbed onto the thin wooden rafts Samsara had waiting for us, I was relieved to be heading home. We didn’t have to paddle them. Instead, Samsara gripped the bottoms of them with her vines and slowly dragged us to the center. We passed by the giant lily pads, strong enough for us to walk over. With the urgency of our mission, we’d done so early since it was faster, but the trek back was more leisurely and easier with the rafts. Especially with the new druid in our midst.

Still, it was a few minutes of tense silence as we approached. There was always a chance we’d be attacked. A bow from range could be as dangerous as a shengren up close if we weren’t expecting it. And the slavers had been rather crafty with their tactics. Their patrols had gotten more frequent too. Like they were expecting something. The reality was—all this had only started since I arrived here at the school. Or, at least I had arrived along with my two friends Prim and Lieth. The deliriously happy couple had settled right in, leaving me the outcast once more. Not that I had anything to complain about, as Rain turned and smiled at me.

Her eyes, unseeing even in the light, were pale gray. And I found them beautiful to look at. While they didn’t work, I knew she was watching me. That field sense of hers was remarkable and while I hadn’t been able to replicate it, she was able to pick up a lot more detail on something she concentrated on. It was like pushing thick mud against something to get an impression, but she did it with a barrier so thin and fine it wasn’t visible with the naked eye.

“Almost there,” I told her.

She nodded and the girl at her side shifted nervously from foot to foot. When we finally reached the enormous petals of Samsara’s flower, they parted and gave us access. When they did, the old gray stone tower came into view. The teen let out a gasp of delight. Rain smiled as she was hugged once more, and I spread my legs slightly to stabilize myself as the raft began to rock.

“Stop that,” Samsara warned. “We don’t want to get wet.”

“Sorry,” the teen giggled. “I just… I’m so relieved. I thought I was going crazy, and then they actually showed up. I’ve been running for days and… and now, I’m here.”

“So don’t ruin it now, by tipping us into the lake,” I warned her.

She turned and gave me a shy nod of agreement. Which was the end of the antics until Samsara had us firmly wedged up against a wooden dock. It was actually the same one Rain and I spent during our first detention. Only now, the nets had been wound in and left in storage, hung on the far end where they weren’t in the way.

The school was set out with a main hall in the middle. That was the point where her main body grew, deep in the bowels of the castle. It grew up and around a stone structure with several floors. All built by Samsara herself over the centuries she’d been trapped here on a small rock above the water. When she started her school and separated them by personality type, they ended up being housed and trained in smaller halls built off the main one. Five in total, with what used to be the dungeon, and then basement, converted into a sixth for my house.

Not exactly ideal, but there were only a couple dozen of us so far. Not enough for Samsara to build a whole new house for us, and I kinda liked the positioning. Something about the enormous plant directly above us was comforting. It felt like trust and that on its own just felt good.

“What is this place?” The teen asked as I helped her up onto the dock, before offering my hand to Rain.

“It’s a school,” Samsara reminded her.

“I just can’t believe it.” she shook her head. “Mother and father.. They wouldn’t believe it either. Am I going to learn my letters?”

“And a lot more.” Samsara smiled.

I hadn’t realized how poor a girl she must have been. The dress she wore was built sturdy. It was rugged and strong. I hadn’t realized it was probably the nicest thing she’d ever owned. Her parents were probably beyond themselves with her missing. They wouldn’t have missed the fact slavers were around, when their daughter vanished. I didn’t know what they would have told the parents of those found to be druids. Maybe they would have taken her parents too?

“Areli?” Rain called.

I blinked and shook my head. “Sorry, was… thinking.”

“Well come on, you can think later,” she nudged me.

I nodded and as a group we made our way inside. It was late, but with Samsara running things, both as teachers and staff, the hall was brightly lit and the kitchen was working. The meals here varied. A hamadryad was capable of growing vast amounts of food, and fish made up a huge amount of protein. I’d since learned that she also hunted along the shore. Like some horrific aquatic reptile that had been mentioned in a few books, she would snatch pigs and deer from the banks when they came to drink.

It was all brought back to the center, where she, with several of her bodies, would prepare them into meals. Some of which were set out on the tables for people to grab, and at other times, portioned out onto trays that we collected from the window ourselves. In this instance, since it was just our group, we were led over to a table by the kitchen where Samsara attempted to peel the girl away.

“Wait, where are we going?” she asked, sounding nervous.

“I’ll come,” Rain sighed. “Let’s go.”

“Where—”

“You’re going to be tested. It’s quick and then we can come back and eat,” Rain told the girl.

“I think I get it now,” I murmured as Samsara led Rain and the teen over to the middle of the room, where a thick set of vines twisted down towards a podium. That podium held a knot of roots that when grasped would stab you in the wrist. Whatever it was Samsara got from it, helped her figure out which of the houses the druid needed to be.

“OUCH!”

“I hated that part too,” Lity murmured. “Can’t believe I voluntarily did it twice.”

“Worth it not to deal with those other cunts,” Kessa murmured.


Two


Life had gone back to normal for the most part, since the tournament. With the lead team vanishing with Drace and his friends, Samsara had called a halt to the entire thing. There had been no winners, and nobody seemed to want to challenge the idea. It didn’t feel right. Because we all knew what happened to those who left. Those who were caught.

Rather than dwell. We settled into our lives once more. Learning more about ourselves, our powers and how to survive in this world. Life skills were one thing, but hiding our ability to use mana was a whole other story.

There were enough unscrupulous humans out there, that really, nobody could be trusted. Those who roamed the world, did so under constant threat. But those were the same people who could not bear the isolation that was this school. A gilded cage was still a cage. I could only wonder how long it would be before I got the itch to travel. Even now, I found myself wanting to wander the forest. As dangerous as the immediate area was.

The only real respite was the number of slavers in rotation didn’t seem particularly high. We were dealing with an organized front. They were well funded and supplied. Where they got their information from was accurate enough to cause problems. In particular for the fresh druids who appeared in the world at random. Which in turn, was the draw to bring the slavers away from the school. It wasn’t a comfort knowing that when they were gone from this place, they were hunting some poor child.

“Areli?” Samsara called.

“Hmm?” I blinked and looked up.

The space was well lit. Underground, beneath the rest of the school. Samsara’s roots twisted along the ceiling, branching across and keeping the whole structure stable. Smaller than the other houses though. We hadn’t the numbers to make it a problem so far. Even the few new druids who had shown up since we started, had, for the most part, joined the prior houses. It meant that Samsara’s lessons had clumped us all together. Young and old, experienced and fresh.

“Care to share with the class what has you so distracted?” Samsara asked.

I figured she was thinking I had been staring at Rain. She was seated before me. Separated, but not distant. Honestly, I stared at her a lot. She was beautiful. Hauntingly so.

“Sorry.” I sighed. “I was thinking about the dangers we face, and how when things are quiet here, it normally means our enemies have a target to hunt.”

Samsara blinked slowly, before nodding. “Yes. Which is why we do our best to help where we can. A quiet moment is a good indicator for me to scry for fresh druids.”

Samsara continued with her lesson. She was still developing her personality for this class. She catered to the people she dealt with. Under Stem, I was forced to write up an apology essay for the class after a brief interruption. Yet, when I join Leaf, I found myself seated in a bean bag, eating cookies. Here, Samsara seemed unsure of how to deal with us. But with a smaller group, she seemed to give us a more personal touch. I suppose in a way, she needed to be more versatile considering the differing personalities present here.

It was nice in a way. She didn’t seem to have favorites. At least, she didn’t appear to have any. We all received the same level of guidance, care and discipline. What that looked like varied from person to person. The entire situation was odd, but everything recently had been odd, so it kinda worked out for the best.

I did my best to concentrate for the rest of today’s lessons, before breaking up into study groups. Lity was the first to leave. She slipped out of her chair, descended towards me for a kiss, and then practically ran for the exit. If I had to guess, she was tired of being cooped up inside and had run for the roof. There, she tended to one of the farms that Samsara had been able to grow. A hamadryad was perfect for that. Able to pump life into plants and grow them impossibly fast. It was necessary in order to keep everyone fed.

Despite all her hard work and effort, there weren’t many helpful volunteers who went up and helped her care for those plants. Fewer still, who cared for Samsara’s real body either. Although, Samsara would be the first to laugh or smile and say she didn’t need help. I had tried to offer my support, but was quickly rebuffed. Samsara said she was particular in who got to work on her plants. That’s where Lity came in. The two of them had a unique understanding and a shared passion for plants. Lity was the main supplier of potions throughout the school. Everything from the contraceptives that almost all the older girls were taking, to the healing potions we took before Samsara or one of the alms could step in.

I spotted Kessa heading towards Ferne. The two of them had some kind of rivalry going on. They liked to spar and keep themselves busy. I had to admire them for that. They were both exceptional warriors. With Kessa using her telekinesis to halt Ferne’s movements, while Ferne did her best to push through and find ways to strike back. Excellent training for both. With them busy, I turned to Rain, who was slowly getting to her seat.

I couldn’t help but let my eyes drift over the curve of her ass. She was a phenomenal woman. One who could occupy my time for hours. And had done so. Many, many times. I had half a mind to take her hand and lead her somewhere quiet, when I felt a set of eyes on me. And like that, I knew I needed to take a moment.

“Areli?” Rain called, turning toward me using her field sense ability.

“I think Samsara wants me,” I said and sighed deeply. I stepped around the small desk I’d been sitting behind and moved past her.

She turned her face up towards me, her eyes unerringly stared into mine. It was only times like this that anyone saw the gray film around her eyes. The physical sign that she was blind. She rarely looked at people, so I found it more exceptional that she would do that for me. Such a capable woman, with such a unique ability to see the world around her. She was amazing, and I kissed her quickly, earning a soft smile. And then a pout as I pulled away.

“Don’t go too far,” I told her. “When I’m finished with Samsara, we’ll go for a walk. We’ve been cooped up down here since our trip to shore and I want to see some sunlight again.”

“Areli,” Chester called, as I stepped away. “A moment, if you please.”

Chester. He was one of the first to join us. He was an older man who liked to mumble to himself about stuff nobody else could understand. He spent a lot of time both reading and writing. Though, whatever it was he was doing, was a mystery to the rest of us. Samsara assured me that it was important work. So, we left him to it.

“Ah,” I glanced at Samsara, who had been distracted by a younger student who was speaking to her. “Sure, what’s up?”

Chester frowned, and glanced at the ceiling. “Is… that a rhetorical question?”

I barely concealed a smirk. “It’s just a phrase. Like a polite way of asking what you want, while sounding casual.”

“I see.” The old man nodded. “I suppose a lot is up then. I was hoping I could show you something, get your opinion.”

“Me?”

Chester nodded. “You’ve a good head on your shoulders and you see things differently to me. Samsara has already seen my notes and agreed with a lot, but I want an external perspective.”

“Okay?” I agreed, somewhat confused about what all this was.

I caught Samsara’s eye as I walked away. She saw me with Chester, and gave me a quick wave. Whatever it was she wanted could wait. She’d catch up with me sooner or later. Being able to divulge a whole new body just about wherever and whenever she wanted was a huge advantage for getting messages sent promptly.

I followed him until we came to his door.

“If you’ll come into my room.” Chester gestured at his closed door.

I reached out and opened it for him. Slightly wary of why I was going first. The answer ended up being rather mundane, as he fiddled with a lantern, while I made my way inside. The rooms were rather small here. Samsara had us living in her dungeon. Where she first captured and experimented on the corrupted druids who came near this place. It was here, she determined that they could not be saved. With that information, it was simpler to kill them, than bring them back and hold them. It had been in disuse for years, until I came around and convinced her we needed our own space.

“There,” Chester said with a grunt. “Now we can see better.”

As he brought the lantern into the room, I now realized the issue. A lot of the lights in this place were from either torches, or a glowing flower that Samsara could produce. But this room, was entirely bare of both. No roots. Not one. It was strange seeing such bare walls here. Or it would have been were it not for the maps, diagrams and shelves laden with books.

“What is all this?” I asked as I stared at the map.

I knew what a map was, but I hadn’t ever seen one. The only thing I recognized here, was the hand drawn lotus flower on the lake in the bottom left corner. All over the map were small wooden pins jammed into the paper. Some of them had marks next to them, others were colored. None of it made sense.

“I’m somewhat of a historian,” Chester started. “And I take my role seriously. No torches, for obvious reasons, and I’ve discovered over the years that the flowers that our dear Samsara produces to provide light, also invites mold.”

“Lantern then,” I nodded at the device he carried over to a nearby shelf, with a shallow earthenware dish. There, he sat the lantern, and I figured it was to catch any drips or a small fire if the lantern failed somehow.

“Now, you see here,” he said, hurrying to the map and pointing at a small drawing of a town. “This is where that delightful young lady you saved earlier came from.”

“I don’t know how far that is,” I admitted. “Is it far?”

Chester gave a little wiggle of his hand. “I drew it to scale as best I could. It’s not perfect, but it’s enough to get an idea of what the kingdom looks like.”

“How did you manage this at all?” I asked.

“Piece by piece from smaller sections of map I found in books,” Chester said, puffing himself up like it was an achievement. And it probably was, now I thought about it. “But that’s not what I wanted to show you.”

“All of these marks, are new druids?” I guessed.

“As many as I could find, with Samsara’s help,” he agreed. “The colors indicate what kind of druid they were, and their origin.” He pointed to a black pin right on the edge of the map at the bottom. “This one is you.”

“I knew we lived in the ass end of nowhere, but that really puts it into perspective,” I murmured.

“The world is bigger than this map. This is just the part the kingdom controls. Outside the borders of this map is a mountain range and then a rather inhospitable ocean,” Chester explained, before shaking his head. “Sorry. Off track once more.”

“More my fault,” I admitted with a shrug. “So the colored pins are the type of druid,” I repeated. “What about the plain wooden ones?” I asked.

“Ones who never made it.”

I blinked and then frowned. There were so many. I wasn’t the best with my numbers, admittedly, but… it seemed for every colored pin, there were a dozen or more plain ones.

“They… they can’t…”

Chester shook his head. “It’s only sitting here in front of the map, I realize how terrible things really are. And this doesn’t even include the mundane humans that get taken. We know it happens, but unlike the druids, there’s no way for Samsara to track them.”

“This is worse than I could have imagined,” I said quietly. “I… I thought we were rare, and that made us hard to find.”

“Most druids who quicken, are discovered because of it,” Chester explained. “They’re turned over by their own families thinking they’re setting their child up for a better future. Or sold to the slavers out of jealousy. Those who run, are the only ones who ever last long enough to get here and receive the training to survive.”

I then realized how large the scope of things were. This had been going on for longer than anyone had been alive. Entire generations of druids had likely been born and raised in this place, under Samsara’s watchful eyes. All the while, hundreds and thousands were lost, beyond her reach. I didn’t know how she could stand it—being linked to each of us as she was. No wonder she kept me so close, when she thought I might be a threat to her.

“So what is it exactly that you wanted to show me?” I asked.

“You’ve gained Samsara’s confidence,” Chester said as if stating a fact. “So I thought it worth asking your opinion.”

“On what exactly?” I asked. “Because this looks rather impressive, even as terrible as it is.”

“On that, we both agree,” Chester muttered. “It’s honest work though, and without it, we likely wouldn’t have noticed that there has been a recent decline in druids, and a rapid expansion of the networks used to ferret out those they do find.”

“That’s not all that surprising,” I mused. “It’s not as if there’s a huge number of us having kids here, particularly if we’re all taking Lity’s potions. And if they’re being hunted out there, there’s less of them to create children of their own.”

“It also means, that wherever the druids are being whisked off to, they’re not able to reproduce.”

“They’re being killed then?” I guessed.

Chester shook his head. “Many of them, yes. But there’s enough corrupted shengrens running around out there to know that not all are being killed. Many are being used for purposes we haven’t figured out yet.”

“Does Samsara know where they are taken?” I asked.

Chester nodded, and then tapped an image of a large city, almost at the complete opposite side of the map from us.

“This is the capital city of Evento. Named after the king. At least, that’s what I’ve been able to surmise. Our more recent records are sporadic. The king, we know, is quite old and he could have been replaced. It takes time for news to spread this far, and we have few enough agents out there willing to risk gathering information.”

“So… Old king. Lack of new druid’s being born. And you said, a rapid expansion of their tracking abilities?”

“Quite,” Chester said with a nod. “If you can imagine a line being drawn along this point,” he used his finger to trace a line that covered roughly a third of the map, in a wide arc, not dissimilar to a rounded barrier. “Any druid that quickens within this area, is apprehended within hours of Samsara becoming aware of them.”

“How many?”

“Almost a dozen.”

I nodded. “Is that⁠—”

“All in the last six months,” Chester concluded. “We’ve had druids make it down from this far. Rain, for example, her father’s duchy is right here,” he said, tapping the map, where a city had been noted, along with a blue pin.

It was well within the borders. And the idea that she could have been taken, well… that left me feeling a little upset.

“Something has changed,” Chester continued. “Recently. The resources used to fuel the push to find our kind have increased, and if I’m guessing, that line is moving further south. What exactly has changed we don’t know.”

“What about druids, the ones who are out there living freely. What happens if they cross that line?”

“Many of them were killed, or taken prisoner.” Chester sighed, his eyes never leaving the map. “Few escape, and even those that do. It’s usually down to luck, or other circumstances, like the quickening of a fresh druid splitting their forces.”

I thought for a moment, recalling Kabi and Sachar. “Do you know all the names of the roaming druids?” I asked.

“I’m older than most of them,” Chester confirmed. “I remember when Kabi was a boy. Sachar came a little older. Never fit in well, but was studious and effective.”

“Did either of them cross that line?” I asked.

Chester frowned, tapping his chin. “You know, I hadn’t thought of that. But… yes. About five months ago. Sachar was one Samsara asked to investigate in that area. Apparently they gave her quite the chase. It took her several weeks to escape and head south once more.”

“Weeks?”

Chester nodded. “Samsara was able to track her. She hid in a mine at one stage…”

“Chester—”

“Yes Areli.” He nodded. “I think… I think I need to discuss this further with Samsara. If… and I mean if, your idea has merit, there are several more names I can add to a list.”

“Are any of those on the list, currently visiting here?” I asked.

Chester froze, and I knew my answer. Together, we swiftly left the room. Samsara was still over with the younger student. Though now she was teaching a lesson on letters. Chester hurried over to speak with her, while I looked for Rain.

She wasn’t anywhere I could see. Ferne and Kessa were taking a water break. So that was where I headed first. Kessa spotted me coming and gave Ferne a nudge. The shengren was the one to actually address me.

“If you’re looking for Rain, she said she’d meet you on the roof.”

I sighed and gave a small nod. “Thanks.”

I had a sort of twisted feeling in my gut about this whole situation. Not that something was wrong, exactly. But that I worried about something and wasn’t sure what to do about it. With that in mind, I decided I needed to find Rain. If only to settle my nerves. Leaving Ferne and Kessa behind I hurried to the stairs and ran up them two at a time. Emerging into the large room with Samsara’s roots, I hurried past and through the door of the inner circle. There, I made my way up one of the many flights of stairs and continued climbing.

When I finally reached the roof, I found a handful of Leaf students studying with Samsara. She shot me a look of confusion, before nodding a moment later. Without stopping her conversation, she made a hand gesture pointing toward the far side of the roof. There, a lot of Samsara’s vines were thickest, and the most likely place to find Lity. And if Rain had come up here too, that was likely the best place to find her. She wasn’t a loaner by nature, but by necessity when the rest of the school ostracized her.

I hurried past, not disturbing the class as I picked my way over the beds of neatly rowed seedlings. These looked to be weeks old, but I knew from my own classes it was likely what was planted just a day or two earlier. Samsara really was something.

I hurried past, and climbed over one of the larger vines that wrapped over the roof. There, I spotted Lity first. She was talking to someone. I could tell from the way she looked up and waved her hand around as if explaining something. Then she went back to work for a moment, like she was listening to a reply. Beside her was a neat stack of older leaves, taken from one of Samsara’s vines.

I made my way over, careful not to disturb anything, but making enough noise to be heard. The last thing I wanted was to surprise someone with sharp implements. And when I got closer, I felt that twinge in my stomach. That bad feeling once again. Which all but confirmed my fears as I spotted Rain.

She was shaded beneath a large leaf, which was why I couldn’t see her until I approached at a different angle. That’s when I realized she wasn’t just beneath one of the giant leaves, but standing directly on the edge of the roof overlooking the lake.

“RAIN!” I yelped.

Rain spun on the spot, looking back. I felt the lightest of flutters, like the soft kiss of a warm breeze. Her face lit up as she turned fully around, only for a rock to slip beneath her shoes. The wide grin on her face turned to shock as her foot swung out, and her balance went with it.

“RAIN!” I roared, this time not in shock, but in utter terror.

My world blurred and darkness clouded my vision. I spotted Lity as I flew past, but my attention was on Rain. I caught her around the waist, halting myself for just a moment, before heaving back. The two of us fell to the ground. I rolled, bringing us both to a stop, where I found myself perched above her.

Rain was wide eyed and breathing hard. There was fear written all over her face, before she breathed a sigh of relief and let out a soft laugh.

“You caught me.”

“I…” I gritted my teeth and tried not to literally growl. “What were you doing up there?”

“There was a nice breeze, and I didn’t want to warm up too much, while I was waiting for you.”

“That… that’s not a good reason to stand an inch from a deadly fall!”

“I wasn’t going to fall,” Rain protested. “I was just summoning a barrier to catch myself when you grabbed me.”

I paused, and then let out a long sigh. Which turned into a grunt of annoyance, as she tapped my nose with the tip of her finger.

“I appreciate you coming to my rescue though.” Her smile was bright and it soothed something inside me. “Maybe even enough to give you a reward.” A finger trailed up my chest.

“You scared me half to death!” I snarled softly. “And what, you think that you can sweet talk your way out of how I feel?”

“No,” Rain said. A smirk began to grow at the corner of her mouth. “I think if you run your hand down my side, and then up my skirt, you’ll find I forgot my panties today.”

“Really?”

Rain sighed. “No. I took them off when you said we were going to take a walk. But after your little display, I wouldn’t say no to letting my rescuer take certain liberties with me.”

Curiosity got the better of me, and I shifted my weight to balance on one hand. I didn’t bother going the slow route. I just slipped my palm under her skirt, and placed my fingers directly on her already wet slit.

“Ummm,” Lity called softly, before clearing her throat. “While I’m not bothered by a little expeditionary fun, Samsara’s bringing the class over this way. So you might want to straighten yourself up.”

Rain pouted as I climbed off her. I quickly wiped my hand, before offering it to her once more. She took it but continued to pout as I pulled her up, only to frown and rub the back of her head, knocking off several clumps of dirt.

“I need a bath.”
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Rain let out a soft whimper as she sank down on my cock. We’d found a spot, deep in the twisted roots of Samsara’s main body. I knew it was leading to this, but I was surprised at how quickly things devolved. One moment, she was washing her hair, the next she was pushing me to sit on the step. Now, with her knees either side of my thighs, I found myself holding a very wet, very naked, and very sexy bastion.

“And how does my rescuer want to be rewarded?” she asked as she slowly rolled her hips. “Shall I tease him for a while, slowly ramping up the pleasure?” She slowed her motions to a crawl, leaving me to feel every inch of her wet pussy, gliding back and forth on my cock. “Or shall I ride you hard and fast, wringing your pleasure from you while I scream your name?” she growled the last part cutely, as she switched from gentle rocking, to firm bouncing. She slammed my cock rapidly into her dripping depths with each thrust of her hips.

I grabbed her ass and pulled her close, holding her firmly in place as I stared into her eyes. Blind or not, she was beautiful to look at. “Maybe I just want to enjoy you. Maybe I want to feel you cum. To feel your body convulse and squeeze my cock inside you.”

“You think he found her?” Kessa asked.

The two of us froze in place as we listened to them picking their way through Samsara’s body to find a spot of their own to bathe.

“Probably hiding in a broom closet somewhere, fucking like rabbits,” Ferne grumbled.

“Are they really that bad?” Kessa asked. “I know they fuck a lot, but⁠—”

“Even if she wasn’t a noble, she’s excessive. I bet she’s amazing though,” Ferne joked.

“Yeah,” Kessa said and sighed. “I’m kinda jealous.”

“Really? Snooty queen, jealous of the ice queen?”

“Shut the fuck up. You’re as jealous as I am!”

“They’re talking about us,” Rain whispered, before rocking her hips firmly.

“Gods, that woman can move,” Kessa said wistfully. “She might be a bastion, but she moves like a damn shengren.”

“You think so?” Rain whispered to me as she flexed her hips, sliding herself up and down on my cock.

“Not all shengrens,” Ferne grumbled.

“Oh, come off it. You’ve got that exotic appeal.”

“Bullshit,” Ferne spat. “I’ve literally got a wooden pussy lip.”

“It’s not wood,” Kessa sighed loudly. “It’s still soft, isn’t it?”

“Smells like pine when I cum.”

The two ladies snickered. All the while, I was gripping Rain’s ass as she chewed her lip to prevent crying out. Her pussy throbbed madly as she came and I ground her into my lap. I couldn’t hold back. My cock spurted deep into her pussy. All the while, we were unaware of the hamadryad’s undivided attention.


Three


Istopped; fork raised to my lips, as my gut twisted once more. With the distractions provided to me by Rain, and then again by Lity, I hadn’t ended up having that talk with Samsara. Which I found myself deeply regretting this morning. My gut had been turning all morning. Badly enough that I thought I might have fallen ill. At least until I woke up properly for the day and got myself dressed. No. This wasn't an illness. Something was wrong. Very, very wrong. I just couldn't tell what it was.

It was only now, upstairs in the hall while eating breakfast, that I realized the problem. Rain was on my right, Lity on my left. Kessa and Fern sat across from me and the rest of our house was dotted about on this table and the next. I could even see Prim and Lieth chatting with a few of their own house members two tables over. Samsara was bustling around, delivering platters of food to each of the tables as normal for breakfast. Where we kept chickens I had no idea, but that wasn’t on my mind right now.

“Where’s Chester?” I asked.

“What?” Kessa asked. “Chester?”

“Chester,” I said with a nod. “I spoke to him yesterday.”

“He usually comes up late for breakfast,” Ferne pointed out. “That man runs on his own schedule.”

“We came up late for breakfast,” I growled and got up, as Lity made an awkward noise beside me.

“He’s probably just having a sleep in,” Kessa shrugged.

I shook my head. I didn’t have a way to explain things to them. Nobody had put much faith in my gut feelings before, I didn’t expect that to change now. Prim used to pay attention, but that was more humoring her friend than taking me seriously. It wasn’t as if the feeling came with an obvious cause. Just a warning that there was a problem at all.

“Areli?” Rain grabbed my arm.

“I’m just going to check his room,” I told her before leaning in for a kiss.

Lity made a noise, so I swapped sides and despite her nervous blush, I kissed her too. Before the others could say a word, I was off. Back out of the hall, I rushed down the stairs. I took the most obvious route for Chester to have taken if he were on his way up. My gut only twisted further as I reached the bottom and headed into the inner circle.

I ignored the massive plant in the middle of the room. Samsara was busy doing hundreds of other things at once, I didn’t know how to explain this to her either. Not in a way that would make sense to a thousand-year-old hamadryad. I slipped past without a word and hurried down the stairs—only to freeze as I noticed the scent of smoke. That rush, turned into a sprint as I hit the floor running. The smoke was coming directly from Chester’s room.

My vision blurred and the door exploded. Flames rolled out around me as my eyes and throat stung. I scanned the room, looking everywhere for Chester, but I couldn’t see any sign of him. Only the paperwork, dumped in the middle of the room where the lantern had been thrown over it to start the fire. Even the map on the wall was gone. Torn free and added to the pile.

“FIRE!” I screamed. “SAMSARA! FIRE!”

A bell started clanging distantly, and a serious of distant shouts echoed through the halls. I pulled out of the room, coughing to clear my airways, as one of Samsara’s bodies pulled herself free of a vine by the wall. She looked stunned as the flames and smoke poured from Chester’s room and her eyes turned to me.

“Have you seen Chester?!” I shouted.

Her eyes widened, and a second Samsara burst from the same vine, before a third followed.

“I’m searching,” she snapped. “Right now, I need you to break the floor.”

“What?”

“Water!” she snapped. “We need water!”

I thought for a moment. Then looked at the floor. I’d broken it once. It caused an immediate leak. It wouldn’t be good for all the belongings down here, but neither would fire. I grimaced and summoned a barrier. Like before, it wrapped from the tips of my fingers, all the way up to my shoulder. A shimmering blue wall of energy that flexed as I moved.

With a twist, I dropped to my knees and slammed my barrier-clad fist into the stone floor. I felt it shudder and the barrier threatened to crack. I fed more mana into it. It solidified the barrier, which made it feel heavier over my hand. I struck the floor once again. This time, I felt the stone shift, and that’s when Samsara acted.

Thick vines shot into the cracked stone and began to pry it free. The first body to appear grabbed my shoulder and pulled me aside as Samsara worked to pull the stone out and gather water.

“Still can’t summon the black?” she asked.

I shook my head. “It’s more instinctual when that happens. That’s how I broke the door down.”

Samsara nodded. “He’s not in there either.”

“No,” I frowned. “I didn’t see him. Just all his books thrown on the floor in a pile. Do you know where he is?”

Samsara shook her head. “He warned me something like this could happen.”

“Did he?” I asked.

“I never quite took him seriously,” she hissed as two of her bodies rushed down the stairs with buckets and formed a line from the fresh hole in the floor, to the fire.

“Did Chester speak to you yesterday?” I asked.

Samsara frowned. “No, he… he was going to, but… No.”

“Who else is here?” I asked.

She turned and stared at me. Even the other bodies of her paused momentarily as if stunned by the question. “What?”

“He showed me the map yesterday,” I told her. “He showed me the line where no new druids are escaping from. And he said that you sent Sachar across to investigate.”

“She was on the run for weeks hid⁠—”

“In a mine, yes.” I nodded. “Then she ambushed Kabi and I, with a team of corrupted shengren and slavers when you sent me out as an experiment. Who the fuck was here, that has crossed that line, Samsara?!”

[image: ]


“He’s moving quickly,” she snarled. “Almost directly north.”

I nodded as we hurried out into the sunlight. “What if he changes direction?”

“We should be able to track him. He’s just an alm, so nothing special there physically,” Samsara growled.

“What’s his skill set?” I asked.

“Areli?!”

I flinched and turned, seeing Ferne hurrying over. “Ferne, I need you to stay here⁠—”

“Excuse me?”

“Ferne,” Samsara glowered at the young woman. “This is a direct instruction for you to remain here.”

She scowled and leaned on her staff. “You mean, here, here, or just⁠—”

“Remain at the school,” Samsara snapped. “The fire has been contained and it’s safe to return to your houses. But I need everyone to stay put right now. Understand?”

“Except him?” Ferne nodded at me.

“I’ll explain later,” I promised, before hurrying to catch up with Samsara who hopped down onto one of the large lily pads that surrounded the lake.

“Areli!” Ferne snarled as I hurried off.

I ignored her as I chased down Samsara. She was moving quickly. Why she was allowing me to come along at all, I didn’t know. The target was a middle-aged man. He’d been moving around for years and went by the name Doton. I quickly pulled my thoughts together and I rushed to catch up to the hamadryad battle form ahead of me.

She wore light armor, and paired it with a round shield and a short sword. It kept her able to move, while giving her the ability to pour more of herself into that particular body. Something I didn’t quite understand, but she explained it like having enough water to fill one large pot, or multiple smaller pots. The body I was following was a large pot.

“Doton is a strange one,” Samsara growled as she hopped from one lily to the next. “He is able to affect the mind.”

“That’s not good,” I grunted as I finally reached her side.

“Careful,” she warned me. “Stomp too hard, you'll damage my leaves. It’s why I like to use a raft when we have the time.”

A comment like that would be laughable coming from anyone but a hamadryad. It didn’t seem natural, but from the enormous flower covering the school, to the vines twisted throughout and even the giant lily pads in the lake. It all led back to her main body in the center. The twisted root plant in the inner circle where our house liked to bathe.

Mindful of my steps, I hurried alongside Samsara towards the northern edge of the lake. I had a few lingering thoughts about the last expedition I’d taken. And the one before. It seemed that every time I left the safety of the school, we were ambushed. The way my gut twisted, I couldn't help but think this might just be the same thing.

The two of us reached the far bank, and made our way up. The actual paths were few and far between. So, finding fresh footprints wasn’t out of the ordinary. Only the one set though, so we knew that Chester hadn’t gone with him. At least, not on his own two feet… speaking of.

“And Chester?”

Samsara grunted angrily. “Gone.”

“What do you mean, gone?” I asked.

“Exactly as I said,” she huffed. “Either he’s discovered what the enemy has, and he’s hiding from me. Or…”

“He’s dead,” I spat.

Samsara didn’t elaborate. I was angry. This happened under her roof. We’d been betrayed twice since I arrived. How many more traitors were in the school. How many other threats were in there, that Samsara had no idea about?

“Come on, he wouldn’t have gotten far,” Samsara growled as she led the way up into the tree line.

I scanned the area. Part of me expected an attack right away, but nothing happened and Samsara hadn’t stopped moving. So, I ran to her side as she picked up her pace to a light jog.

“How do we handle this?” I asked.

“Find him, knock him out, bring him back.”

“You said he can affect minds, is it safe to bring him back?” I asked.

Samsara nodded. “He can’t affect me.”

“What about me?”

“I’d think it unlikely,” she admitted. “I can’t scry you Areli. I would think that whatever protection you have, would likely work against him as well.”

That made sense at some level. “And the others?”

“His range is limited and so are the long-term effects. It’s possible he could affect the mind of a visitor, but it’s not enough to entirely enslave someone. He’s been using it to brush people’s attention away. To let him be ignored in public. It’s how he’s survived so long on his own.”

That all made sense, and I let the conversation die. We were moving quickly and the tracks we were following were fresh. He seemed to know where he was going. There weren’t any signs of deviation, or even a change of pace. If I had to guess, he was moving at a hurried walk. Like he was trying not to make it obvious he was running, if someone happened to be watching him.

So it wasn’t all that long before we spotted movement ahead. Samsara saw him first, and held up her hand. I slowed to a stop beside her.

“Fall behind,” she whispered.

I nodded and Samsara hurried onward, making enough noise that the man spun around, looking confused. I slipped away, moving quickly, but doing my best to not be overheard over Samsara’s headlong rush. It seemed to work, since Doton didn’t so much as twitch in my direction as he turned to face the hamadryad.

“Samsara!” He grinned. “I missed you on the way out.”

“That you did,” Samsara agreed. “I need you to come back.”

“Oh?” Doton hesitated. “And why is that?”

“I was hoping you could help me find a missing student,” Samsara told him.

Doton nodded slowly. “I… don’t like the implications of your question, Samsara.”

The hamadryad placed her hand on the hilt of her sword. “Please Doton. I want to be wrong. I am begging to be wrong.”

Doton gave a slow nod, before letting out a long sigh. I watched him bow his head, and then my anger grew when Doton’s eyes pulsed bright green and his face twisted.

“Kill her,” he hissed.

Samsara yanked her sword free, aiming to cut Doton down, but the man threw himself back as a shengren dropped from a nearby treetop. Samsara wasn’t prepared from an assault from above, but that wasn’t the last of it. Doton turned his attention and looked directly at me. Through the trees, he found me without a problem and with his eyes glowing, he smiled.

“Come here, boy.”

I felt it. The compulsion. I felt my stomach drop as my body began to move, even as I fought against it. I raged, swore, cursed and even spat. I tried to bite my lip and I could taste blood. None of it was of any help. Step after step I made my way closer to the man, who eyed me with amusement.

“The new pet,” Doton stated.

“Fuck you⁠—”

“Don’t speak,” his power flared and my jaw snapped shut.

When I stood fully before him, I had just enough control to see Samsara’s body lying dead on the ground. The shengren stood over her. Blood dripping from the knife held in one hand. The shengren was an older druid. One that I vaguely recognized, despite their emaciated stature. It had only been weeks and yet…

“Friend of yours?” Doton asked before snickering. “Not that it matters.”

I stared at the shengren. It was him. It had to be. When Drace transported them away with whatever strange magic they had…

“What are you anyway?” Doton asked.

I felt the compulsion set in, overriding the order not to speak. And the words slipped out before I knew what was happening. “I don’t know.”

Doton blinked stupidly, before scowling. “Stupid. What kind of druid are you?”

“I don’t know,” I repeated.

“What do you mean, you don’t know?” Doton demanded.

“I don’t know,” I said once more.

He stared at me in bewilderment. “Are you a druid?”

“I don’t know.”

“You live at the school?”

“Yes.”

“But you’re not a druid?”

“I don’t know.”

The shengren twitched, drawing both our attention. His eyes flicked from side to side as if he could sense something. Doton let out a sigh. “Go. Find whoever it is and kill them.”

The shengren exploded into action. He tore through the trees and mere moments later, there was a shriek of surprise. A voice I recognized and I snarled in anger.

“Another friend of yours?” Doton chuckled. “Sorry about the instructions to kill. I could change that, but it would take me too long to…”

I felt it then. The moment my eyes went black. Doton froze in shock as he saw it too. There was panic in there. Like he knew. But I wasn’t in a mood to ask questions. As my power flooded my body, I felt the grip on my mind slip free. It felt like moving through thick mud. Doton’s eyes pulsed with his power, and I felt the compulsion tighten. It lasted for only a moment before I shrugged it off. I felt it like the snap of a whip. One moment it was there, the next it was gone.

My mind and body were mine once more, and Doton had only a moment to throw up his hands, before my fist connected with his chest. His ribs caved, and my hand shattered too. The bones from my fingers to my elbow splintered and I felt shards break my skin. The rage I felt for my loved ones dulled the pain, but I still reeled back in shock from it happening.

Doton though, was dying. He lay on the ground, several feet away. A crumpled heap of a man, with blood bubbling up between his lips. His eyes wide as his power activated and failed, over and over again. Whatever it was he attempted to do, didn’t seem to achieve anything, so I turned and left him to die. I could hear the sounds of battle back towards the school, and I could only hope that I wasn’t too late.

Holding my injured hand to my side, I ran and leaped forward with far more force than I had previously expected. One step, felt more like ten. I blew through the forest, narrowly missing the nearest trees, before physically connecting with the shengren. We tumbled together, the shengren snarling like an animal. I could hear Lity screaming my name, while Rain demanded to know where we just went.

The shengren reacted before I could. His hand caught me under the throat and began to squeeze. I still wasn’t done though. With a choked snarl, I formed a barrier around my neck and chest and rapidly punched the shengren in the face with my good hand. As power pumped through my body, I felt a shift, before the pain in my arm began to lessen. The shengren, not being able to crush my throat, tossed me aside. I rolled twice, before sliding to a halt. And when I did, I clearly had two hands once again.

The shengren climbed to his feet, as the barrier around my neck slid down to cover my hand as normal. There was a blur to my right and Ferne slammed into my opponent, foot first. The shengren jerked back, the blow enough to stagger him, but not take him down. Kessa rushed in next, her fists sending out pulses of energy as she punched, before the shengren whipped his hand back around to knock her aside. A blue barrier sprung up between them, blocking the strike in an instant.

Which was all the distraction I needed to throw myself at him once more. The shengren didn’t have time to react. For a physically enhanced druid, he was slower than whatever my black power might have been. I hit him hard from the side as my barrier-clad hand closed over his face. His eyes bulged as his finger pawed at me in mute rage.

Rage that flashed to fear and pain as I squeezed, until I felt a solid pop.
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There were many, many more this time. I didn’t stand alone with Samsara. This time, the shengren had friends. People wept. Others mourned. I could hear them talking. Reminiscing about what this man had done for them over the years. He was someone they knew, and… I didn’t know how I felt about the part I played in his death. This feeling was becoming far more common of late. When I had stood up here before, with the corrupted shengren that I killed that fateful trip to collect wood, it had felt hollow. A ritual of passing, cared for by nobody but Samsara and I.

And I had been the one to kill them both.

“Areli?”

I turned my head. Samsara, or one of her bodies, gave me a slow nod. Rain and Lity were with me. One on each side. Ferne and Kessa were too. Their situation was more confusing to me. I half expected that with the cancellation of the tournament, they’d move on. Instead, they seemed more determined than ever to stick around. I would have questioned it, but… I couldn’t help but wonder how things might have been if they hadn’t come. I might have been able to throw off Doton’s ability, but with the shengren there, I would have died before I could do much more than that.

“I’ll be back,” I told my lovers, and stepped away.

Samsara led me down a flight of external stairs. Here, things were quieter and the sound of the funeral dimmed as we made space. Finally Samsara halted. We were near the nets and she let out a long sigh.

“Is this the part where you tell me I have to leave?” I guessed.

“What?” Samsara snapped as she turned to face me. “Leave?”

I shrugged. “Figured that’s where this conversation was going. I show up, and you’ve had nothing but problems.”

Samsara shook her head. “It’s more than just you, Areli. Chester explained that things have been happening for months, didn’t he?”

“He did,” I said and nodded. “But…”

“But?”

I sighed. “You can’t scry me. I might have quickened whatever ability I have all that time ago and not realized it. If you can’t scry me, they⁠—”

“Can obviously scry you,” Samsara murmured. “They clearly weren’t looking for you when they went after Prim and Lieth. But since you’ve arrived here, they’ve known all about you.”

“They’ve got spies,” I pointed out.

“That doesn’t account for how quickly they tracked you and Kabi down,” Samsara disagreed. “Sachar knew exactly where to find you. And they weren’t tracking Kabi.”

I couldn’t argue that point. If the slavers were able to track the druids out in the world, they wouldn’t be able to live out there. Sure, they lived a life on the run, but they weren’t being actively tracked at all times. I stepped out of the school for less than a day, and had a whole team sent after me.

“Should I leave?” I asked.

Samsara shook her head. “If I say yes, you’ve got at least two talented druids, and possibly two more, who would follow you.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You couldn’t⁠—”

“Don’t be stupid, Areli,” Samsara shook her head. “If I was going to force the druids into behaving how I wanted them to behave, none of you would leave and I wouldn’t have traitors in our midst.”

“Fair.” I sighed. “What then, can I do?”

“Doton is awake.”

“He lived?”

Samsara nodded. “It was a close thing. When I died, I sent out two more. They weren’t as quick as your little team, but they got there in time with one of Lity’s potions to save him.”

“I thought he was dead,” I said with a frown.

“He wanted you to think that,” Samsara said. “Doton is extremely talented. You injured him quite badly, but he had a healing potion of his own. He left you with the impression he was dead, while recovering from the injury you gave him. I found him before he managed to get very far and this time I made sure to bring him back.”

“I don’t want to assume anything, but⁠—”

“He can’t hurt you, or anyone else.” Samsara shook her head. “You don’t learn to contain corrupted shengren without learning a few tricks.”
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“I’ll admit, I didn’t really expect this,” I said.

“He’s going to spend most of his time like this,” Samsara muttered.

Doton glared at the two of us. She’d stuffed him in a broom closet. With the new house occupying the dungeon, there wasn’t really anywhere else to put him. What I hadn’t been expecting was how she would go about containing him.

He was bound; head to toe in what looked to be her roots. Thicker ones were wrapped around his waist and legs; thinner ones around his arms and neck, and countless hairline roots clinging to every part of his body. It was as if he was now a part of her.

“I can hold them for a time trapped like this. My roots drain them of energy, and when mostly depleted they are far easier to deal with. However, with the Doton’s abilities, I’ve added extra precautions. I will be keeping him like this for the near future.”

“You’d be better off killing me,” Doton muttered. “You’ve no idea what is coming.”

“No, I don’t.” Samsara glared back at him. “Whatever’s been done to you, is beyond me. The corruption destroyed the minds of the shengren in the past, but you… If I didn’t know better, I’d say you simply betrayed us.”

“It’s not a betrayal to accept fate,” Doton said. “Not that I’d expect you to understand. If I couldn’t convince Chester, I wasn’t going to convince anyone.”

“So you did have something to do with his disappearance,” Samsara hissed.

“He didn’t disappear.” Doton chuckled. “I just reminded him how easy it was to breathe the water from this lake.”

Samsara’s hand grabbed my wrist, even before I knew what was happening. Doton’s laughter cut off when he saw the look on my face. Or, more accurately, the activation of my power, turning my eyes the deepest black.

“You know what this is, don’t you?” Samsara asked as she refused to release my arm so I could get at him.

“No Samsara,” Doton said with only a slight shake of his head since the vines had bound him so tightly. “I have no idea what they are.”


Four


“Areli? You up here?”

I let out a soft sigh and thumped the grass with the palm of my hand. I’d been up here since the funeral. Two dead, in two days. In the end, it wasn’t all that hard to find Chester. He was at the bottom of the lake.

He was leaning on the very stone that supported this school. His face relaxed and his body limp. It was like he’d stepped into the water, inhaled and sank to the bottom without any pain. Like he hadn’t even tried to swim.

Without Doton, it would have taken much longer to find him, and that would have been mostly down to luck as we checked the lake. Or, in this case, Samsara checked the lake. She had a pretty good idea of how it looked below the surface, with her vast roots acting like tentacles to dredge the bottom and tow nets into position. Those same roots made quick work, checking around the base of the school, before finding poor Chester.

Like the dead shengren, his funeral had been a somber affair. He didn’t have as many friends, but those who knew him, respected the hell out of him. He’d been here a long time, and most of the students recognized him for something. Which led to the staring. Funerals happened, deaths happened. But since I’d arrived, I was involved with three of them.

I could only assume this was how Rain felt when she had her accident. Only this time, people weren’t just angry that I was here ,they were scared. The whispers would start and their heads would turn. I hadn’t even seen Prim or Lieth yet. I didn’t know where they stood in all this. And when I finally decided to return to our house, I found it less than inviting. Which is why I’d retreated to the roof, while I waited for my lovers to come find me.

“There you are,” Lity gave a deep sigh as she stepped into view.

“Hello, my pretty alm,” I said, shooting her a smile.

She tilted her head. “What are you doing?”

“Not going to respond to my compliment?”

“Not until you tell me what you’re doing,” she said, crossing her arms. “We’re all worried about you. Ferne was talking about crossing the lake to look for you.”

“Really?” I said as I sat up.

“Rain and I didn’t think you’d go that far,” Lity admitted softly. “Ferne though, she’s…”

“She’s?”

Lity gave a small shrug. “I don’t know. She’s just been asking a lot about you, and super worried.”

“Well I’m⁠—”

“Maybe she wants to have sex with you,” Lity mused. I blinked at the random thought and looked up at Lity, who had a contemplative look on her face. “She does spend a lot of time watching you.”

I also thought of the conversation I’d overheard. Admittedly I could have paid more attention, but I was buried inside Rain at the time.

“So anyway,” Lity said, sitting down beside me. “You never told me what you’re doing up here.”

I smiled, and then shifted over to sit closer to her. “Just watching the sky.”

Lity looked up. “It’s black.”

“And there’s stars,” I said with a chuckle.

Lity shrugged. “Mostly still black.”

I sighed and put my arm around her, before pulling her back to lay flat with me. She let me pull her down, and she used my arm as a pillow. I was also aware that she shifted slightly closer to me, pressing into my side. Where Rain was petite and slightly muscular. Lity was softer and had a fuller figure.

“I’m… not good at talking to people,” she said in a soft tone. “But… if you want to talk to me, I can listen.”

I heard her, and brought my arm around her shoulder. It had the effect of pulling her a little closer to me. And it also let my hand fall onto her chest, where I could feel the softness of her wonderful breasts. Lity responded by reaching up to take my wrist, before firmly holding my hand there, as if she enjoyed the casual intimacy.

“Three funerals,” I said simply. “Since I’ve been here, I’ve been responsible for three funerals.”

“Two shengrens, and Chester,” Lity listed them. “Except you’re not responsible for Chester.”

“I’m not so sure of that⁠—”

“I am,” Lity said confidently. She nudged me with her hip. “You didn’t make him drown himself in the lake, that was Doton.”

“And Doton was sent to spy on me; to track and watch me.”

Lity’s frown deepened. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Of course it does⁠—”

“No it doesn’t,” Lity insisted. “If he could track you, he would have been better prepared to fight you. He only had the one shengren with him.”

“He set an ambush,” I pointed out.

“For Samsara.” Lity stressed the last word.

“No,” I shook my head. “You weren’t there. Samsara told me to stay behind. She went ahead to confront him, and the shengren ambushed her. While that happened, he knew exactly where I was and made me reveal myself so he could interrogate me.”

“Exactly,” Lity pointed out. “He interrogated you. He didn’t know anything about you. If he did, it might have been you in the lake.”

“But…”

“I’m not saying you aren’t being watched, Areli. I’m saying that he wasn’t. Whoever is watching you, isn’t able to pass the word very well.”

“The ambush, with Kabi and Sachar⁠—”

“You made it outside the school first,” she pointed out. “You weren’t ambushed right away. They sent a single agent, who was likely in the area already, and she brought backup, in the form of one of the slaving teams that are everywhere these days.”

“But—”

“I’m just saying,” Lity cut me off again. “It seems that when you’re the one being targeted, they’re reactions. They’re not actively tracking you at all times. It’s like whoever is calling the shots, is doing so from a distance. Whoever is here, right now, can’t track you.”

I rolled, turning from the sky, to look at my lover. “I don’t know if that’s better or worse.”

Lity shrugged and looked me in the eye. “Don’t think of things as better or worse. It’ll just drive you crazy. Just think of it as something you likely can’t change, and adapt.”

“Adapt,” I snorted. “You make it sound so easy.”

“Areli, you punch a man hard enough to break every bone in his chest, and every bone in your arm. Then healed it quicker than even some alms are able to. And did all that, after throwing off one of the most powerful Celestials this school has ever created.”

“Really?”

Lity shrugged. “Depends how you define power. If I were going to give it a number, I have no idea. But until today, I’d have placed my bets with him to win any one on one fight except against Samsara directly.”

“It was my black power,” I admitted softly. “It… takes over when I get angry.”

“You weren’t angry when you were fighting him?”

I shook my head. “Not that angry. No, I could hear Ferne and the shengren fighting. That… that made me angry.”

“Her fighting?”

I swallowed and shook my head. “Her dying.”

“So, you’re telling me that you shook off the mind altering effects of one of the most powerful Celestials, almost killed him with a single punch, and then crushed the skull of a powerful shengren. All because you were worried about Ferne?”

I heard her words. Then nodded.

“Would you have been that mad if it were me?”

“Of course I would!” I growled as I gave her a firm hug. “Why would you think otherwise?”

“You don’t spend a lot of time with me.”

My jaw fell open as I stared at her. She didn’t look upset. She just looked like she’d announced a boring observation. And yet… I did spend an awful lot of time with Rain. And part of me knew that Lity wouldn’t have brought it up if she hadn’t been thinking about it.

“I’m sorry,” I told her.

She shook her head. “I’m not mad. You’ve got a favorite and⁠—”

“Stop,” I said, reaching across to take her hand. “Look, I’ve known Rain longer. But that doesn’t mean I have a favorite.”

“Please,” Lity said, rolling her eyes. “I’ve seen that woman naked, even I want to fuck her.”

“Really?” I said at a volume that surprised me. “Sorry,” I whispered. “But… that’s a bit of a surprise.”

“There aren’t all that many men here who look at me as a sexual being,” Lity said quietly. “I gave up on that. Men just never seemed interested and at least the women who got to know me between the potions. Well…”

“Did you.. Y’know?”

“No,” she admitted. “So I’m not mad that you don’t think I’m as attractive as Rain⁠—”

“Excuse you? Where did that come from?”

She frowned slightly. “From before. Where I pointed out you had a favorite⁠—”

“And I don’t have a favorite!” I snapped. Then sighed. “Is this just about spending time with you, or is it about sex?”

“Why can’t it be about both?” she asked.

“Fair,” I murmured. “I’ll start from the most obvious point then. You like spending time alone.”

“I like my solitude, but that’s not⁠—”

“The point, yeah,” I interrupted by pressing my finger to her lips. “Listen first. Talk after, okay?” I waited long enough for her to nod, before I removed my hand, and quickly replaced it with my lips. She made a soft noise, having not expected it.

“Now,” I said, pulling back. “I spend a lot of time with Rain, because we both have an interest in keeping an eye on one another. I’ve seen how the others treat her at times. And… well you’ve seen how she is around me.”

“I thought it a bit strange at first. Like she’s obsessed, but I think I understand the appeal,” Lity admitted softly.

“Right,” I nodded, not quite sure what she was getting at with that statement. “What I’m trying to say is I’m not pushing you aside for Rain. I just happen to be with Rain, and know that you enjoyed your solitude. And between those two entirely separate concepts, we’ve come to two entirely different conclusions. Neither of which are accurate.”

“You mean, you’d like to spend time with me?” Lity asked.

“Of course I would. I know we cuddle at night, and that’s not the same. So… How about, we set aside a specific day. That day, you and I can find something to do. Together. Just you and me, so you have my full attention.”

“And if I want more than one day?”

I shrugged. “There’s not a limit. I’m just saying, that one day a week, will be to spend time with you. That way you can prepare in any way you feel you need to, and you don’t feel left out.”

“Will you have sex with me?”

I unsuccessfully hid a snort in a short burst of laughter. But I held her close so she knew I wasn’t trying to avoid the subject as I regained control.

“I’m sorry,” I said, trying to explain. “I’m not laughing at you. It’s just strange to me, to be asked so forwardly.”

“And yet you and Rain will have intercourse wherever you please, even in front of others if you can get away with it,” Lity said, sounding confused.

“Ah… That’s not quite the same thing. Rain is still subtle about it. She never just comes out and asks for sex. She’ll come in and tease me until I take the hint,” I explained.

Lity nodded. “How does she tease you?”

“Well that depends,” I said, slumping back onto the ground as Lity lay beside me. “Sometimes, she’ll take my hand, and press it between her legs. Other times, she’ll gently rub against my crotch. One time, she left the room for a minute, and when she came back, she handed me her underwear, before sitting on my lap.”

“Would that work for me?” she asked.

I smirked. “Why wouldn’t it?”

“Because I’m… bigger.”

I heard that and couldn’t help but wonder how many times she’d been told that. Lity wasn’t fat. At best, she was delightfully plump with tits and an ass to drown in. She wasn’t fat in the least. Rain, comparatively, was a rather petite woman. Apples and oranges could not be compared and were equally delicious for different reasons. Even just thinking about her, had me stretching the front of my pants. Which gave me a small thought. Lity liked things being direct. She didn’t do subtle very well.

I pushed myself up to my knees and turned to face her. I could see the confusion in her eyes as I knelt beside her, before untying the front of my pants. Her eyes widened slightly as my erect cock sprang into view, where I gave it a stroke for good measure.

“A-Areli?”

“Rain isn’t here right now,” I said and grinned at her. “This is all just thinking about you, and you're not even undressed.”

She glanced down at herself, then back at me. And with a trembling hand, she reached out. I felt her fingers wrap around my shaft, and even let out a soft sigh as she lightly stroked me.

“C-can tonight be our night?” she asked in a trembling voice.

“Of course it can.” I smiled down at her and gasped in pleasure when her grip tightened on me.

Lity looked up at the sound I made, and her eyes flashed green for just a moment. I wasn’t sure if that meant anything. Sometimes Rain would activate her powers during sex and this could be a sexual trigger for Lity too. Or I could be overthinking it and it was probably some unpredictable bodily function of some kind.

What was unexpected, was how Lity shifted on the ground, and turned to face me. She lay on her back, her head between my thighs and slowly stroked my cock as it hovered above her.

I could feel the warm blasts of her breath along my balls. Which increased as she opened her mouth. Her hand slid to the base of my cock, she gripped it firmly and pulled down. I had a moment to process what was happening, before her tongue lapped over the head of my cock. That lasted only a moment, because she used her tongue to pull my cock between her lips and suckled gently.

“Lity,” I grunted. “Damn.”

“Mmm,” she hummed in response, before resuming her slow stroking.

She used both hands. One on my shaft, gently sliding back and forth. The other cupped my balls, massaging gently. All the while, the head of my cock was trapped between her lips as she ran her tongue over the head, teasing me in the best way possible.

I couldn’t help gently rocking my hips. To my delight, she didn’t seem to either. She tilted her head back, sticking out her tongue slightly. The texture of it sent shivers down my spine as I slowly thrust into her mouth. Lity’s hand remained in place, acting as a stopper so I didn’t force it down her throat. Probably a good thing, considering how amazing this felt.

“Fuck, Lity this feels amazing,” I praised her as I leaned forward.

It let me slide between her lips just that little bit easier. And it gave me a view of her nipples, firmly poking through her shirt. I could also see the slow movements of her thighs as she rubbed them together. Clearly enjoying the part she was playing in giving me pleasure.

“Hey Lity?” Ferne’s voice carried over the roof.

I pulled back, as Lity sat up. She had a fierce scowl on her face as she watched me tuck my cock away. Just in time for Ferne to appear at the edge of my vision.

“ARELI!” She bounced and hurried over. “I was worried!”

“Sorry,” I smiled to hide my embarrassment.

She stopped before me, suddenly looking awkward as she looked between Lity and I. “I umm.”

“Sorry,” I tried again. “Just… all the funerals. It kinda got to me and I came up here to be alone.”

“I found him, obviously,” Lity said, before clearing her throat. “We were discussing the best use of our time together.”

Ferne frowned. “Like a date?”

“Pretty much, yeah,” I agreed.

“A date,” Lity nodded. “Yes. In fact, we had just decided that tonight would be our… date.”

Ferne paused. “I interrupted you two fucking didn’t I?”

“No,” I said as Lity answered with a quick, “Almost.”

Ferne opened her mouth, closed it, then frowned angrily for a moment. Then opened her mouth again. “Areli, you and I need to talk. But… not tonight.”

“Okay?”

“It’s important,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “And… No, that can wait. Just… you and me, tomorrow morning. We need to talk.”

“Talk, got it.” I nodded, feeling uncomfortable.

“And Lity,” Ferne said and straightened. “Sorry about interrupting sex night.”

“We weren’t having sex,” Lity shook her head. “Just using my mouth.”

Ferne blinked slowly. “Right.”

She then turned, and with her odd limp, she hurried away and back towards the stairs. I watched her go, before Lity took my hand to steady herself as she climbed to her feet.

“You okay?”

“I’m fine,” Lity said slowly. “Come on.”

She tugged my hand, and I followed along behind her for a few steps until I caught up. She wound through the gardens, avoiding all the plants. She hopped over the roots and vines that made up Samsara’s body. I wasn’t sure exactly where she was taking me, but we ended up at the far edge. This was the side of the school that gave a wide view of the lake. It was quiet, calm and the water was still. But it was the sight of Lity, pulling her clothing off that held my attention.

“You said you liked looking at the sky, why are you looking at me?”

“Why the fuck would I be looking at the sky, when there’s a beautiful naked woman in front of me?” I asked.

“You actually mean that, don’t you?”

“Of course I do,” I growled.

“I wasn’t sure. You said you liked looking at the sky. This is all new to me, I wasn’t sure if you held me in the same regard,” she pointed out.

“You’re impossible, you know that?”

Lity tilted her head. “In what way?”

I let out an amused chuckle, shook my head, and gently pushed her backward. “It doesn’t matter.”

Lity made a small noise when the cool stone railing pressed against the back of her thighs. With another small nudge, she sat, letting me move in to stand between her outstretched legs.

“Areli?”

I gently grasped her chin and kissed her. She let out a soft moan of pleasure as her arms came up around me. She squeezed me into her for a few moments, before pulling her arms back to her front. I felt her hands moving towards my crotch, and that’s where I broke my kiss. I stepped back, earning a confused stare, before I got to my knees in front of her.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“What you did earlier,” I said, moving closer.

“I don’t have a penis though,” she said, with a confused lilt.

I chuckled as her pussy sat before me. “Thank the gods for that.”

“What—oh…” she trembled as I gently licked her. “Why?”

“Why what?” I asked as I gently licked her again.

There was no point to this, beyond simple pleasure. Her rubbing, earlier, had already left her wet and ready for me. Not that it mattered. Rain liked being licked, I figured Lity would as well.

“Why does that feel so good?”

“Is that a serious question?” I asked, pulling back for a moment.

“I just…” Lity frowned. “Rain, when we first… she rubbed me. This is… different.”

“Good different, or bad different?” I asked.

“Oh, good,” she said, shuffling her legs a little wider. “Definitely good.”

I licked her again. This time, I paid more attention to her. She shivered slightly, and her mouth fell open as her eyes fluttered. She was quite sensitive and she tasted wonderful. I licked her gently and I watched as her hands began to twitch. With a grin, I reached up, taking one of her hands. I directed it to her breast and she gave it a squeeze, bulging the soft flesh between her fingers.

She took the hint, and reached up with her other hand to do the same. Which left me to lean into her pussy and run my tongue around her clit. Lity trembled and I felt her calves tighten as she pointed her toes. I shifted my stance, slightly, and closed my lips over that sensitive nub. Lity gasped and her legs snapped shut around my head. She squeezed hard, but I didn’t care. I reached up and gently brushed my fingers along her pussy. She was practically dripping with arousal and the touch made her jerk in place.

When I reached her entrance, I gently pushed up, sliding two fingers inside her. I felt her hand slap down into the back of my head and grip my hair. So I curled those fingers forward, towards her bellybutton and massaged as I continued to suck. I felt that familiar sensation of an orgasm. She’d hit her climax when we spent our first night together, and this was no different. The spasming pussy around my fingers kept me still, while I lessened the intensity of my mouth on her clit. Her entire body shook, and her thighs trembled as my heartbeat thumped in my ears. Until finally, she firmly pulled me away from her crotch.

I lost my balance and fell back, which gave Lity enough room to slump to her knees and lean back for several breaths of air. I couldn’t help but smirk as I watched her catch her breath.

“You okay?” I asked.

Lity nodded. Then smiled softly. “So that’s how you fuck a girl.” I tilted my head in confusion, and Lity giggled. “I meant, how a girl, fucks a girl.”

“You’re really attached to the idea of fucking girls, huh?” I asked.

Lity looked down at me and frowned. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“I mean… Yeah, I agree. Girls are amazing. I just… didn’t think I’d meet a girl who would be quite that into it.”

“Is that bad?” she asked. “Should I not want to fuck girls?”

“Not what I’m saying at all.” I chuckled. “I’m just making sure that your desire to fuck girls, isn’t the only thing you actually want to fuck.”

Lity froze, then frowned. “Areli, me wanting to fuck girls has nothing to do with fucking you.”

I nodded slowly. “Okay⁠—”

“Because mama always told me. You only get one man. But a good man will have many wives.”

“And you lost me again,” I said and sighed.

Lity pursed her lips. “I… I want you, Areli.”

“Mhm, I got that. Now what about the many wives thing?”

“That I can fuck them,” she replied quickly, then frowned. “If they want me to, I suppose. If they don’t want to fuck me, that’s okay. I just… Do you think Rain would let me fuck her?”

I felt my pants growing tighter by the moment.

“Because I know, for our first time, she rubbed me. And it felt so good. I… I just… With your tongue, do you think I could do that, while you fuck her? That way it’s like we’re both fucking her, and I think she’d really like it.”

“So…” I thought for a moment, trying to figure out if this was a prank, or just… something else entirely. “You… want to be my wife?”

“Yes.”

I nodded. “And as my wife, you want me to have other wives?”

“Of course,” Lity said as if I was stating the obvious. “Areli, you are a powerful man. And an even more powerful druid. You should have many wives.”

“Right,” I said, my head nodding even if I wasn’t sure what I was nodding to. “And you want to fuck them?”

“With their permission,” Lity agreed. “Girls are just… they’re pretty. And they’re soft. And they smell good. And I bet they taste as good as I do. I’ve tasted myself, and I like it. I bet Rain tastes wonderful.”

“And what about me?” I asked carefully.

“You?” Lity tilted her head slightly. “You’re strong. Brave. Powerful and yet not domineering. You make me feel safe, and comfortable. You don’t belittle me and…” Her eyes trailed down. “Your cock.”

“Yes, I have a cock.” I smirked, enjoying the way her eyes travelled over me.

“No,” Lity frowned. “I mean, yes. Your cock, you looked after me so well this evening, I forgot all about you.”

Well that put me in my place, I thought internally.

The sudden turn of events happened in a flash. One moment she was staring, dreamy eyed into the distance at the thought of sleeping with Rain. The next, she had her hands working at my pants. My cock sprung free, and she took hold, before bending down to take me in her mouth.

I groaned as she gripped me tightly by the base. She kept her hand there to stop it going down her throat and choking her. But that, if anything, gave her more confidence to bob up and down on my shaft. Her tongue clung to the underside, while she sucked firmly as she rocked back and forth. Her eyes remained firmly on my own, before she suddenly pulled free and cleared her throat.

“If you fuck her, before I get to. Could I do this after? Just so I know what she tastes like?”

She must have seen something in my eye at that moment. Her mouth slipped back over my cock and she sucked, just as the first rope of my seed sprayed across her tongue. My vision went white, as my hips jerked in place. The whole time I fed my alm, she kept her eyes firmly on me.

Just what in the divine hells had I gotten myself into?


Five


“Areli, a word?”

I looked up from the table and saw one of Samsara’s bodies. I was seated with Rain to my left. Lity to my right and directly across from Prim and Lieth, who had taken the spots left open by Ferne and Kessa. Neither of which had come up for breakfast yet.

“Ah,” I looked around. “Sure?”

This was just one of her regular bodies. One of the many she had working around the school. Which told me I likely wasn’t about to be dragged onto the roof and slapped around. At least… not from this body. There was always the chance there was another hiding somewhere nearby waiting to get the jump on me.

“Just wait here,” I told my group. “I’ll be back.”

“We won’t be long,” Samsara nodded at our group.

I stepped back over the bench seat and hurried to catch up with the hamadryad as she walked away from me. Whatever was going on, she was in a bit of a hurry. She also seemed to have somewhere in mind for me to follow.

It didn’t take long to figure out where, since I could hear his screams echoing through the halls. Doton. Still bound in Samsara’s vines and stuffed in a literal broom closet, his howls echoed through the inner circle and I had to wonder why she brought me here.

“I need to be certain that you understand my concerns,” Samsara explained as we approached the door. “I need to know that you had nothing to do with his behavior today.”

“Nothing at all,” I promised. “Lity and I had a little date on the roof. Then we went to bed.”

“That much I know,” Samsara agreed. “I’m more concerned about your budding abilities. I’m aware that you have the powers of both an alm and a bastion now, though… they seem to behave oddly.”

“You mean my broken arm?” I asked.

She nodded. “I’m not surprised you could heal from it. But the speed at which you managed it is well beyond anything that I have encountered before. Even my own bodies would struggle to match that level of regeneration. And that’s with me growing one deliberately to do so.”

“You’re scared of me?”

“I’m aware of the two beings within the walls of this school that are a risk to all who dwell within. I have the lesser of those two trapped in a broom closet,” Samsara said in a tone that suggested she was questioning things. “Honestly Areli, if you hadn’t put so much effort into your relationships with… your peers. It might have been you in a broom closet.”

“Alright.” I nodded. “That’s… fair, I suppose.”

“I’m glad you see it that way. Because right now, I need you to tell me that you have nothing to do with what’s happening behind that door.”

We’d arrived and I could hear the screaming beyond. Doton, or whatever it was that was in there. Every now and then, something thumped, like he managed to throw off one of the many vines. Honestly, it was impressive that Samsara had managed to contain him for so long. Despite that, she didn’t seem to be struggling.

“I have nothing to do with him,” I told her honestly. “I don’t have his power. I’m not a celestial. I can’t affect minds, or… whatever it is that’s going on with him in there.”

She stared at me. Really stared. The kind of stare that suggested she was doing more than just looking with her eyes. I already knew she couldn't sense me, so this… this was her going with her gut instinct. Something I could relate to, as even my own gut twisted at the thought of what was behind that door.

“If I thought killing you would spare me further conflict, I’d do it in a heartbeat,” Samsara whispered. “But everything tells me that harming you would lead to my death. And I can’t tell if that would be at the hands of creatures like him,” she said, pointing at the door. “Or if you’d wield the blade yourself.”

I winced slightly when she said that, and slowly shook my head. “I don’t want to fight you Samsara. I’m just a poor farming boy, who got roped into a situation he didn’t understand. Now with Rain, Lity and… and my friends⁠—”

“More than friends,” Samsara said. “Ferne in particular has been pining for you like a lost puppy ever since you slapped her down and broke the floor.”

“Really?”

Samsara just smirked and then her expression changed. “I want your opinion on something.”

I hadn’t expected the sudden change in topic, but I caught on quickly as she approached the door. Samsara looked back at me, before gesturing to stop a few paces back. Then opened the door and stood clear as one of her vines lashed out into the open space. The cause of which was the man within. His eyes were jet black, as his body writhed. If I had to guess, he was in an extreme amount of pain. Thrashing from side to side, he howled like an enraged beast.

Her vines weren’t even properly holding him anymore. He’d formed a bastion-like barrier around himself. Just an impenetrable wall that she couldn't quite reach through. It wasn’t entirely solid though, and she still kept him contained.

“He began to stir last night,” she called over the mad yelling of the corrupted druid. “Murmuring as if in a trance, then whimpering. The screaming only started once you were upstairs eating breakfast.”

“I was just thinking that,” I said. “I didn’t notice a thing when we came through before.”

“My main concern is that he seems to be activating a similar power to your own,” Samsara continued. “If not for my main body being his containment, he’d have escaped by now. I’m still sapping his strength, but without taking a risk to drag him out, I can do little more than keep him there.”

“He’s getting stronger though, isn’t he?” I guessed.

Samsara pursed her lips, before nodding. “If I knew this was coming, I’d have drowned him in the lake already. Now I worry what would happen should I attempt to move him.”

“Can’t just kill him in there?” I asked. “Can’t be that hard to stab him, surely?”

Samsara’s body twitched. And a vine twisted out of the floor behind me. I ducked as it swung over, holding a spear in its grasp. The vine shot forward, driving the blade into the room, where the tip of the spear suddenly jerked to the side. With the strength of the vine, it caused the tip to snap off, right before that broken piece exploded back out, puncturing Samsara’s vine in several places.

“As I said,” Samsara said through a pained grimace as she pulled her vine back. “I can contain him. And I would have drowned him in a lake. But I worry about my ability to control things should I pull him out into the open.”

“And since you just asked me here, you’re worried about collateral,” I pointed out.

“His ability to control minds. I don’t know what exactly he is in there. But I didn’t want to risk bringing one of your lovers down here,” Samsara explained. “He can’t affect me, and you threw off his ability once before. All I need is your support to act where I cannot. To get him out, and to the lake. There, I’ll hold him underwater for a few days to be certain.”

“You’re terrifying, you know that?”

Samsara smiled. “Thank you.”

I shook my head and stretched my arms overhead. “Alright. No time like the present, I guess.”

Samsara nodded. “Part of me wants to put out a warning to the other students but… This isn’t exactly the kind of thing I wish to be remembered for.”

“Understandable,” I said. “It’s not pleasant, but it’s necessary. So let’s just… get on with it.”

Samsara nodded, and then brought more of her vines into play. The problems she faced became obvious. The thicker and stronger the vines, the more room she needed. The broom closet worked in her favor to simply contain the man. But the moment she brought him out, she lost some of that support. By using larger vines, she would lose some dexterity. The whole time, she was exhausting herself simply by moving. She was a powerhouse, but even a hamadryad had its limits.

Samsara pushed one vine over the top of Doton. He tilted his head up, lashing out with his hands as if to try and claw her. Another pair of vines got in the way and for just a brief moment they made contact. I saw Samsara’s body flinch at the contact and knew there was more to this than she let on. It was likely Doton was also able to harm her. More than just taking a swing and causing physical damage. She didn’t like the shrapnel from the broken spear, but his physical touch seemed to hit her far harder.

I’d have to ponder it later though as that vine wrapped around him.

With a pull, Doton pitched forward. She kept the other vines around him. Containing him. I could see the void around him where his projected barrier was at work. It definitely wasn’t that of a bastion. This was something else. A force of will keeping things back, rather than a simple projection to carry the same effect. It fluctuated, pulsed and it was only when Doton himself lashed out, that contact with Samsara’s vines was achieved.

And I sensed it was about to go horribly wrong. Doton came out of that room like a cork from a decanter of wine. Samsara’s vines twisted around, pushing from the rear, while trying to lift and drag from the front. Which I only noticed at the very last moment as Doton suddenly pitched forward. His eyes snapped up. Not towards me. But to Samsara’s massive body in the middle of the room.

And as the black power swept along his body, he launched upwards, through her vines and on a collision course with Samsara herself. I saw him move, and I knew it was going to be bad. Samsara’s body fell limp in an instant as she cut ties with it to direct all her attention inward. But the moment Doton collided with the massive flower in the middle of the room, she erupted with an agonized shriek. I could see it, even now. The black power eating into her petals. Doton, cackled madly between harsh shrieks.

He was powerful. But like a tick, he was not going to take her quickly. This was going to be a long battle, filled with pain. One that Samsara was unlikely to escape from without significant injury. Or my help.

I set off at a sprint. One assisted by the blue barrier that covered my feet. Without having to rely on my own musculature, I launched hard enough to crack the stone floor once again. In a flash I crossed the room and leaped towards Doton. Who seemed almost prepared for my attack as he spun and threw out a wild punch. It connected with my jaw, but my momentum still carried me.

I was a dazed missile as I crashed into him. The two of us fell to the floor in a heap, and I lay there stunned as Doton climbed to his feet. Where the twisted agony was plastered over his face, staring down at me, it turned into deranged glee. He cackled in delight as he placed a hand on my chest. I felt a pulse of weight flood my body. I was unable to move. Unable to reach up and unable to stop him as he wrapped his hands around my neck.

“What a surprise,” he giggled. “OH WHAT A GLORIOUS SURPRISE!”

I wanted to gasp as his fingers tightened. But I’d already lost the air in my lungs as I felt myself being crushed into the floor. This man, or whatever was in him, controlling him; it was insane and violent.

I could tell in the pit of my stomach its only concern was power. The desire to consume, to grow and to take until it could take no more. It was the antithesis of Samsara. A being who wished to grow and spread her power to others. To cultivate her strength for the betterment of all. This… this thing, was a leech.

I could feel a tugging sensation. It came from two places: two lumps in my chest. They felt like they were being squeezed, same as my neck. Squeezed and pulled, while at the same time, I could feel that same squeezing and pulling coming from somewhere else. I felt for it. The sensation and in my mind's eye, it was like a pair of connections. Reaching from me, up into the ceiling. One blue, and one green. Right to where I could sense Rain and Lity, seated for breakfast. And that connection was bound together with something sickly, black and twisted as it reeled back into a black, gaping maw in the chest of the broken man before me.

And that’s when I realized. This thing. Whatever it was. It wasn’t just draining me. It was draining from them. Rain and Lity. They could probably feel it. In fact. I was certain they could, as the direction those ties led to, suddenly raced for the stairs and towards me.

My eyes widened and I blinked trying to focus on what was in front of me. A sword had erupted from Doton’s chest. He jerked and spun his head around, as one of Samsara’s battle forms yanked the blade free. Her vines whipped around as if to crush him, but like before a barrier sprung up, preventing those vines from touching him. It must have been conscious control, because the Samsara with the sword struck once more, only to find the same barrier, and his eyes focused solely on her.

The only one who was going to be able to save me. Me, and the two lovely ladies in my life. Was me.

Burning rage flooded my system. Everything took on a dark hue. My lungs inflated and whatever was left of Doton jerked back as if I’d burned him, only to grin widely.

“Kitty’s got claws, does it?” He giggled.

And I punched him.

His jaw exploded. Blood, bone and teeth blew across the room. Half of my hand was gone too, as Doton pitched over onto the floor. There, Samsara was able to land a blow with one of her vines, only to pull back with an ugly black wound where she had touched him. Before my eyes, my own hand reformed, and I dragged the blue barrier into place to protect my hands. Doton though, was healing too.

He barked out a laugh as his jawbone regrew into place. His tongue lolled from side to side as the muscle and skin grew over the top. Samsara held back, unsure of whether it was safe to approach, even as her wounded vine pulled further away.

“I thought I was the only one.” He grinned as his face sealed up. “I can only wonder what you’ve been doing here all this time.”

Samsara’s attention flicked from Doton to me and back. She was clearly more disturbed by that statement than I was. I didn’t know what he was talking about.

“There’s no need to fight,” Doton continued. “You were here first. Bit of an odd way to go about things, I’m sure. Probably a long way from your source too or… Was that destroyed?”

I frowned at him in confusion and his eyes lit up.

“Oh, this is precious. I’m right, aren’t I? You’re just a pupae!” Then his eyes flicked down to my hands. I could see a flash of confusion for a moment. “Yet you wield those abilities like… How strange.”

A door burst open, and all three of us spun. Rain charged into the room, with Lity on her heels. Right behind them both, was Ferne and Kessa, who screeched to a halt as they took in the scene. It was then, I realized that I didn’t look like myself. Like Doton, I was dripping with black. It pooled on the floor, before fading away into nothingness.

“Sampling the wildlife,” he said and chuckled. “Now this is truly strange.”

I saw him flex. And this time, with a force of will, I was ready for him. He lunged, straight for Rain. Her head snapped up the moment he leaped. But she wasn’t going to be fast enough. As quickly as she could form her barrier, it wouldn't be there in time to stop him. But I was. Grabbing the barrier wrapped around my hands, I willed it to move. I felt like I’d grabbed a dragon that yanked me across the floor towards Rain. Where Doton had leaped, I was flying. The drain I felt was immense at doing so, but it worked and I got to Rain first.

Spinning around, I threw out another punch. And this time, when I connected with Doton, he tumbled backward, landing on his knees with half his face caved in. Alive, but horribly wounded once again, while I was whole and ready. I didn’t want him to get another chance, and rushed in to end this immediately. That didn’t mean he was defenseless. He twisted like a dancer, avoiding my next punch, while driving his fist up into my stomach. I felt something burst inside me and tasted bile.

When Doton retracted his hand, I could see that it too had been broken. The man grimaced at his own injuries, like his own weakness upset him. I sucked in a lungful of air trying to stand upright as my body clenched from the pain. Ferne struck the edge of Doton’s strange barrier in a strike pattern similar to what Samsara did, but it had little effect against it. The strike was enough to distract him though, and the moment he turned, I grabbed his wrist. His head spun around, right as my fist connected with his shattered face. Doton’s entire body rocked back, but with my grip, he didn’t go far. I yanked him upright and struck him again. The flecks of blood and bone showered the floor.

Doton retaliated quickly, his foot flew up to strike me in the chest. I felt my ribs shatter and my lungs burst as I struck the ceiling. Only for Doton to catch me on the way down and slam me into the pavement. My ears rang, drowning out the screams as chunks of rock fell around me. Samsara was trying to usher the others out of the way, but it was Rain leading the charge.

She had a determined look on her face as she threw her hand up. I was flat on my back, staring up at Doton’s twisted, pulped head, as a blue, shimmering blade flashed out between us. It passed by, like the blink of an eye and Doton recoiled as a shower of blood sprayed from the stump of his arm.

“WHAT IS THIS?!” He snarled, before turning on Rain.

Her gaze was fierce as she created dozens of smaller barriers. Each of them was like a small knife. She flicked her hand, sending them towards Doton with a snarl of her own. Doton leaped to the side, barely avoiding the bulk, as they shredded his legs from the knees down. When he landed, there wasn’t enough solid muscle or bone to hold him upright. Kessa threw her arms forward, creating a shockwave Areli remembered her using in the tournament. He brushed it off casually which left Kessa enraged and confused.

“Areli,” Lity squeaked as she slid to the floor beside me.

“I’m okay,” I growled as I sat up, before coughing up blood.

“No, don’t⁠—”

“Can’t,” I grunted, pushing myself to my feet. “Needs to end.”

“Areli—”

“Heal me after. Love you Lity,” I hissed as my chest ached.

I could feel my bones pulling back into place. But they weren’t reacting like my hand did. In fact, I felt rather drained. Like all the healing had sapped my strength. This black power, whatever it was, it amplified everything, but seemed to tap my reserves with impunity. That and whatever Doton seemed to have drained from me in the process.

“FERNE!” Rain cried.

Ferne was grimacing from her position opposite Kessa. She hadn’t attempted a second attack since she bounced off the first time. Hearing Rain’s cry though, she looked up, as Rain sent a blade in her direction. It wasn’t like the others though. It was shaped like her staff. Only with a sharpened blade at each end. Ferne looked stunned as she caught it, only to snap to attention as Doton climbed back to his feet.

“I am going to enjoy-URK!” He spluttered as Ferne literally cut his throat.

She was a blue whirlwind. The bladed staff twirled around her hands, and Doton was left reeling as he grabbed at his gaping neck wound. Unfortunately, she didn’t get another clean opportunity. Doton was fast. Not enough to deal with her right away, but he slipped into her reach and took a swipe. Ferne wasn’t taken by surprise though. She couldn’t stop his advance, but she pulled to one side, swinging her staff around and spinning it to break his momentum.

Which was what Doton wanted, as he leaped for Rain. Kessa though was in position and tackled Rain out of the way, leaving Doton to roll to a stop—right in front of me. My hand flashed forward and I felt something in my elbow snap. I screamed in rage and pain as I grabbed the corrupted celestial by the face. He thrashed about, punching me in my broken ribs, shattering them once more. But I held firm as I lifted him off the ground. His foot snapped forward, only for one of Rain’s barriers to snap into position between us.

Ferne was quick, her blade skewered Doton through the middle. Through my fingers, I watched his eyes bulge, before he stopped struggling.

“You’ve made a mistake,” Doton hissed. “We could have done this together.”

I felt several things happen at once. Ferne yanked her weapon free, as Doton blinked in shock. For just a split second, I saw the man in them. The confusion, the fear and the pain. For just a single moment, he wasn’t corrupted or controlled or whatever it was that had happened to him. And in that moment of realization, Rain’s razor sharp barriers tore through his body, piercing him dozens of times as Ferne whipped her spear around, taking Doton’s head as a coup de grace.

I stood there, holding the man’s head. His eyes bored into my own for just a few moments, before turning glassy.

“Four,” I muttered, before dropping to my knees.

Rain’s screams echoed as she ran towards me. Lity was sprinting for the stairs. Samsara loomed over me. I could see the indecision on her face. There was a single moment where I thought she might just kill me, only to grimace and put her sword away. Her battle-formed body strode away as Ferne and Kessa hurried over to see if they could help.

I slumped to the floor in Rain’s arms. She touched my chest with the gentleness of the wind. Everything hurt, from my head to my toes. I had an ache in both hands, especially the one I destroyed with the punch. Whatever the healing ability was, it drained me and wasn’t perfect. Likely the punch would have been fine, but I had my ribs caved in twice, along with having a bunch of organs blown out.

“Here! Move!” Lity squeaked.

Ferne pulled back and she appeared over me holding one of her potions. She wasted no time pulling out the cork, before shoving it into my mouth. Part of it spilled down my cheek, but she was already pulling out a second as I began to swallow. The only issue was how tired I was. This whole fight really drained me and as she discarded the first bottle and jammed the second between my lips, I was already starting to fade.
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“You’re terrifying,” Samsara told me.

I nodded. Thinking back to our conversation, where I had said that to her. “I don’t want to hurt you, or anyone else. I have no idea what’s going on. I have no idea what I am. I have no idea what he was, or anything that he was implying during that fight.”

“And that’s what makes you so terrifying,” Samsara muttered as she crossed her arms. “Areli, either you are the most insidious being I have ever encountered—” she raised up her hands to tally on her fingers “—You are able to bypass my scrying, hide yourself, infiltrate and seed yourself into this school. You’ve gained the loyalty of some of my best druids, all for a purpose I’m fairly certain would mean their deaths as well as my own.” She shook her head and folded her arms once more, and gripped her elbows. “Or you’re an enormous question I’ve yet to answer, let alone grasp the barest understandings of.”

“When you put it like that⁠—”

“He’s not a traitor,” Rain grunted angrily.

“I don’t believe so either,” Lity spoke up. “And… I don’t like that you implied it.”

“Gotta agree with the walking pair of tits,” Kessa murmured. “That thing down there. When it looked me in the eye, all I could feel was hate—” she gestured at me “—That idiot just stares at my ass when he thinks I’m not paying attention.”

“Ah,” I said intelligently. “No⁠—”

“That wasn’t a complaint,” she cut me off with another glare.

“What was that, anyway?” Ferne asked. “I tried to kick him and just… bounced off. But then Rain was able to stab him with her… barriers, and then… the staff.”

“I too, would like answers,” Rain added. “I feel like I’m being left out.”

“That’s not likely to change,” Samsara muttered. “Because between Areli, myself and only what we’ve been able to observe from Doton, we have little to offer.”

“That wasn’t Doton,” I said. Everyone in the room suddenly looked at me, and I repeated myself. “Whatever that was. It was speaking through him. That wasn’t Doton. That was… something else.”

“How can you be certain?” Samsara asked.

I thought about the last terrifying moments of Doton’s life that I saw, before shaking my head at the thought of repeating it. “Call it a gut feeling.”


Six


This funeral was as quiet as the first I went to. The one where I mourned the death of the corrupted shengren. I stood up here, alone but for Samsara. This time at least, I stood with the small team of ladies that had gathered around me. Rain and Lity held each of my hands. Ferne and Kessa stood together beside us with Samsara, as the flames consumed what was left of Doton.

I didn’t know how I felt about the man. How much of his actions were his own. How much of it was conscious. Or was everything he was, twisted and corrupted just as the shengren was? Then there was the obvious question.

How many more?

Judging by the map that Chester had created, there were potentially hundreds of corrupted out there. If there were hundreds of monsters running around, how many more were there who still smiled and acted in a way that Samsara hadn’t noticed. It was obvious that someone had infiltrated the school. Drace didn’t just appear on his own, that much was obvious. There was also some significance with Samsara herself.

I thought of the seed. The one that brought me back to the school. I had questions about how that worked already. What really had me worrying though, was whether it was possible to create a different kind. Either her own, or a twisted version of it and handed out to students like Drace. Perhaps that was the source of the corruption.

“I’m going to leave,” I announced suddenly.

Rain gripped my hand tightly, while Lity made a soft gasp.

“Areli!” Ferne growled.

“Where?” Samsara asked.

“What do you mean, where?” Ferne growled at the hamadryad.

Samsara shot Ferne a stern look, before turning to face me. “I won’t stop you, but I need to understand.”

“The mine,” I replied with a small shrug. “Where Sachar hid from the slavers.”

“Hold on,” Kessa walked around the hamadryad. “Sachar? The bitch who betrayed us the first time?”

“I don’t know if it was actually a betrayal,” I disagreed.

“He’s right,” Samsara said and frowned. “If I can trust him, that is.”

“You don’t trust him?” Kessa asked.

Samsara let out a sigh and nodded. “I do. I just fear what that trust will mean in the future.” She stood for a few moments. “I won’t stop you, Areli, but I have a request.”
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There was a knock on our door. It was late. The school was quiet and the halls were empty. Rain, Lity and I hadn’t slept a wink. Just waiting for the school to quieten down for the evening, under Samsara’s watchful eyes.

“Let’s go ladies,” I muttered.

I wanted them to remain behind. I really did. Rain wouldn’t hear it though, and the moment Rain made her intentions clear, Lity did as well. We silently picked up our packs. I carried the tent, Rain, the bedding and Lity our food. Samsara, having built her body for this task, would be hauling water and some of Lity’s potions.

I cast my eyes over the room. The wooden furniture. The comfortable bed. It was home and had definitely become more so as the company had improved. I didn’t know if or when I’d see it again, but the most important part of that feeling now stood at my sides. With a deep breath, I opened the door, and stared into Ferne’s worried expression.

“What—”

“Please don’t be mad,” she blurted.

“He’s not mad,” Kessa grumbled. “He’s just being dense.”

I felt a twist in my gut. Not a bad feeling, just that this was unexpected. Because with them was Samsara and each of them were wearing packs.

“No time like the present,” Samsara mused. “Are you ready to go, or do you want to make a pointless argument first?”

I looked between Ferne and Kessa. They hadn’t been part of the conversation. I figured that meant they were remaining behind. Samsara’s request was to send a body along with us. This body was built for stamina. She hoped that if things turned to the worst, she would be able to escape. While she would be able to recall memories from this body in the event of its death, they would be muted and slightly disjointed unless she retrieved the corpse. This body was built to run and keep running, giving her a… thick form.

“Fuck,” I sighed as I stepped out of the room and past Ferne.

“Good choice,” Kessa snorted.

“Let’s go, everyone,” Samsara urged.

She led the way; up the stairs and out into the inner circle. I kept my eyes off the room where we’d kept Doton. I didn’t want to think about that. The fight was bad, but seeing the darkness leave and the moment of clarity before he died—that haunted look in his eye was going to stay with me for a very long time.

Shaking off the feeling of dread, I followed behind Samsara, with the ladies filing in behind me. We exited the inner circle and headed out onto the platforms around the base along the water’s edge. There, we hopped lightly down onto one of the giant lily pads and kept an even spacing not to damage them.

It only took a few minutes to cross the lake and then a few more to climb the bank. It was only at the top that Ferne cleared her throat.

“So… where exactly are we going?”
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We’d made it from the forest and camped out overnight. Samsara remained awake to act as a guard for the rest of us that slept. We had no illusions that we were going to be tracked, followed and eventually attacked. It was only a matter of time, so she was taking no chances. That body of hers didn’t have the same biological functions as the rest of us. By taking off her boots and sinking roots into the ground, she was able to take up some nutrients. Then by walking in the sun she got some more.

It was odd, but it worked and it meant not having to carry quite as much. The rest of us still needed to eat, drink and sleep. Which was all the more awkward in the confines of the tent. We didn’t have a wagon or even horses to haul our belongings. The tent was as large as I could comfortably carry. Which essentially meant we all slept in a pile. We’d have had a little more room if we slept top to toe, but Rain and Lity weren’t having it. At least with them both curled into my sides, it was warm.

On the second day of our travels, it was only by sheer luck that we ran into a travelling trader. The man was hauling a few odds and ends. Samsara made herself scarce, while the rest of us approached his wagon. He was wary at first, but after a quick tale about travelling scholars, we had a wad of parchment and some charcoal. The man didn’t seem all that convinced we were actual scholars, but he was relieved enough not to be getting robbed, that he left without prying.

“I can picture it in my head clearly enough,” Samsara with a frown as she etched the thin black lines into the parchment. “But actually putting it on parchment is a whole other matter.”

I looked over what she had so far. It wasn’t like Chester’s map. That thing was a work of art he’d worked on meticulously. This was far more basic. It still had the same basic shape and the towns were marked in the spots I recognized. Most of them at least. We didn’t need the full map. She just drew what she could on the parchment we had and marked out the best path for us to take to get there.

If I was reading this right, we’d walk north for a day or two more. Then turn east and we’d hit a forest. The mine we were looking for was in that forest. And everything about this plan told me it was a trap. Which… well it likely was. Sachar had gone in there and a few weeks later came out as a double agent working for the enemy. An enemy nobody knew or even seemed to understand. Though I had to wonder about the connection to the monster in Doton’s body, and the decline of the king. It was too much of a coincidence to think they were unrelated.

“Now, if we follow the roads, it will be easier to travel,” Samsara announced as she leaned back to look at her work. “But it’ll take a longer route.”

“We should head straight there,” Ferne suggested. “Rougher on our feet, but we might shave a day.”

“It’ll leave us vulnerable though,” Rain pointed out. “If we travel through villages, they gossip. Tell us if there’s slavers in the area.”

“But the longer it takes to reach our destination, the longer they’ll have to prepare for us,” Kessa pointed out.

“Damned if we do, damned if we don’t,” Lity muttered.

“I’m fine with either decision,” Samsara said as she marked off each sheet of parchment, before stacking them in the correct order.

“A vote then?” I suggested. “Hands up for the road.” Rain put her hand up, and after a moment, Lity did too. “Safe to assume you both want to head straight there?” I asked Ferne and Kessa, who both nodded in response.

“You’re the tie breaker then,” Samsara announced.

I thought for a moment and really couldn’t decide. My gut twisted for each option, which only told me what I already knew. Being out here was dangerous. I didn’t have much of a choice though. Whatever was going on in the kingdom—the thing that seemed to be what was corrupting druids—it knew who I was, and likely wanted revenge. The only way I could prepare for that, would be to figure out what I was, so that I could better understand it.

“I think both options are bad,” I tried for diplomacy. “But if I had to choose. I think I’ll pick the one that will get us home faster.”

Rain made a face, but Lity nodded along in silent agreement.

“Fine, but I want foot rubs,” Rain pouted. “And maybe head rubs. Having to concentrate on my surroundings is going to give me a headache.”

I winced and nodded. That was something I hadn’t considered. Nice flat roads would be easy for her to navigate. If we went cross country, that would be a very different scenario.

“You can hold my hand,” I told her. “That way you can relax a little and I can guide you.”

She frowned. But I could tell that she wasn’t actually all that upset by the idea.

“In that case,” Samsara drew herself up. “I can lead the way.”

“You know where we’re going?” I asked.

Samsara shook her head. “I know the general direction. We’ll still have to search for the mine when we get there though.”

“Alright then.” I nodded. “Let’s go.”

True to my word, I offered my hand to Rain. She took it without complaint, even if she was pouting. As quickly as we arrived on the road and found that trader, we were gone again. This part of the world was green and hilly, with plenty of rocks dotted about. Too rough to farm, but likely a good place to raise sheep or goats. Not that any of that mattered right now.

I led Rain around the worst of it. Giving her a heads up for anything that might trip her up. I could tell, as the day went on, that things were grating on her though. Hours in, she was firmly squeezing my hand as her brow was creased in frustration. Frustration, and maybe a little pain. I thought about what I had felt when the monster in Doton had been draining me. I knew that I had touched on both Rain’s and Lity’s power before. Their personal reserves had increased, but…

I focused inward on myself. I sought out the feeling I had before. Before long, I found it. Just a trace. A hint of them both. I found it through touch. Like a mental tether. A small binding running from me and into Rain. In this case, with our physical proximity, down my arm, and up hers, before resonating in a ball in her chest.

That ball wasn’t as bright as I remembered. She wasn’t at risk of running out of mana any time soon, but she was struggling with having to funnel it constantly to use her power. I saw the rate that it was flowing, and tried to push some of my own mana back into her at the same rate. It didn’t come naturally.

I felt that if I wanted to, I could pull her mana. I’d done that before. I felt that if I were a monster, I could even pull enough to drain and kill her. But I didn’t want that. No, this time, I wanted to push. To give her some of myself. It throbbed, and I felt the mana stutter. This seemed to come easier in combat, and I wondered if that was because it was closer to my nature. Or the nature of what I was—that I didn’t understand.

In either case, when that pulse of mana hit Rain, she tightened her hand for a moment.

“Areli?”

“You can feel that?” I asked.

“Yes, it’s…”

I looked up and saw her brows pinch. “Should I stop?”

“No,” she replied quickly. “It’s… actually really nice.”

“What’s nice?” Lity asked.

I held out my other hand, and Lity took it. If anything, sending pulses of mana down both arms felt even easier than just doing it to one. Lity gasped softly when she received the mana and her fingers tightened on my hand.

I felt that I had plenty of mana to spare, so I kept it up as we continued walking. All the while, the three others in our group shot us strange looks.
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I held perfectly still. My arm glowed blue, covered in my unique form of barrier. The water passed over my legs in a steady flow as birds chirped nearby. Three times now I’d seen it. I just needed it… there.

I spotted it. The fish was large. Large enough that it could feed all of us. Not that we were hurting for food. Just that roast fish would be nicer than the dried fish we were carrying with us. The fish in question swam closer to me. It had been spooked by my movement the first time. And then the sudden glow of my hand the second. Now, on the third pass, I was ready and waiting. All I needed was for it to get just a little closer and⁠—

“Caught anything yet?” Kessa asked.

I flinched, my arm moved and the fish shifted. In a moment of panic, I lunged. My arm speared into the water, faster than humanly possible. My fingers slammed into the fish and... promptly destroyed it, as the water exploded up into my face, blinding me. I spluttered and reeled back, cancelling my power as I rubbed the water from my eyes.

When I opened them, there were bits of bone, blood, fish guts and scales strewn about.

“Ahhhh…”

I sighed and turned to see the celestial druid suddenly looking like she didn’t want to be here.

“Sorry,” she offered.

I shook my head and sighed. “It’s fine. If I’m lucky, maybe the bits will attract more fish.”

She smiled slightly and nodded. “Not that it matters. It’s not like we’re short on food right now.”

“Just figured fresh would be nicer,” I said with a shrug.

Kessa nodded. Then got up. I wasn’t sure what she was doing, before she threw her hands forward, and then violently back and to each side. It was like she was trying to swim. So it was a pretty big surprise when the water in the river surged towards her, like something pushed up from beneath. It washed over her legs and boots, making her squark in annoyance. But in that wash of water was a pair of decently sized fish. Not as large as the one I’d tried to catch, but large enough for us all to eat.

“I think I regret trying to help,” Kessa muttered as she picked up both fish.

“Well I appreciate the effort,” I told her with a grin as I made my way onto dry land once more. “Has Samsara got the fire going?”

“Yeah, that’s why I came to find you,” Kessa muttered. “She thinks it’ll be another day until we reach the forest. And then we’re looking for the mine. But we’ll be dealing with that,” she said, pointing off into the distance.

The reason I was on my own was because we’d made it into a ravine that followed roughly in the direction we needed. We were isolated, and in cover. Honestly, I was pretty paranoid about what we were walking into. But that would be a problem for another day, as I saw the rolling clouds on the horizon. Thick, dark and blotting out the sky. We still had some time to eat and get into our tents for the night. But we would have to be careful not to get swept away if this small river picked up. It was a ravine, after all.

“Let’s hurry back then,” I said.

Kessa and I took a fish each and climbed over some rocks. The actual camp was further back. There was a split in the ravine, with a grassy slope. It let us in easily enough, but the camp ground was on the bottom. I could see a trail of smoke rising into the sky from the wood we were burning. It wasn’t properly dried, and there wasn’t anything we could do about that.

Lity spotted us first. She had moved out of the camp and was examining a few nearby plants. She had her pruning scissors out and had finished taking some cuttings when she stood and noticed us coming.

“Caught something did you?” She grinned.

“Not quite,” I said and grinned sheepishly. “Had a little accident on the first one and Kessa made up for the difference.”

“He’s being nice,” Kessa muttered. “C’mon.”

Lity linked arms with me on the way back. Rain was seated on the grass beside the tent that she and Ferne had put up. Samsara crouched over the cheery fire as her eyes flicked up in recognition of our approach. She stood and then smiled gently as she saw our fish.

“We can eat first,” she said with a nod. “Then… I think we need to move the camp.”

“What?” Ferne whined as she crawled out of the tent. “But I just set it up!”

“I thought it was just going to be a bit of rain at first,” Samsara muttered as she accepted Kessa’s fish and took out a knife. “This turned rather quickly.”

I heard the tone in her voice. I didn’t really have that much of a bad feeling about the storm. Not like the stab in the guts I had when Prim and Leith asked me to go for a walk. That didn’t mean I shouldn’t worry about the storm, only that the storm itself wasn’t all that big of a problem.

Cooking turned out to be a bit of an event. We had to sit with our shoulders together and our backs to the downstream end of the ravine. Wind whistled up through the middle and managed to blow the fire hard enough that the fish wasn’t cooking. By acting as a wind break, we got our meal soon enough. But we were left with the problem of the tent. This wind would destroy it. Or at least carry it off. Moving was one thing, but move where?

We ate quickly, as droplets pelted us from behind. I could see the ladies were worried. Samsara looked firm. She wasn’t like us. Chances are she’d come through healthier after the storm than we would. But that wasn’t going to help us now.

“What are we going to do?” Ferne called, as the wind let out a long, low howl.

“I could make a barrier?” Rain offered.

“You’re exhausted already,” I disagreed. “We need to move and find a better place for shelter.”

Samsara looked at me and I gritted my teeth. If we’d followed the roads, we’d be near a areas designed to camp without the issues we were facing. There were rest stops near all the major roads, likely even a town where we could stay. I didn’t think this storm was anything unnatural, just unlucky. With the wind and rain, the temperature was dropping rather quickly. We packed up quickly.

“Can anyone think of a place we passed on the way here?” I asked the group. “Any caves, rock formations we could hide behind. Anything at all?”

There were plenty of rocks and small hills on the way here. I didn’t think any of them would be useful to us though. Not unless we wanted to dig. That might be a last resort, since nobody had a shovel. It was an option though, neither I, nor the ladies had spotted anything suitable though.

“Alright!” I called. “We need to get across the stream, and head further towards the storm.”

“How is getting closer going to help us?” Kessa snapped.

“It might not,” I said with a slow nod. “But we’re not going to outrun it either.”

She stared at me for a moment, before cursing and getting up. Her hair whipped around as the wind howled once more. For just a moment I found myself watching her. It was an odd feeling for a moment as her glare turned sharp. But she didn’t snap at me as I turned and looked at Samsara.

“You lead!”

Samsara shook her head. “This isn’t a forest Areli. I think you better lead.”

“How?” I snapped.

She smirked. “Trust your gut.”

I thought for a moment. And then rolled my eyes. I’d been trusting my gut my whole life. My gut was telling me to start moving. It didn’t twinge a bit when Samsara told me to lead. So, with no other option, I reached down and grabbed Rain’s hand. She in turn grabbed Lity’s and Ferne got up alongside Samsara.

“Eyes up!” I shouted. “Look for structure. Big rocks, cliffs. Anything to break the wind that’s big enough for all of us! We’re almost out of sunlight, so don’t be shy about speaking up!”

That got me a round of nods, and I led the way back towards the stream. If not for the oncoming rain, it might have been worth trying to avoid. We didn’t have time for that, and I plowed right through. Rain made a noise of shock and I helped her balance over the smooth rocks below the surface, while the others came along behind. The wind was worse in the middle of the ravine, being channeled up. It chilled me to the bone and I could only wonder how bad it was for the others.

I led the way. We made our way further down the ravine towards the end where the sides dropped down once more. The sky ahead of us was black and the wind came straight out. Small sticks, grass and leaves whipped around us, and I could see a thick haze rushing over the nearest hill.

“Shit,” I cursed before the rain struck hard.

It pelted us and I covered my eyes with my hand as I pushed on. Distant lightning flashed and I cursed under my breath, before a low rumble filled the air. This storm was huge and moving fast. I was already cold and wet and it was only getting worse as the sky grew ever darker. Samsara had a scowl on her face and part of me wanted to blame her. That wasn’t fair though. She wasn’t even human, and it wasn’t like she caused this to happen.

Disregarding unhelpful thoughts, I pushed on, taking Rain, Lity and the others along with us. We moved at a jog and I steered my blind lover around the worst of the rocks. All this rain would be hell on her senses right now and I did my best to help her when she stumbled. A jumble of large rocks had spilled out from a nearby hill, forcing us to climb rather than cut through. And from the top, I could see a forest in the distance.

There was no chance we’d make it there. What I could see though, was a small rocky outcrop. It wasn’t huge. If I had to assume, it was a river at some stage. A thick groove cut through the land. I didn’t hesitate for a moment. I was practically dragging Rain along behind me as lightning flashed ahead of us. The boom came only a moment later and we all flinched at the sound.

“HURRY!” I yelled. “WE’RE ALMOST THERE!”

If someone responded, or even heard me, I didn’t know. I just kept going, until suddenly the ground opened up in front of me. I fell, dragging Rain and Lity with me. We tumbled down in a heap, landing in soft grass. I could make out Samsara, Ferne and Kessa rushing down to check us.

“Ladies?” I called.

“I want to go home, Areli!” Rain snapped.

Lity grimaced and got up first, before helping Rain up as well. Me, being at the bottom was last to get up and the others caught up moments later.

“You’re okay?” Samsara called out.

“We’re fine!” I answered.

“Good! Follow me!”

I grabbed Rain’s hand, and then Lity’s, before rushing after the hamadryad. Rain stumbled and Ferne caught her under one arm. Kessa moved in and helped brace them both as Samsara slid to a stop.

It wasn’t quite a cave. A few boulders had fallen in a heap, leaving a gap. It was small, and we’d end up in one another’s laps. But it would get us out of the storm.


Seven


It had been an… awkward morning. The storm had taken hours to pass. The rain came in waves, pounding the rocks and soaking into the ground. Samsara, since she didn’t have the same physical constraints as us, tried her best to block us from the worst of it. Standing in the doorway, she remained silent and in place, while we shivered and grew gradually more cold. Which resulted with her inevitable solution.

Nobody liked it very much, but it was our best chance to make it through the night as the temperature continued to plummet. Kessa had been the most vocal, but she was also the hardest hit by the temperature drop. And while this could have been a compromising situation, truthfully we were all too exhausted to care as we stripped down.

Samsara collected our clothing, as we huddled together. Lity clung to my back like a limpet, while I did the same to Rain. She then had her arms around Ferne, who held onto Kessa at the end. The grass was cold and so was the water that seeped through in the rain. But with most of the wind blocked and our combined body heat, we managed to slip into a restless sleep.

Which led to now. I sat awkwardly on a rock, staring at my feet. And that was at the risk of looking up and catching sight of one of them. Rain didn’t mind me looking, and while Lity blushed whenever she caught me, she didn’t either. Ferne and Kessa on the other hand, refused to even face me. Our things were sodden and cold. Samsara had left at first light to gather what she could. A few sticks to hang things up and we got to sit in the morning light to dry and warm up, while our clothing dried enough to put on.

Which meant a few hours of staring at my own feet while everyone remained defiantly silent in the face of our combined nudity. Samsara was the one change in all of this. She didn’t need to worry about dampness. Her outfit didn’t bother her. She didn’t have skin that could chafe, or feet that could rot. Or if they did, she’d handle it when she reabsorbed her body once we returned to the school. That led to several hours of sitting around naked, trying not to look at one another.

So, it was almost noon before we finally hit the road once more. The forest we could see in the distance, where the mine was. It had been thrashed in the storm. Bare branches extended hundreds of feet into the forest. Twisted branches lay in loose bundles. Some trees had fallen and Samsara had to urge us to watch for any that might fall after the fact. The rain had softened the ground and as the water soaked in, there would be more collapses eventually.

All things to keep an eye on, as we entered the forest and found ourselves in a dreary and silent world. Things had been quiet out in the hills. The occasional bird would chirp as it flew overhead. Right now though, as the trees thickened and the forest grew darker, it was oddly silent. Not even the insects I’d grown used to hearing seemed to be around. Nothing chirped, sang or called.

Deeper into the forest, things looked better. Which didn’t really aid us for traveling through it. The loose destruction at the edge of the forest faded as the trees grew thicker and taller. The leaves and branches were undamaged, protected by the outer edges that blunted the wind. There was still an awful lot of loose debris around, but it was more of a soft carpet. Unfortunately, it also hid a lot of pitfalls. Roots stuck out of the ground and old branches dangled low enough to snag ankles.

I found myself clutching Rain’s hand, feeding her a steady flow of mana, while the others walked along behind me. I was directly behind Samsara, who, as always, found her way along without issue. She seemed to have a unique knack for travelling through the forest with an ease that defied logic. Which made sense, considering she was part tree.

“So how do we actually find this mine?” Kessa asked. “Just walk around in circles, or do we have an actual plan here?”

“I had hoped that Areli might provide a solution,” Samsara spoke as we carefully climbed over an old log that had fallen some years past.

“Me?” I asked, as I helped Rain navigate the obstacle.

“You’re under the impression, this is a source of corruption, yes?” Samsara asked, turning to face me.

I frowned, before nodding. “Alright, I see your point.”

The hamadryad smiled and patted my shoulder. “My hope is that sooner or later, you might pick up on something, if I can’t or don’t.”

“And if neither of us can find anything?” I asked.

Samsara shook her head. “Then we do our best and head home before we run out of supplies.”

I nodded and the ladies exchanged looks. That wasn’t comforting. After the night we’d had, they, like me, hoped we could make this all worth it. So far, other than the unnatural silence of this forest, we hadn’t really come up with anything. Not even an inkling of an idea.

“Alright, how far are we from the center of this forest?” I asked.

Samsara tilted her head. “A day or two, depending on how fast we move.”

“And we’re heading in that direction?”

“We are,” she agreed.

I shrugged. “Then that’s as good a start as any, I guess.”

I looked around, seeing each of the ladies with us. None of them offered anything. Rain was frowning slightly, but… well, we all were really. She was just the most expressive about it, and likely wasn’t entirely aware of the fact. I thought it was adorable, but I wasn’t about to ruin it by telling her.

“Alright, then. Let’s move,” Samsara announced.

We set off once more. Still following a loose trail towards the center of the forest.
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“This place doesn’t feel right,” Rain whispered as she leaned into my side.

Lity, who sat between my legs, nodded as she reached back to pat Rain’s knee. “I know what you mean. When was the last time we heard something more than the wind?”

“Barely hear the fucking wind,” Kessa grunted.

We fell silent. And true enough, the loudest thing around was the crackle of the fire. Dry wood simply didn’t exist right now. There might have been a concern for smoke, but we hadn’t found any sign of life at any point. There was something truly unnatural about this place. Even the trees seemed to hide a sinister edge to them. Samsara had barely spoken over the last few hours. She remained stoic and reserved, even as she set the fire and helped get our tent ready for the night.

Unlike our clothing, it was still slightly damp. We were going to have to strip down, but only to our underwear. I hoped that with all the leaf litter on the ground, it would be soft. At least we wouldn’t be dealing with water pooling beneath us as we slept.

Our small group shared a quiet meal. Drank some water and then under Samsara’s watchful eyes, we crawled into the tent. Away from the fire, in the dark, we each stripped down. I kept my pants on, and lay between Rain and Lity. This time, with Rain at my back, and Lity in my arms. Ferne and Kessa were curled up on either side.

With the scent of Lity’s hair in my nose, I settled down and drifted off. Only to twitch awake as someone slipped out of the tent. I could see the glow of the fire through the wall of the canvas. The soft crackle was the only other thing I could hear. Rain and Lity were breathing deeply. I could see the form of someone else as well. Kessa if I had to guess, but in the dark I couldn’t be sure.

Knowing one of our group had stepped out though, made me nervous. I waited for a while, but heard nothing. So, I grew worried enough to slowly get up. Rain made a noise of complaint, while Lity rolled towards where I had been a moment before. The two intercepted in the middle. Rain wrapped her arms around the larger woman, while Lity pulled Rain in tight. For just a moment I thought about waking them. Seeing them both in each other's arms like this was giving me ideas. Now, sadly, wasn’t the time though. Instead, I pulled on my clothes and stepped out into the darkness.

Ferne looked up, with a slight frown on her face. It was then, I realized that we were alone. Samsara was nowhere to be seen. It was just the two of us in the silent forest. I looked around, confirming we were alone, before moving over to sit beside Ferne, who frowned at me.

“What?” I asked.

“Shouldn’t I be asking you that?” she asked. “You sat with me.”

“Sorry,” I said, and went to get up, only for her to grab my wrist. I looked at her hand and then at her before rolling my eyes and settling down in place again. “Okay then.”

“Shut up,” she said and sighed.

I nodded and remained silent. Which only earned me a small groan before Ferne shook her head. “Where do you think Samsara went?” I looked at her and she rolled her eyes. “You can talk.”

“Just making sure. You seem to change your⁠—”

“Okay then shut up,” she growled, before smacking herself in the thigh. “Seriously though, did she say anything to you?”

“No,” I replied softly as I watched for Ferne’s reaction. “Didn’t hear her leave either. Which is weird, with how quiet this forest is.”

“It really is, huh?” she said. “This whole trip has been weird. You think that storm was normal?”

“Normal? No. Unnatural? Also no. I think we just got unlucky there.”

“Convenient timing though, don’t you think?”

I smirked and shook my head. “Nothing about this is convenient. A few months ago I was some poor bloody farmer living in a barn.”

“And now you’ve got two women sucking your cock every night,” Ferne rolled her eyes.

“It’s not like that,” I protested. “And it’s not every night. We haven’t done anything since we left on this trip anyway.”

“Well thanks for being so courteous," she grumped.

I smirked at her. “You’re welcome.”

“That was clearly sarcasm.”

“You’re still welcome.” I shrugged.

We sat quietly for a moment. The fire crackled and the world sat silent.

“Do you love them?”

“What?” I asked, turning to look at her.

Ferne shrugged slightly as she stared into the flames. “Do you love them?”

I thought for a moment. Then nodded. “Yeah, I think I do. I haven’t known them very long. Not really.”

“My mother met my father on her wedding day. She fell pregnant right away and had me. Then threw me away.”

I turned and looked at her. The way she said it sounded so… matter of fact.

“I was raised by my grandmother. She raised me from a girl, and… when she died, Samsara found me when I walked into the forest. My abilities hadn’t quickened yet, but she recognized what I was.”

“What you were?”

Ferne nodded, and then pulled up the leg of her pants. I’d seen it before, but never paid much attention to it. One of her legs was entirely human. The other… looked like it was made of wood. It still looked like a leg: Five toes, an ankle, a knee. Just textured differently, like smooth bark.

“Samsara said it’s rare. That I was likely a twin in my mother’s womb. I don’t know if that’s true, but… well my wooden leg is shorter than my human leg.” She let out a soft sigh. “I might have had a sister, and instead I get to be half a monster.”

“You’re not a monster,” I pointed out.

“Then what the fuck is⁠—”

“Not a monster,” I snapped. “Is Samsara a monster?”

Ferne glared at her foot, before sighing. “No. She’s not.”

“Then why would you be a monster?”

“Because I’m not human either,” she pointed out.

That was technically true… kinda. We were all descendants of Samsara’s grove. Part dryad, part human. Close enough to share some power, but for most of us, distant enough not to share any features.

“Birch maybe,” I mused. “Or maple.”

“What?”

I shrugged. “Your skin looks like bark. It’s pale and smooth. Not rough enough to be something like beech. If it were paperbark, you might peel. Then again, it could be something exotic.”

“Shut the fuck up,” Ferne snorted. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Maybe,” I said with a shrug. “But you’re still no more of a monster than any of the rest of us. Let alone me.”

“Oh that’s right, you’ve got that weird black power that everyone’s scared of,” Ferne said, before frowning as she realized what she’d just said. “Look⁠—”

“No, no, you’re right.” I nodded in agreement. “Scares me too. I don’t know what I am, or what I’m capable of. You’ve got some cool skin, but we all know where you came from at the very least. I’m just… I mean what am I? My druid abilities didn’t wake up until I had sex with Rain. Maybe I’m some kind of parasite or something?"

“Wow,” Ferne blinked like he’d slapped her. “That… ah…”

“Sorry—” I held up my hand. “—Oversharing.”

“No, no, just…” She frowned. “You quickened from sex?”

“Ah…” I frowned and rubbed the back of my neck nervously. “Sorta? I… I don’t think I’m a real druid.”

“But, Samsara’s been training you?”

“She has,” I agreed. “And she’s going to continue doing so. But… whatever the black is… You remember that fight, don’t you?”

“With Doton?” Ferne tilted her head. “Yeah, he said a lot of crazy stuff.”

“I don’t think that was Doton.”

Ferne narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, that’s the second time a druid has betrayed Samsara. The first was when she sent me away. That was a test and she sent me with a man named Kabi.”

“I knew him,” Ferne added. “I didn’t realize⁠—”

“Not him,” I shook my head. “He… he died, trying to protect me in the end. The one who betrayed us was a woman named Sachar.”

“I knew her too,” Ferne said. “She used to spend time with groups of us. I never had a good feeling around her.”

I held onto that piece of information. “Did you happen to notice if Doton spent time with anyone?”

“Shit,” Ferne swore. “No, but I get what you’re asking. Sachar, on her last visit, spent a lot of time with Drace.”

I sighed. “Well that certainly puts a new perspective on things. Samsara’s having a hard time tracking certain people. Me included, or… well me in particular. And this cave is where Sachar went to hide from the slavers once.”

“You think this cave is part of whatever they use to corrupt us.”

“Exactly,” I said. “That’s what we’re here to find.”

“And hopefully not get corrupted along the way,” Samsara said, striding into the firelight. “Get the others. We need to move. Now.”

“What’s wrong?” I asked as I heard the tone in her voice.

“They have one,” Samsara hissed. “I sensed the quickening. The slavers struck almost immediately. Like they were waiting for him. I’ve already had my senses dulled, but we’re close… I want to try.”

“I’ll get them,” Ferne scurried off to the tent and roused the others.

While she did that, I started kicking dirt over the fire. We could come back for the camp. Right now, we had a druid to save.
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“How much further?” Kessa asked.

“They came into the forest on the opposite side,” Samsara answered as she hurried along. “Maybe an hour or two before we’re close enough to intercept.”

I felt an uneasy feeling settling into my head.

“We should set an ambush, let them come to us,” Kessa suggested.

“That’s a good idea,” Ferne agreed.

“Only if we can figure out where they’re going,” Samsara pointed out.

I frowned and shook my head. Only to notice the uneasy feeling moved as I did so. “Wait,” I said softly.

Everyone froze and I turned my head from side to side. That uneasy feeling I had was a direction. I turned, waiting until I could feel it behind my eyes. Whatever it was, it was straight ahead.

“What’s that way?” I asked, pointing off in the direction I could feel.

“Just more… forest,” Samsara looked at me. “You can feel something though, can’t you?”

I nodded. “Like something… wrong.”

“Great,” Kessa snorted. “Stuck between a gut feeling and a possible trap.”

“This entire forest is a trap,” Rain pointed out. “It’s unnatural.”

“It’s a surprise we haven’t been ambushed yet. Especially after slipping around that town,” Lity added.

“Might not have been for us,” I said, trying to reassure her. “But… that’s not the issue right now.”

“How sure are you that what you’re feeling, is where we need to go?” Samsara asked.

“I’m not,” I admitted. “I can’t even tell how far away it is. Just a general direction and that it feels wrong to even look at it.”

Samsara chewed her lip, before nodding. “You lead.”

“What?”

“You lead,” she confirmed. “We’re still heading in the general direction to meet with them. Even if this turns out to be nothing.”

I glanced at the ladies and saw no complaints. Kessa was grumpy as always, Ferne looked frustrated. Rain and Lity just looked determined. They trusted me, likely more than they trusted Samsara, come to think of it. I just hoped that trust wasn’t misplaced. This could certainly be a trap. Or at least, a trap within a trap. Whatever was controlling Doton knew about me, and was likely tracking me even now.

“Shit,” I said, before marching off towards the thing that clearly didn’t want me.

I led the way, holding Rain’s hand as I did so. She kept up her pace, as I fed her some mana. We could all have used more sleep. None of us were going to risk that when a young druid’s life was in the balance. Samsara roamed about, rushing past to check ahead, before slipping away to the side and flanking. I could see her worry. She kept looking out into the forest like she could almost see who we set out to rescue. It kept me on edge, which in turn kept me moving towards the last place I actually wanted to approach.

I felt awful as we got closer. The uneasy feeling turned into a sickness. It twisted my guts and made me want to vomit. The others could tell something was wrong, but I didn’t let it slow me down. The worse I felt, the more convinced I was that this was the place we were originally looking for. I hadn’t quite expected to find it when we did though.

There was no warning. No break in the trees. Just a simple hole in the ground. A raised section of earth, lifted by the roots of a fallen tree. It created a shelf of rock, earth and various lichens. Only where it lifted, there was a gaping maw leading down into the darkness. That sick feeling I had, felt like a blunt knife, digging into my gut.

“This is it,” I muttered. “Whatever it is. It’s in there.”

“Then you were right,” Samsara said, and I heard worry in her tone. “I’m sorry I doubted you. The druid is being brought here.”

“They are?” I grunted. “Then we should set up a trap for them.”

“Assuming there’s no trap for us,” Ferne pointed out.

Samsara frowned. “That’s a risk we’re going to have to take. But we’ll do it smart. Areli, Kessa, you hide yourselves on one side. Rain and Ferne, you take the other. Lity, choose one to go with.”

“Why am I with Areli?”

“Because you won’t suck his dick and distract him,” Samsara muttered.

Kessa frowned, but didn’t have a rebuttal. Neither did I, if I was being honest. Lity looked between us, and slowly made her way over to stand with Rain. Part of me wanted to be bothered by that, but I understood. Rain was the better bastion. Kessa and I were oddballs. If Lity was going to rely on her alchemical concoctions, she needed more reliability.

“Be safe,” I told Rain, Lity and Ferne, before nodding at Samsara.

Kessa and I took up positions off to the side. We weren’t quite in sight of the mine entrance, but we were close enough that nothing was coming into the area without making enough noise for us to take notice. As if by an afterthought, I checked the trees to be certain. I remembered how the corrupted shengren had taken that death defying leap and taken Samsara down. I didn’t want a repeat.

The spot we found was at the base of a small rise. With a tree on one side, we were able to poke our heads up and take a look. We couldn't see the mine entrance, but we knew where it was. One time, I spotted Ferne and she gave us a wave of recognition. Something I returned, before we slipped back into hiding.

Which wasn’t all that long, before we heard something. It sounded like the wind at first. The slow rustle of distant leaves, punctuated by a few sobs. And then a muffled curse.

“They’re almost here,” Samsara whispered.

I almost yelped at her sudden appearance. I’d have told her as such, but the look in her eyes was nothing but cold fury, so I held it back. When I looked over my shoulder towards the sound, Samsara vanished, leaving us alone once more.

“We didn’t say what we were going to do when they got here,” Kessa whispered.

“Didn’t think it needed to be said,” I whispered as I rolled my shoulders. “We’re going to fucking kill them.”

Kessa and I sat in silence as the slavers approached. We kept our eyes forward and watched through gaps in the trees. I spotted movement and gently caught Kessa’s attention so she could see as well. We were lucky this group didn’t have dogs. But I could see the red glow of their eyes. A pair of shengren, dragging their bound captive by the arms. Ahead of them were the slavers. A dozen in total, with the shengren making up the last two.

I didn’t know if that was normal. Without a frame of reference outside of a handful of attacks, this just…

“There’s not enough of them,” Kessa whispered as she turned and froze.

I’d been so distracted, I hadn’t noticed what she just had. And when I turned, the shengren who had slipped up around the group turned her head and locked eyes with me. There was a single moment of silence. She was middle-aged, scrawny, and wearing tattered rags that didn’t even cover her chest properly as she crawled about on all fours. She stared at us, while we stared at her, before she realized we weren’t with her group.

“DIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIEEEEEEE!” She screamed and launched herself at us.

Kessa swung into action, throwing a punch that never struck. The shengren saw her coming and leaped, but was still caught at the edge of her attack. Kessa’s punches weren’t just physical, they came with a pulse of her mana that struck a wider area than her fist. The shengren was struck in the legs, causing her to spin head over tail and land heavily on the ground.

Right in time for my blue covered fist to slam into the ground where her head was. Yet, she was quicker and jerked her head to the side. She kicked the ground, rolling frantically as the two of us closed. There was a scream behind us, and an explosion of light. Yelling broke out and I could only hope that my lovers would be safe until I had time to reach them. Right now, this shengren was a crafty one.

She bit and snarled like a wild animal. There was nothing left in her. No humanity, unlike the traces of which I found in the couple I had killed before. She was all monster, and likely that was why she was alive at her age. She struck out, her fingers like claws, tearing a chunk out of a nearby tree. Kessa swung around me, leaping into the air, before dropping down into an axe kick.

The shengren threw up her arms to block, but the impact of Kessa’s power still flattened her. Only for the shengren to kick out, hitting Kessa in the side of the knee. She let out a yelp as she fell to the side, but the shengren was forced to scramble back as I threw myself in with a series of wild punches. The shengren was fast. Far faster than I was normally.

She cackled madly; ducking and weaving as I threw punch after punch. When I left myself open, she took her chance and slammed an open palm into my chest. The blow would have shattered my sternum—had I not been waiting for her to make her move. With the blue energy surrounding my arm, I had the choice of moving at the speed of thought. So, the shengren was entirely taken by surprise as my hand whipped back around fast enough to catch her wrist.

Her howl as the bones in her wrist shattered, echoed through the forest. I didn’t let go though. Gripping her tightly, I yanked hard. Dragged her off balance, Kessa swung in. Her punch landed on the shengren’s ribs and I heard several more bones shatter—which was enough for the shengren to do something desperate.

She had claws and I saw them too late. She’d taken a chunk out of the tree and while she couldn’t harm my hand, her own was vulnerable. Her claws sank into her broken arm and she tore through with a scream. Blood and bone spurted out with the attack and both Kessa and I were halted momentarily in shock. But the shengren wasn’t.

She swung her stump at Kessa, who flinched back as the jagged bone tore through her shoulder. Kessa snarled in pain at the cut and I had a horrible thought of the corruption spreading. Kessa might have as well, because her eyes went wide with panic as she realized what had just happened. The shengren though was still on a rampage and turned to me, right as my blue covered foot slammed into her chest.

The rest of her ribs shattered as the shengren slammed against a nearby tree and collapsed. Kessa reached her first, using her power to slam the shengren back into the ground and hold her there.

“END IT!” She screamed.

I nodded and hurried over as the shengren let out a weak howl of rage, right as my foot caved in the back of her skull.


Eight


Iturned and hurried to her side. She was holding her arm with a twisted and pained expression plastered across her face. She was hurting, and I didn’t know yet quite how bad things really were.

“Kessa—”

“Fuck off,” she hissed. “The others are out there.”

I looked at her, and then turned my head as a scream echoed through the trees. Kessa was right. I didn’t like it though.

“Go, dumbass.” She shoved me back.

I wanted to argue, but the fighting was still going on. I cursed under my breath and accepted what I needed to do. Turning on my heel, I walked past the dead shengren and rushed towards the sound of fighting. Two slavers lay dead on the ground. One had his head entirely removed, the other looked like he’d been run through with a spear. That made three of the dozen dead and the captured druid missing.

Ahead of me though, was a familiar blue glow. I hurried over, finding a badly matched situation. Out of sheer luck, the second shengren, and six of the slavers had circled Ferne, Lity and Rain. Rain held a barrier up, protecting the other two. Samsara stood tall and proud between them. She was just one woman though. One of the slavers was dead at her feet and another was injured, but the shengren held most of her attention.

This was a bad fight. The shengren held Samsara’s attention, while the rest of the slavers worked to break through Rain’s shield. She was strong. I knew that, and in the silence between fights I could feel only a small draw on my power. The slavers had the advantage of numbers through. Ferne might be able to tip the balance, but she was locked inside Rain’s barrier alongside Lity.

If Rain dropped the barrier, at least two of the slavers had crossbows ready. They were in a stalemate and things were only getting worse. At least until I stepped up behind the first slaver. He didn’t notice me until my hand wrapped around the back of his neck. Bracing my blue-clad arm, I shoved him forward into the slaver ahead of him. The two men fell, the one I’d grabbed did so with a broken neck. And like that, I was the center of attention.

The shengren turned and Samsara lunged. It wasn’t distracted though and darted out of the way of her sword. The two of them descended into a furious scrum of blades and claws as a bolt fired from a crossbow tore through the air towards me. At the speed of thought, my hand whipped around, batting the bolt out of the air. That was the last of my advantage though. There were still three of them and the shengren.

I pulled back, trying to draw them towards me. That tactic was something they must have recognized, because they ran to circle around me. Right as Rain dropped her barrier, Ferne exploded out like she’d been fired from a bow. Her spear staff hummed as she whirled it around. The sound was oddly terrifying and the closest slaver turned only to catch the wooden pole in the face. His body crumpled to the ground as she spun and finished him with a vicious stab through the torso.

I heard the sudden click of a crossbow and whipped my head around as a blue barrier flickered into view, stopping the bolt dead in its tracks. The slaver who fired it grimaced, right before a bright flash lit up the forest with a loud bang. We all cringed at the sound, but by luck, neither myself, Ferne nor Samsara were looking in that direction as the flash blinded both the slavers. The corrupted shengren might have been hit too, since it let out a shriek.

“I got the one behind you!” Ferne shouted as she darted out of sight.

That left me to approach the slaver ahead of me. He’d dropped his crossbow and wiped at his eyes.

“Dammit, hold on. We can talk about this,” he started to beg.

“Sure,” I agreed. “Would you prefer to die quickly, or painfully?”

“Fuck,” the slaver grunted as he turned.

I was about to grab him when he spun completely around. His turn had been a ruse as he pulled a knife from his belt and lunged in my general direction. I knew from experience he wasn’t blind, just disoriented. Had I not been expecting it, the stab might have been fatal. Instead I jerked to one side, catching a small cut on my hip. Then my fist connected with his chin. The bone shattering crunch of his teeth exploded as his jaw disintegrated. The impact echoed through the trees.

When I turned to check everyone else, Ferne was standing over her second dead slaver. Blood dripped from the end of her spear. Lity had a frown on her face, and Rain shot me a thin smile. That was enough for me to hurry in the direction of the fighting.

They hadn’t gone far. Samsara didn’t seem to be taking the fight very seriously. She was dodging and weaving, only seeking to drive the shengren further back. Her face was twisted with sorrow, and I had to wonder if she recognized this one. She didn’t speak, but her eyes flicked to me. Ferne moved up to my side and I gently grabbed her arm.

“Stay,” I told her, as I moved in for the kill.

Samsara ducked a slash of claws aimed to remove her head. She jerked backward to avoid a lunge and then whipped her sword around to force the shengren to back off a step. Which put them in range of my fist.

It was one strike. A hard blow. Harder than any human had any right to produce, nor receive. The back of their head caved in with a horrible popping sound. The shengren fell to the ground in a heap, it was like cutting the strings of a puppet.

And when I met Samsara’s eyes, she just gave me a slow nod, before looking around. “Where’s Kessa?”

“She got clawed,” I told her. “Actually, Lity,” I called. “we need some healing.”

“Got it,” she said, hurrying over with Rain. “Where is she?”

“I’m here,” Kessa grumped as she walked over. “It stings pretty bad, so if you could hurry?”

“Of course,” Lity said, pulling one of her health tonics from her bag and hurrying over.

Kessa drank it down quickly while we gathered to figure out our next steps. Which should have been obvious.

“How many did we miss?” I asked.

“Six here,” Samsara counted. “Two more over where the fight started, and at least one ran off without an arm.”

“Won’t get far,” Kessa muttered as she held her own arm steady.

“That’s nine,” I counted. “Which means three left with their prisoner.”

“Wanna take a guess where they ended up?” Ferne asked.

We all looked towards the hole in the ground. It was the mine we’d been told about. None of us believed it to actually be one though. Especially not me. In the calm, I could feel it, like a knife poking into my side. Something was down there. Something… wrong.

“Alright, well that’s two reasons to go down there,” I said and nodded in the direction of the hole.

“We can’t just… I dunno, find a way to collapse it? Fill it with dirt or something?” Lity asked.

“That depends on what is down there,” Samsara said and then shook her head. “It might slow them, but I doubt if it’s something important, that they’d just leave it buried.”

“She’s right,” I said. “We… or at least I am going in.”

“Don’t be stupid,” Rain huffed. “You’re not going in alone.”

I smiled and looked around. Nobody looked happy about this. That didn’t mean they were staying behind. To my surprise, Samsara let me take the lead once more. That might have been because I could sense what we were looking for, or it might have been for Kessa’s arm. She wasn’t bleeding any more, but I could tell there was something wrong still. She held it awkwardly, even when she moved it. Like it hurt, and she was trying to hide the fact.

I’d have to talk to her later. Right now I had other things on my mind. The hole was an open pit. There was even a shallow path going around the rim, heading down into the depths. It wasn’t all that deep from the looks of things, with an entrance lower in where the dirt turned to stone.

We moved quickly, not bothered about sneaking. Whatever was down there probably knew we were coming. And if it didn’t the slavers certainly did. The ramp was firm and steady as we descended. I kept an eye out for anything that might be a trap. We reached the bottom unmolested and I cast my eyes around. This place didn’t feel normal. The sick feeling was worse here and that feeling grew more intense as I looked into the tunnel entrance.

“We bring a lantern? Candles maybe?” I asked.

“No need,” Rain said. “There’s a torch on the wall. It’s just not lit.”

Ferne walked over to the hole and peeked in. “She’s right.”

“Must have been in too much of a hurry to light them when they went in,” I guessed. “C’mon then. Let’s find out what’s down here.”

“Be careful, Areli,” Rain said.

“Keep your barrier ready,” Samsara suggested.

I thought for a moment; my barrier didn’t work like the others. I spread my barrier over my chest, but beneath my shirt and hoped it wouldn’t be too visible. It would also stop any hidden surprises down here, but only if they didn’t aim for my head.

Samsara moved up with her flint and steel, striking it a few times to get the torch burning. I gave her a nod of thanks and stepped past, grabbing the torch as I went. The inside of the cave looked natural. It was jagged and misshapen, with signs the roof and floor had been carved to make it flatter and taller. All things considered, it was a rather easy walk as we descended.

There were a few more torches along the way. I lit them as we passed by and I heard when the ladies plucked them off and carried them down. Which was when a blood curdling scream echoed through the tunnel ahead of us. I paused for a moment, before gritting my teeth. Another scream echoed out and I broke into a quick jog. We hurried as another long scream echoed. Whatever was happening, we had to stop it.

There was no way to prepare for what we stumbled into. The three surviving slavers were nowhere to be seen. Which was odd, as the glow from dozens of barriers lit up the room quite well. I’d have called it a tree, if it didn’t bubble and writhe like it was made of worms. The tree was black, and seemed to grow upside down, with the trunk digging vertically down, as roots reached up into the ceiling to spread through the surrounding earth.

And buried, twisted amongst the twitching and squirming mass of the tree, was dozens of druids. I could see the blue of their eyes. The ones casting the barriers. Young and old, they stared straight ahead like they weren’t aware of themselves any more. The barriers enclosed the corrupted tree, while the struggling form of their fresh druid thrashed as they were slowly consumed by the mass.

It was like watching hundreds of Samsara’s smaller vines slowly wrapping and winding around their body. The terrified boy, barely a teen, was bawling in terror as the vines dragged him closer to the trunk.

“GET HIM OUT!” I roared as I charged in.

Almost immediately, a pair of white eyes opened. Celestials jammed into the roof. I felt something slam against me, brushing past and ruffling my hair. The effect it had on the ladies behind me was worse. All but Samsara fell over by the sudden burst. It didn’t end there though. Behind those white eyes, came several purple ones.

“BARRIER!”

A ball of liquid flames raced towards me. I ducked out of the way as Rain’s barrier sprung up around them. The flames stuck and burst like a ball of magma, pouring over the sides where it pooled and burned on the rocky floor.

“We meet again,” the boy behind the barrier sneered. His expression shifted and he let out a terrified squeal. As quickly as that happened, his sneer returned. “Defiant little bastard,” he hissed.

“Why are you doing this?” I asked.

“Why else?” the boy asked, tilting his head. “It’s our nature.” His grin twisted and the boy screamed out. “It hurts! It hurts!”

I wrapped my barrier around my chest, and used it to throw myself forward. As I hurtled towards the barrier, I shifted it to my arm and drove my fist into the closest barrier. All the eyes of the bastions beyond glowed brighter for a moment as they absorbed the punch. The boy cackled and held up both hands. He gripped the middle of his right hand, with his left hand, before harshly snapping the joint sideways.

Then he screamed, and thrashed as the vines continued to do their work.

“You should try it brother,” the boy giggled a moment later. “If you’re quick, you can even claim the one I’ve marked, before she gets too far.”

I looked back where Rain’s barrier held my friends and lovers. He could only be talking about Kessa. The wound was more than just a physical injury.

My heart thudded in my chest, as the boy seemed to fight with himself. The creature had taken control of his body, without taking control of his mind. I watched the horror flash across his face as he grabbed another of his fingers.

“Please help me,” he begged, before screaming as yet another finger broke.

My mind drifted back to Kessa. How easily this could be her in the boy’s place. I felt bad for thinking about it like that. This boy was innocent, but he was a stranger. Kessa though… She was part of our group. Part of us.

My next punch slammed into the barrier, and the boy laughed. Only for me to pull from the bonds I already had. My barrier flooded across my skin, covering me from shoulder to hip and down each arm to the wrist. And where the blue shimmer ended, the endless black started. The boy paused as my next punch struck the barrier.

Which buckled.

My gut warned me of danger and I moved. A crackle sound was all I heard before a blast of lightning struck the ground where I had been a blink of the eye beforehand. I leaped hard enough to strike the ceiling, which I used to spring back towards the barrier. The voice that echoed in my throat was more monster than man as I punched the solid barrier once more. The blue of the bastion’s eyes flashed harshly, as the ground burst up beneath my feet. I curled around the stone spike and struck it with the back of my fist. The stone shattered and my next fist cracked the already buckling barrier.

“So you are building your power!” The boy laughed. “Where are you hiding it I wonder?”

“SHUT UP!” I roared and struck the barrier again.

The crack spread and the walls of the barrier trembled. More importantly though, one of the bastions powering the barrier, closed their eyes. The boy frowned and began rapidly breaking all of his fingers. This thing was a monster. I dodged a flying rock and saw the glowing eyes of the celestial as that rock spun around and came flying right back.

Only for Samsara to club it with the flat of her sword, redirecting it.

“BREAK THE BARRIER!” She snarled as she set to defend me.

I turned and saw Rain moving in with the others right behind her. She kept the barrier to one side, defending themselves from the elementari in the twisted tree.

I struck the barrier with my fist and parts of it broke away. Another bastion closed their eyes and I watched the boy reach for his own neck with his one uninjured hand. I struck the barrier, breaking off another chunk, before reaching through.

“Help!” he choked as I narrowly missed his elbow.

The boy leaned back and I gripped the edges of the barrier. It felt solid in my grip and I shoved hard. The bastion's eyes glowed brightly as a fireball launched at my exposed face. Rain dropped a barrier in front of me and the flames dripped down onto the tree. Which suddenly writhed and howled like some demon of the abyss.

It was enough; the barrier finally shattered and all the bastions fell limp, closing their eyes. Dead or unconscious, I didn’t know. I was in. With a scream of rage, I slammed my claws into the vines around the boy and tore them free. Samsara rushed up, grabbing his arm that was strangling him and pulled it away as the boy started crying and begging for help. Pulses of energy battered me back and forth, before a vial landed amongst the roots of the tree. When it detonated, the tree let out its unearthly howl once more. The vines and roots shriveled and twisted in on themselves.

“Areli, I have the boy!” Samsara shouted as she pulled back.

I snarled in response and charged further into the tree. Up close like this, the elementari couldn’t launch their attacks without risking harm to itself. The Celestials were trying desperately to throw me about, to little effect, while I was wrapped in barriers and my black energy.

I could feel the mana pouring into me from our bonds and I knew it wasn’t going to last long. Rain was looking exhausted and Lity was chugging one of her potions while looking strained.

I howled and rushed to the trunk. My claws slammed into the bark and it split like an overripe tomato. Ripping into the meat of the tree, ichor and tar poured out. The tree shuddered and the vines twitched as they wound back to grab me. Rain’s barrier whipped along at ankle height, severing dozens of them, before she collapsed on her side. And as she did so, the volume of mana dropped rapidly.

I was burning out and fast.

With a furious last grab, I tore deep into the tree, doing as much damage as I could as the trapped druids closed their eyes and fell limp. I didn’t think I’d killed it, or them. Whether they were actually alive or not could be an intellectual debate determined at a later date, when I wasn’t in so much danger. What I was sure of, was that I couldn't stay here.

Pulling back, I let the tree continue to bleed. Large chunks of its internals spilled out as the cave itself began to tremble.

“Everyone get out!” Samsara roared.

Kessa hobbled along behind her, while Ferne waited to see if anyone needed help. Lity grabbed Rain by the arm and pulled her to her feet. Moments later, I reached them both and scooped Rain entirely into my arms. I charged for the exit as the ceiling began to collapse and Samsara led the way to the surface as dust billowed out behind us.

We spilled out into the hole and scrambled for the surface as the ground shifted and buckled beneath us. There wasn’t any time to waste and Samsara was carrying the boy, just as I was carrying Rain. We rushed up the ramp and when we reached the top, we didn’t stop. This time at least, we were following Samsara and I could only guess we were heading for home.

The trees around us twisted and shrieked as the hole in the ground grew by several sizes. We ran further away from the shaking ground. The cavern beneath must have been larger than any of us expected since the ground swallowed everything in a large bowl. When silence finally returned to the forest, we were left standing at the edge of devastation. Dust billowed into the air, while trees lay splintered and broken. Even as we stood in shock, another mighty oak slowly pitched over and fell into the hole with a terrible series of creaks and snaps.

“I thought you could be reasoned with,” the boy hissed.

Samsara looked revolted as she set the child on the ground, where he turned to glare at me.

“This is too far.”

“I think the kidnapping, corruption, killing and all the rest is too far,” I shot back. “You’re a fucking monster.”

“And you’re just like me⁠—”

“No,” Rain blurted. “He’s not. You’re disgusting. You take, you destroy and you feed on those around you. Areli does none of those things.”

“He drained you just to break my barriers,” the boy pointed out.

“I gave to him willingly,” Rain disagreed.

“So did I,” Lity agreed with Rain.

“That doesn’t even make sense,” the boy hissed. “Fools. All of you. And for what you’ve done, I will make you suffer. Starting with this child.”

The boy’s eyes bulged as his control was only partially contained. But his jaw wasn’t. He squealed as the twisted entity still inhabiting him, forced the boy to bite down on his own tongue. Blood poured from his mouth⁠—

SMACK

Ferne grunted as she retracted her foot, before limping around in circles.

“Fuck that hurt,” she complained. “Did it work?”

I blinked slowly as Samsara leaned over the boy and checked him. “Unconscious. Bleeding, but alive.”

“Give him one of these,” Lity said, handing over a healing potion.

“How’s that going to affect his fingers?” I asked.

Everyone stopped and realized what we’d likely have to do.
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We camped for the night. I still felt the sickness from the hole, but it was muted. Distant. Like it was dying, and I could only hope that continued to be the case. Either way, we weren’t in the best position to move. The boy was badly injured, recovering slowly and still unconscious from Ferne’s kick. Rain was barely conscious from having her mana drained and even Lity wasn’t very mobile.

All in all, we set up our tent, got a fire going and settled in for the night. It wasn’t going to be comfortable, but it was better than trying to carry three people. Samsara seemed distant, staring off into the trees, though not in the direction of home. Ferne sat with the boy, seeming to feel bad about kicking him. Lity and Rain were huddled by the tent, with Lity slowly feeding Rain since she was too tired to hold a spoon herself.

I noticed Kessa sitting by herself at the edge of the firelight.

“How’s the shoulder?” I asked as I sat beside her.

“Fine.”

I nodded. “How are you⁠—”

“Shut the fuck up Areli,” she hissed. Then let out a soft sob. “I’m sorry.”

“Nothing—”

“Shut up,” she snarled, then sighed. “Don’t shut up, but just… I need you to promise me something.”

“That… depends.”

“Don’t let me… do that to myself. Like the kid.”

I heard the tone in her voice and gently reached out one arm. Half expecting her to rip my head off for it, I placed it on her hip. I’d have aimed for the shoulder, but it was injured, so I hoped this was the next best option as I pulled her into my side.

“Please?” she cried softly. “I… I can feel it. Him. Whatever that thing was.”

“I… I don’t…” I tried to think of something as Kessa began to crumple.

The snarky, fiery young woman who cussed, fought and ran her mouth—more than some sailors. And here she was, breaking down in front of me. I felt helpless and I wasn’t sure what to do about it. Without thinking, I brushed my hand up her side, unconsciously, my fingers drifted over the wound she’d received.

And that’s when I felt it. The squirm. It wasn’t physical, but it was there. Like the sickness I could sense. Just much, much closer. Close enough, it was like I could… reach out and…

“Areli,” she hissed. “Whatever you’re doing, it hurts.”

“Sorry,” I apologized as I tugged on that sensation, which, unfortunately, had me gripping her wounded shoulder.

She let out a hiss and I felt her fingers as she dug them into my side. I ignored that for now as I went about sensing that wrongness within her and how to go about fixing it. To my horror, there was only one thing that came to mind.

“What are you doing to me?” Kessa whimpered. “I can feel it moving.”

“It’s trying to stop me taking it out,” I growled as I felt a flush of anger.

The black power pooled down my arms and Kessa let out a squawk as it reached my hands and then spilled onto her skin. She grit her teeth and made a noise of pain as she held her breath.

“Areli?” Samsara called as she noticed I was doing something. “What⁠—”

“Shut up!” I snarled as I felt for the tendrils.

My black power was poking and prodding, clearly causing Kessa a lot of pain. But I was so close. The black vines from the tree. They were inside her. Tiny things, but they were there. They squirmed and Kessa cried out, but I latched onto the first with my own black tendrils, and started to pull. One by one, they slid free from her arm. They writhed as they lost contact with her body, only to melt as my own dark mana devoured it.

When I found it all, Kessa was quietly crying. Whether in pain or relief, I didn’t know. I just turned to Samsara, while the celestial cried into my shoulder and said three words.

“Bring the boy.”


Nine


“Easy,” I urged as Rain stumbled over a rock.

“I’m fine,” she said for what must have been the millionth time. “Just a bit tired.”

I nodded and didn’t otherwise react as I held her close. Linked at the elbow seemed to be the easiest. With her mana so depleted, she was only projecting her field to see her own feet. Which left me to guide her through the forest. A forest that suddenly felt far more real than it had been before. The strange silence had been lifted. It was distant yet. Quiet. But every now and then we heard something. The buzz of an insect. The chirp of a bird. The rustle of something moving through the leaf litter.

When I looked back, Samsara met my eyes with a strange look on her face. I didn’t know what she was thinking. We’d learned a lot, and that had only given us even more questions. Many more. Because if it wasn’t obvious before, it was undoubtedly true now. The being who seemed to be the cause of all this, it knew who I was. It called me brother. Like it knew me. Maybe not personally, but it knew me nonetheless.

Beyond her, dragging along the ground was a travois. Three lengths cut from small trees, tied to a point at the far end, with a shorter length separating the other end about a third of the way to the bottom. It created a pair of handles for Samsara to drag the frame behind her. The frame itself was a spare blanket. Thin vines, created by Samsara, wound through the blanket, anchoring it in place, giving the boy a place to lay.

He hadn’t awoken yet. He’d spent most of the night crying out and whimpering while he slept. This morning had been far quieter, but he’d yet to regain consciousness on his own. We’d done what we could. Force feeding him several of Lity’s healing potions, before I tried to use my power once more. Kessa had described my magic was like having hot pokers jammed into her skin, before they swirled around and then pulled other hot pokers out.

I was only grateful when I did the same to the boy, he wasn’t aware enough to remember it happening. Kessa had only a few. The boy had hundreds. The worst part was how rejuvenated I felt after afterwards. I felt myself strengthen when my own power absorbed what it pulled from Kessa. But with the boy, there was so much more... energy. I felt like some parasite. A monster. And yet… Rain’s words still echoed in my ears from that brief talk.

“I gave to him willingly.”

Those were her words. Lity had backed her up, and it left me feeling awkward. Because I had. I didn’t even ask first. I just took and the consequences for doing so were obvious. Lity was tired, but she kept moving alongside Kessa and Ferne. Both ladies were tired but not to the same extent as Rain and Lity. The fight had been tough, but I could have easily killed Rain if I hadn’t stopped when I did.

“I don’t like it when you’re brooding,” Rain said as I directed her around a rather gnarled root from a nearby tree. “You get this look on your face when you’re brooding.”

“You shouldn’t be⁠—”

“Don’t try and brush this off.” She squeezed my elbow against her side. “Besides, the field is uniform. If I make it odd shapes I have to concentrate more.”

That field. Nobody, not even Rain herself, fully understood how she did it. Our barriers were opaque and blue. Rain, though, had found a way to project a softer, malleable version. It touched everything within range, painting her a mental image of her surroundings. It lacked color, but she was able to literally see around corners if she wanted to. With concentration she could even make out fine details, like the texture of my eyebrows, or apparently whatever facial expression I was making. Doing so to her entire field was exhausting though. Something that had been ruthlessly taken advantage of, as students learned she wouldn’t detect quick moving things near the ground. It allowed them to torment her by tripping her, among other things over the years.

“Just thinking about what he said to me,” I admitted.

“You’re not like him⁠—”

“How do you know that?” I asked.

Rain scoffed and shook her head. Then raised her hand and held it out in front of me. “Break one of my fingers.”

I frowned. “What? No, what⁠—”

“Please break one of my fingers?” Rain tried again.

“You know what I mean,” I said, pushing her hand away.

“You clearly do not though.” Rain smiled. “That thing. Whatever it was. It took pleasure in hurting the boy. It enjoyed the way it made him feel. Even when I outright asked you to do the same to me, you felt what exactly?”

I rolled my eyes. “That’s not exactly the point though⁠—”

“That's entirely the point.” Rain shook her head, her mouth was set in a firm line. “You’re not a monster, Areli. You don’t go out of your way to cause harm. You took one look at the poor bullied blind girl and even when she screamed at you… you made her fall in love with you.”

“You two are gross,” Ferne called from behind us.

I couldn’t help but smirk as Rain giggled. “Someone’s just a little jealous.”

“Excuse me?” Ferne snapped.

“Why do you sound offended, if what she said is factually correct?” Lity asked.

Ferne spluttered in anger, while Kessa let out a snort of amusement.

“She’s right in a way,” the celestial chimed in. “You two are disgustingly cute together.”

“Thank you, Kessa,” Rain said and smiled over her shoulder.

I shook my head and we marched on.

With how tired everyone was, and the travois being dragged behind Samsara, it took almost two days of walking to reach the edge of the forest. By the time we stepped out into the open, it was like a different world. Birds chirped, the insects buzzed and everything lost had returned. Whatever that thing was, buried in the middle of the forest, seemed to have driven away anything that had the capability to leave. And only with its destruction had they dared to return. Far faster than I would have imagined.

It was the third day we finally hit a problem.

“I’m hungry.”

“We had breakfast an hour ago,” Samsara told him for the third time.

“How far is it?”

“A few days yet,” she replied, trying to keep her composure.

“Why can’t I just go home?”

“Because it isn’t safe,” Samsara repeated herself over, and over again.

I kept my mouth shut. He’d awoken in the night. Tired, but hungry and rather vocal about his situation, though missing many of his memories. Most of what he remembered was disjointed and he said had a dream-like quality to it. He remembered running from the slavers, being captured and then his memories were sporadic once they’d reached the forest.

From what we’d put together, the shengrens were the key. If there was so much as a scratch, part of whatever that monster was, got inside you. Just like Kessa. And just like the teen.

I had a hunch that’s how he was tracking me as well. There were likely more in the school that had been infected. Maybe without even knowing about it. There had been plenty of minor skirmishes over the years. It was devious and parasitic; leaving a few behind without symptoms, simply to ‘awaken’ them when necessary. Simply directing them not to draw attention, would be enough gather information or secrets. If he was able to project his consciousness through them, he’d be able to watch all that was going on.

It was made more sinister since Samsara was unable to sense him—just like she couldn’t sense me. She’d have no idea. And that thought clearly horrified her.

The ancient hamadryad had barely spoken a word, outside of answering the boy’s inane questions. She seemed distant. Lost. It was certainly a problem. There were likely dozens, if not hundreds of people at the school that were potentially infected.

I had to think of worst case scenarios and there were probably a few in the school like Sachar. But at least we now knew she wasn’t a traitor. She was a victim like the boy was. Like Kessa would have been. Whatever she stumbled into while running through that forest, she was made a victim like the others. I didn’t know if those druids, trapped in the roots of that black mass, were alive. They didn’t feel alive. Not anymore. Just… vessels, used for their power. Kept alive by the very parasite that stole whatever spark made them a person.

It also gave an explanation for the slavers. And how they were able to operate so openly and without restriction. If the king had been infected, there was nothing stopping that monster from doing as he pleased. I was only a farmer boy, but I was surprised that it was abiding by the rules, just far enough to prevent societal collapse, or an uprising. I suppose such an event wouldn’t annihilate him, but it would certainly set him back for a time.

“I don’t like it when you brood,” Rain said as we walked.

We weren’t in the same part of the kingdom as we arrived. Samsara was leading us directly home. Rather than wandering around the forest, we’d cut a straight line and emerged from the trees, far from where we entered.

“I brood when I’m thinking of how fucked we all are,” I grumbled back.

“I wouldn’t mind a good fuck,” Rain whispered.

I smirked and from Lity’s giggle, she heard it too.

“Are you two married?” the boy asked.

I looked back, and saw confusion written across his face. Part of me wanted to ignore him. Then again, this was the first time he’d asked a question that wasn’t just some variation of wanting to be babied, fed and taken home again.

“We’re not,” I admitted. “But we are very much in love.”

“Oh,” the boy frowned. “So you’re going to have a bastard then?”

“Excuse me?” Samsara shot the boy a glare.

“I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m a bastard too!”

I sighed and shook my head. It was Rain that decided to speak up though. “Your parents were nobles?”

“Mother was,” the boy said. “Dad used to deliver wood. Said she took a liking to him when her horse twisted its leg in the forest one day. He helped get her home and she paid him to supply her family with firewood. Mom pays for my schooling. Dad brings me to see her when we make our deliveries. That’s… that’s when they came.”

“Do you remember her name?” Rain asked.

The boy sniffed and shook his head. “I don’t remember anything. I just… I know she was my momma. And she was real pretty.”

I didn’t know if his memories would return. It might even be a blessing if they didn’t. Was it better, or worse, to remember what you had lost? I didn’t truly have an answer to that, and even if I did, it was a terrible thing to think about.

Unfortunately, with that little chat. It seemed that Rain had made a friend. Her arm was linked with mine, and her other linked with the boy. It was our turn to be pelted with all the inane questions that Samsara had been dealing with. From the relieved look on her face, Samsara wasn’t opposed to that in the least.
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“Wow.”

“You like it?” I asked, as we reached the edge of the lake.

“It’s bigger than mother’s estate,” he admitted. “And you live here?”

“It’s a school,” Samsara informed him. “There’s many people that live here.”

“Just don’t go treating them like servants,” I pointed out.

The boy frowned at me. “We have servants?”

“Not exactly,” Samsara said with a smile. “Still. I’m sure everyone could do with a bath.”

“We have to swim?”

“No,” Samsara said and chuckled. She pointed, “Look.”

Across the lake, a raft was heading our way. It looked magical, but I knew that Samsara was pushing it with one of her vines. This battle form of hers would be absorbed when she returned to the inner circle. That way, she could combine the memories of everything that had happened from both their perspectives. I tried not to think about how that worked. That they were essentially separate beings, that retained one consciousness while apart.

“Come on,” I said and led the way down the winding path to the water’s edge. “I’m hungry and I’d like to lay down in an actual bed for once.”

We trudged down to the water’s edge, and arrived moments before the raft did. It pushed into the bank, and I stepped on first, before helping Rain behind me. She sat down for stability, while I helped Lity, and then the boy on. Ferne was fine on her own, despite the limp and Kessa ignored my offered hand. Samsara gracefully accepted my hand though, and with her onboard, the vine beneath the water slowly hauled the raft back towards the school.

The giant lily pads parted. Frogs leaped, while fish darted out of view. This was home again and I felt myself relaxing as we got closer to safety. Of course, we wouldn’t be entirely out of harm's way until we reached the school. If the slavers turned to outright violence, there was always a chance they’d take a shot. Even just for the sake of cruelty.

Still. We arrived unmolested, and another version of Samsara was waiting for us. The boy looked extremely confused as she helped him up, while I got Lity onto stable ground once more.

“Go with her,” Rain told the boy. “She’ll take you to get sorted and fed.”

“I am hungry,” he agreed.

“I’m sure you are after the trip you’ve had,” Samsara told him.

We all followed towards the inner circle. There, we parted ways as Samsara took the boy to bathe. We made our way down into our underground house. Several familiar faces lit up with delight seeing us appear. There were a few hurried questions, but Kessa growled at them until they stopped.

“We’ll talk later,” I explained. “It’s been a long walk, and we’d like to rest.”

That was enough for most of them, who went back to their activities. There was even one of Samsara’s bodies down here teaching a class on something. I didn’t bother finding out. I just made our way into our room and took my pack off. Lity and Rain did the same. Without bothering to talk about it first, we all grabbed out a fresh change of clothes, and our toiletries, before heading back out. Ferne and Kessa had the exact same idea, and as a group we marched back up to the inner circle.

On the far side, we could hear the boy and Samsara talking, like a parent and child. He might have been a teen, but he was still on the young side. We decided to stay far away. Only for me to get flustered as I realized that both Ferne and Kessa were sticking around. I kept my eyes to myself as I was subjected to more naked flesh than I’d ever seen before. In the storm, I’d kept my eyes shut for most of it. This was… far different.

“Relax Areli,” Rain said, patting my leg as I scrubbed my arms.

Ferne and Kessa remained silent. Ferne, more from embarrassment as she sat across from me. Kessa, on the other hand, would glare if I let my eyes wander too far from the waterline. At least with the soap suds adding to the water and the volume of leaves, it was getting easier to not accidentally look at boobs unintentionally. At least, until an extremely nude, voluptuous, green woman stepped out of the vines and settled in the water between us.

“Samsara,” Rain said with a sigh.

“Don’t give me that. You’re all naked and literally snuggled up against my actual body,” the hamadryad reminded us. “Besides, we need to talk about what happens next.”

“After we’re finished bathing, I was going to find something to eat and then take a week-long nap,” Kessa muttered.

“I figured that was the plan for most of you,” Samsara said as she leaned back further into the water. “Unfortunately, I can’t allow that yet.”

“Seriously?” Ferne huffed. “Why not?”

“Because the longer we wait, the more likely it is that the monster who is likely responsible for the destruction of my people, and the druids, will cause untold chaos and damage within the school,” she replied evenly. “I need to identify those who were infected in the same way Kessa and our new friend Eli were. And I need to trust that Areli can take the infection out of them.”

“Samsara,” Lity spoke up. “We’ve been walking for days. We’re tired.”

“I’ll do it,” I said, stopping whatever argument was about to break out. “I actually felt… more powerful, after taking the corruption out of… Did you say Eli?”

“I don’t think it’s his real name, but he asked me to call him that anyway,” Samsara said.

I shrugged. “Either way. After I took the corruption I felt… empowered by it.”

Everyone looked at me and I shifted uncomfortably.

“I trust you Areli,” Samsara stated. “Whatever you are, is not what that thing was.”

“How do you know that?” I asked.

She breathed a deep sigh. “Because that tree. That… that thing, underground. I think it was once a dryad.”

“It what?” Ferne asked.

We all stared at Samsara as she mulled over what she wanted to say. “I think, that whatever it is that corrupts the druids, can also corrupt dryads. And me.”

“So,” I tried to wrap my head around it. “That… that tree, that…”

“Yes,” Samsara replied in a soft tone. “I believe that at one stage, that may have been… one of my grove.”

“Samsara, I’m so sorry⁠—”

“No, Areli—” she held up her hand and stopped me. “—Please. If… if it was. That was no longer a dryad. It was a monster, more twisted and deformed than any corrupted druid I’ve ever encountered. If they were even alive, and aware, their suffering… Eli…”

We all grimaced. We’d seen what that monster did to Eli. Just the fingers alone was awful. Having him try and bite his own tongue off too? No… She was right. Whatever that tree was. The roots. Whatever it was. If it was alive, it was suffering. But then…

“Samsara—”

“I know what you’re about to say, and I hold it in my heart that it will be possible one day,” she said, staring at me with an intensity that made me uncomfortable. “But unless you truly believe you could have. Do not apologize.”

“What’s he going to apologize for?” Ferne asked.

“He pulled the corruption out of Kessa and Eli,” Lity replied softly.

“There’s no way to know if there’s even a dryad left alive to recover,” Samsara whispered. “You did the right thing, Areli.”

“How do we know he hasn’t corrupted you?” Kessa asked.

“Huh… yeah.” Ferne frowned.

I grimaced and Rain squeezed my hand, while Lity leaned into me.

“Kessa, how did it feel to have those things inside you?” Samsara asked.

She frowned. “I… didn’t really know what it was. I just thought it was sore from the injury and it hadn’t quite settled.”

“But you felt something?” Samsara asked. Kessa asked. Samsara nodded. “And Rain, do you feel anything?”

“No!” Rain snapped.

“Me neither!” Lity growled cutely.

“Right,” Samsara added quickly. “Yet… he can draw on your power, can’t he?”

Both of them froze before frowning.

“Oh,” I said.

“NO!” Rain snapped. “I am not corrupted. I am still the same woman I was before. Maybe more confident, and more powerful. But I’m still the same woman I was.”

“I don’t feel any different either,” Lity added.

“Exactly!” Samsara clapped loudly, stalling them even as I felt a twisted knot in my gut. “Whatever this is. Whatever Areli is. He doesn’t corrupt.”

“Couldn’t he just be making them think that?” Ferne asked.

Samsara nodded slowly. “It’s true. He could. And if he has then… I would already be corrupted too. Potentially everyone he’s ever touched, at any time could be.”

“I haven’t,” I protested weakly. “That… no.”

“I’m not accusing you, Areli,” Samsara shook her head. “I think that whatever that thing is. You aren’t the same. At least, not entirely.”

“What makes you say that?” Ferne asked, as she gave me a strange look.

“Because he can use the powers of a druid,” Samsara announced.

“She’s right,” Lity sat up a little straighter. “All those attacks. The barriers. They weren’t coming from the tree, they came from the druids stuck in it.”

“Areli can use mana the same way we do,” Rain said, she grabbed my hand and held on tightly.

I sagged slightly as both Lity and Rain remained confident I hadn’t hurt them.

“He’s different,” Samsara said into the silence. “A druid is not quite a dryad,” she said, looking at Ferne. “And not quite a human. Areli is not quite a druid, and yet… not quite whatever that thing is.”

“I just feel human,” I offered. “But then… I wouldn’t know what else I’d feel like otherwise. My parents looked human. They acted like humans, until I followed Prim and Leith and ended up here, I thought I was human.”

“I trust him,” Kessa grunted.

“Seriously?” Ferne asked.

Kessa nodded. “You… didn’t feel what that thing was like. What it felt like inside me, and how it felt coming out. It hurt. Even when I thought I was fine, it was there, this… ache that didn’t quite make sense, but wasn’t strange enough to think about.”

“So… if he’s corrupting us, it’s a good corruption?”

“If I was corrupt, I'd be over there clinging to him like Lity and Rain,” Kessa said with a snort. “I mean sure. I’ve thought about sucking his dick once or twice, but⁠—”

“What?” I blurted.

Kessa rolled her eyes. “Don’t let it go to your head. You’ve already got two that’ll do it for you.”

“It’s especially pleasant when he returns the favor,” Lity said with a small smile on her face.

“No wonder they’re so clingy,” Kessa said with a laugh and a shake of her head.

“We’re getting off track—” Samsara drew our attention back to her and I had to quickly duck my head not to see her boobs. “—The point I’ve been trying to get to this entire time, is simple. That the thing that is torturing my people, corrupting my druids and destroying this world, is in my school. And I am asking Areli to help me save those I can, and destroy those he cannot.”

Everyone looked at me at once.
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“I have an announcement to make,” Samsara called.

I sat quietly beside Rain and Lity, with Ferne, Kessa, Prim and Lieth all at the table. She’d called for everyone to come to dinner this evening. I suppose you could call it a trap. Right now, she was scouring the school for anyone who had refused to come. While inside, I scanned the faces of those within to see if anyone looked nervous. I didn’t know if who I’d be searching for would even know they were corrupted. Like Kessa, they might just have an odd sensation. Some unexplained ache that hung around from an old injury.

It was the ones like Sachar that I watched for. The ones who would know and possibly strike out. Ones like the nervous looking bastion sitting behind me. He’d stared as we came in, like he knew something. And this close, I could feel him. I didn’t know if he was entirely corrupted. Only that he knew something was wrong and wasn’t very good at hiding that he knew it.

“We all know the dangers of the corrupted druids. Those shengren, let loose to menace us should we leave this place,” Samsara announced. “What I’ve learned since, is that corruption has made its way into this school.”

There was a series of gasps, and someone stood up. “We need to find it!” An angry man with the symbol of a shengren on his arm. “Find it and kill it!”

“There will be no killing!” Samsara shouted. “But it is, unfortunately, going to hurt for some of you. I ask that none of you resist.”

The doors burst open and a small army of Samsara’s charged in. Each of them armed. Clubs, maces, shields. Weapons to bruise and break without cutting and bleeding. Screams rang out and I turned, locking eyes with the bastion.

He threw up his hand, forming a strange, cloudlike barrier. My fist connected with it, covered in my own power. His barrier was strange, in how it seemed to absorb the blow. My fist pushed through, slowing and resisting, while not striking something solid. He wasn’t particularly powerful though. As I pulled my arm free and struck again, he cried out and screamed for help. Someone grabbed my arm and I was about to throw them off, when Samsara stormed over with a trio of her other bodies.

“Stop!” She cried. “Watch!”

“What?” the one who grabbed me gasped, before they were ripped away.

I caught a glimpse of a teen boy. Likely only doing what he thought was right.

“WATCH!” Samsara roared.

I turned back to the bastion now on his knees and struck his barrier once more. It was enough to break it, and he fell to his knees.

“NO!” he cried. “Someone help!”

“Miss Samsara⁠—”

“NO!” Samsara roared. “WATCH!”

I knew what she was doing. I had to make a point here. The bastion’s eyes bulged as I grabbed him. And I felt it. Not as much as Eli—I hoped he wasn’t here to see this—he’d been through enough already. This man though, he was corrupted. It had spread through most of his body, with the majority in his chest and head.

Being my third time, I was still nervous, but I at least knew what to do. Reaching in, I found those small tendrils. The bastion cried out, grabbing at me as if to pull me off. Only for Kessa and Ferne to pull his arms to his side. He howled like he was dying as I pulled on the tendrils, and the room erupted in screams of horror as the twisted black vines broke the skin. They writhed in full view of the room as I extracted them from his body. The bastion choked, whimpered, and began to cry.

I felt bad for the man. I really did. This was necessary though. I couldn’t stop, and as I pulled the last tendrils from his body, I nodded at my helpers. They gently sat the bastion down on the bench where he was originally sitting, where he blinked slowly and looked up at me.

“Who… are you?”

“If there is anyone in here with odd pains, an old injury, strange bruises or a general sense of unwell, I urge you to come forward now!” Samsara called. “Because nobody is leaving this room until Areli has pulled every black worm from this school!”


Ten


She let out a shriek as she tried to bite me. A pair of Samsara’s clones held her down as I pulled the last of the worms from the scarring in her neck. Something had savaged her years ago, leaving horrible wounds that had left permanent scars. I didn’t know if those scars would heal properly now, but at the very least… she would be herself once more.

After the bastion, Samsara had lined everyone up. Those who seemed defiant or nervous made themselves targets. Whatever level of corruption they were under, they were no match for the hundreds of students and Samsara’s war bodies. Most of those who struggled turned out to be fine. I checked them quickly, finding they were just worried about what was happening.

As each druid was checked and cleared, they were escorted to the back of the room under guard. It was only sheer, dumb luck that someone had spotted this one. She started flirting with an older druid, trying to pass off that she’d already been checked and follow him into the guarded crowd. That was her downfall, her sordid words were overheard by another student, who pointed her out.

She was the fifteenth I’d found. Not even the most corrupted. That went to a younger boy who’d arrived at the school last winter. I could only guess that his age had allowed the corruption to spread more easily, sink the claws in while he was young and keep him easy to control. It made me furious.

It also made me sad. Because everyone in the school looked at me like I was something else. Which was fair, I guess. I wasn’t actually one of them. Not really.

I took to heart what Samsara had said. That a druid wasn’t quite a dryad and not quite a human. There really was no other explanation out there. I was something else. Something that even Samsara didn’t know. What that meant for my future though, was what worried me. Was I just a monster, with a different skin? Would I change? Would I be hunted one day, like the monster hunted new druids?

I closed my eyes and pulled, ripping the final shreds of black worms from the druid’s neck. She collapsed back on the floor, quietly weeping. This was the worst part. Because I knew how it looked and I hated how it felt. I thought that taking this power for myself would be empowering. I’d felt it when I took from Kessa and the boy out in the forest. Now, I had no doubts. Whatever this was, left me feeling stronger than ever. Brimming with energy, with no release. The room was mostly silent, and still. Many of the students were holding their breath to see what happened next. The last handful stared nervously at me, waiting their turn, like lambs to the slaughter.

“Next,” Samsara urged, before sighing. “Hurry up.”

The next druid came over. He was a middle-aged man with a bald patch on his head. He was muscular for a celestial. It took me no more than a moment to check and dismiss him to the other side of the room. Behind him came a young woman, barely out of her teens. She looked like she had been crying. Despite her obvious terror of me, she approached and held still while I sensed her.

“You’re fine,” I told her.

“Oh,” she sobbed. “Thank you.”

And finally, a woman moved up and stood before me. The only word that came to mind was elderly. White hair, wrinkles and a slight hunch, though she moved easily and smoothly. Likely because of the shengren badge on her shoulder. Her kind smile was enough to put me at ease, right until I let my senses drift over her.

I had all of a moment to brace, before her fist slammed into my face. My blue barrier spread across my skin a moment too late to stop the punch, but quickly enough to prevent my head cracking on the floor. A series of screams rang out as Samsara’s bodies closed in. The old woman though, was prepared. She didn’t blink, she didn’t grunt, she didn’t make a single sound as she flattened the first of Samsara’s bodies with a swing of her arm.

“MEAT!” She roared. “ALL OF YOU ARE MEAT! FIT TO BE CONSUMED BY THOSE STRONG ENOUGH TO RULE THIS WORLD!”

She reached up and took hold of her own neck. I saw it the moment her eyes cleared. The fear, horror and utter despair as her own arms betrayed her. Before Samsara, I, or anyone else could react, there was a bone crunching snap. The old woman’s eyes bulged, before her arms fell limp and she collapsed in a heap on the floor.

Several students let out terrified shrieks, while the scent of vomit turned my guts as I stared at the old woman’s corpse.

“Hey now,” a warm voice filtered through my ears. “You’re done now. Let’s go.”

I didn’t respond, but I looked away. The old woman’s eyes were still open, still staring in horror at what had happened to her. That bastard made it quick this time, rather than torturing the woman to death. Instead, he sent a message. One that firmly told everyone who witnessed it, that he was the one in control. And I could only hope that I was enough to wrestle some of it back, before worse happened to the rest of us.

“Easy now,” the voice said once more. “Down the stairs.”

I followed dumbly, down the stairs and vaguely recognized the inner circle. That wasn’t our destination though, and we went down again, into the familiar space that was our house. When a familiar door opened, the voice tutted.

“Even Ferne? Dammit.”

I frowned. “What about Ferne?”

“There’s no room in there,” the voice said, bringing me to another door, before it opened. I was ushered inside and the soothing voice started pulling my clothing off. “You’re really not with it right now, are you?”

“Huh?”

“Yeah,” she said and sighed. “That’s what I thought.”

With some pushing, I bumped the edge of the bed. I felt wired, but… not quite aware. Like I wanted to run, jump and yell from the rooftops, but my brain just wanted to sleep. To shut down and not think about anything. So, when a warm body pressed against me, pushing further onto the bed, I moved without thinking and tucked them into my side. She was warm, soft and… I turned my head and looked at her.

“Kessa?”

“Back to the land of the living,” she said, quietly. “Your room was full.”

“Full?” I frowned. “You said Ferne?”

“Mhm,” Kessa lifted her leg to rest over my hip and she snuggled in closer.

For such a brash, hard headed woman, it slowly sank in. While she was probably telling me the truth, that wasn’t the entire story. She was wearing a shirt, but that leg of hers was bare. As was I, now I thought about it.

“We’re just sleeping,” she murmured. “Don’t go getting any funny ideas.”

I nodded slowly and she snuggled just that little bit harder against me. When her breathing evened out and her body stilled, part of me wondered if I should sneak out and head back to our room. I was about to attempt it, when the door opened quietly. Rain slipped into the room, rubbing her eyes as she moved around to the unoccupied side of the bed.

She didn’t say a word. Simply pulling the blanket off, before slipping in to cuddle up to my other side. The gentle kiss on my cheek, before she too fell back to sleep left me both slightly confused and somewhat aroused. Though, that didn’t last long as I drifted off to sleep between them.
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“Areli,” Rain’s terrified whimper reached my ears. “Please?”

She was crying. Her eyes were clenched shut as she slowly pushed against a hand. At first I thought it was my own. It was hers. She was choking and I watched on, like a spectator as her throat started collapsing from her own grip.

“Stop!” she croaked.

But I couldn’t stop. I wasn’t even there. I was far, far away, watching through my mind's eye. Some part of me wanted to enjoy this, but the rest of me rejected it. This was cruel. Twisted and beyond anything I could have wanted for anyone, let alone someone I loved.

“No,” I hissed.

“Help,” Rain choked out. “Please?”

“NO!”

“ARELI!”

“NO!” I roared as I sat up, as arms grabbed at my sides.

“ARELI STOP!”

I jerked and pulled back, throwing myself away from the arms. I hit the wall, falling from the bed onto the stone floor, where the sudden cold snapped me back to reality. Rain’s face was twisted with concern as she hurried to my side.

“Areli?” she pleaded. “Are you okay?”

“Rain?” I said, trying to shake off my nightmare. “Did I hurt you?”

“Hurt me?” she frowned. “No, is… is that what you were dreaming about?”

“Is he okay?” Kessa asked, moving around the bed.

Now I had both of them huddling close. While I wasn’t sure if I was in the right state of mind to be touched, neither of them paid that any mind. Their hands were soft as they gently took my wrists. Together they pulled, and I came to my feet, before Rain wrapped her arms around me.

“Just a dream,” she whispered .

“A dream,” I said shakily and wrapped my arms around her. That’s when I remembered there were the two of them here. When I opened my eyes, Kessa was about to step back, but I grabbed her arm and pulled her into the hug to join us.

“Really?” Kessa grumped.

“Shhh,” Rain hushed the celestial. “It’s just a hug.”

Kessa sighed, but she didn’t struggle and I held them both close. “I dreamed I did what that monster did,” I told them. “To you.”

“Fuck off,” Kessa snorted. “Seriously?”

“Hey,” Rain grumped.

“No you hey,” Kessa grumbled. “Have you seen how you two are together. You’re disgustingly cute. The only one more in love with his dumb ass, is how in love his dumb ass is with you. Oooh, big scary dream. So fucking what?”

“You’re kind of a bitch,” Rain said with a pout.

“Takes one to know one.” Kessa shrugged. “Just because he looks at you like you’re the most precious thing in the world, doesn’t make you less of a stuck up noble.”

“I’m—”

“Yeah, don’t even pretend it princess. That man will literally kill for you, and now he’s all mopey because he had a bad dream. Which I get. But you both need to get over that shit, because the moment you put even the smallest effort into thinking about it. It just doesn’t make sense.”

“She’s kinda right,” I admitted. “That… that dream was… yeah… But I’d never be able to do that to you. Or anyone really.”

“Exactly,” Kessa snorted. “So can we be done with the moping now? I’d really like to put some pants on. I know your eyes don’t work, but mine are damn near perfect and that ass is kind of intimidating.”

“Don’t be intimidated,” Rain mumbled. “Your tits are bigger than mine, and there’s nothing wrong with your ass.”

Both ladies stared at one another for several long moments. It was awkward as hell, and I was about to try and say something, when there was a knock on the door.

“Kessa, is Rain and Areli in there with you?” Lity’s voice called out.

“We’re all here!” I answered.

The door opened and Lity slipped into the room, before closing the door behind her. She looked around the room quickly, before tilting her head at Kessa.

“Did you have sex with Areli?”

“NO!” Kessa snapped.

“Oh,” Lity said with a slight frown. “Okay then.”

“What? Why? What’s just okay then about not having sex with Areli?”

Lity thought for a moment, and I recalled our previous conversation on the roof. “I was just going to ask, if you had sex with Areli, would you like to have sex with me too?”

“You… what?”

“I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable. Ferne ran away when I asked her this morning. I just… I’m sorry,” Lity apologized.

Kessa shook her head, then looked at me. I didn’t have anything to offer. I just figured I needed to find Ferne and make sure she was okay. I got dressed while Rain quietly spoke to Lity. Lity seemed confused and remorseful about upsetting people. Kessa seemed a little lost. I left them to it and slipped out of the room to go find Ferne. Only to bump right into Samsara who was waiting outside the room.

“Areli,” she smiled nervously. “Are you looking for Ferne?”

“Yeah,” I admitted. “Lity just⁠—”

“She’s fine,” Samsara said, cutting off my explanation. “She’s bathing currently, and… asked me to direct you to her when you’re ready.”

“While bathing?”

Samsara nodded, then nodded again. “Yes, while bathing.”

“Right,” I said as I looked back at the room I just exited. “Right.”
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Samsara pointed in the direction of where she was exactly. It wasn’t all that difficult to find though. She was humming a soft tune. One I didn’t recognize and I made sure she heard me coming. I batted a few of Samsara’s leaves out of the way and grunted appropriately. Fully expecting her voice to ring out to warn me to stay back. Part of me wondered if I should call out as well, but then, Samsara had been the one to lead me here and… well she clearly had an agenda.

“You sound as clumsy as I do,” her voice called.

“Not sure I’d call you clumsy, if I’m being honest,” I tried to joke as I spotted her through the vines. “Should I… ahh…”

“You’ve already seen me naked, Areli. I just… come here.”

I sighed and pushed through the last of the vines. Ferne sat on the edge of the water. Her legs kicked slowly as she held one arm in front of her chest. She really did look like she was half wood. One side of her body was human. Pink flesh, pale skin, dotted with freckles. Her hair wasn’t quite red. More auburn, and bright as she nervously watched me from her spot.

She lowered her hand, showing me herself fully. Even her breast looked like it was made of wood. There was a pointed nipple that matched the human side, without the darker areola making it obvious.

“Well,” I said, licking my lips.

“Is that it?” she asked. “Lity asked if she could fuck me. I thought… I thought you’d put things in her head.”

“Oh,” I said lamely. “She thinks she upset you.”

“Ah,” Ferne paused. “I think we’ve both made wild assumptions then.”

She covered her chest once more, and I held up my hand. “Before you make another one. No, I don’t see anything wrong with you, physically. You’re… rather beautiful, I just… I never expected to have a woman share my bed, let alone two of them. And now… Assuming you thought I was coming here for sex, that’d make you…”

“Three, possibly four.” Ferne sighed. “So you do think I’m attractive?”

“Yes.” I nodded quickly.

“I don’t know if that’s better or worse,” she muttered.

“Which part?”

“Well, if you wanted to fuck me and steal my shengren abilities, that’s one thing. But you’ve just told me that you think I’m attractive, and you still haven’t tried to have sex with me.”

“I just said⁠—”

“I know what you said,” Ferne grumped. “Dammit Areli, I fell asleep in your bed last night and woke up to find out you slept somewhere else, while Lity’s asking to fuck me. Then you show up here and just casually tell me you think I’m attractive. This… this isn’t anything like I expected and I’m getting a lot of mixed signals!”

“I can see that,” I said and sighed. I heard something moving through the vines behind me.

Rather than continue our rather loud conversation, I moved closer, but there wasn’t much room to sit or stand. Something that Ferne noticed and rolled her eyes. “Just get in the water Areli.”

“Right,” I nodded and took off my shirt.

She watched as I undressed, and continued watching as I slipped into the water. There, I sat and we huddled in silence as whoever was coming in to bathe, settled down elsewhere amongst Samsara’s roots. Ferne stared at me for a moment, before slipping into the water. Before I knew what was happening, she was crawling into my lap.

“Here, like this we can keep talking without being…” she paused.

And I knew why.

My cock was pressed between her legs. It was an instinctual reaction to a gorgeous woman climbing, nude, into my lap. Currently the head of my cock was pressed up between her ass cheeks, having risen behind her as she moved in close.

“That.. ummm.” She said and moved her ass slowly.

“Uncomfortable,” I whispered. “It’s… bending the wrong way.”

“Then…” she shifted and raised herself up, before reaching down between her legs. I felt her fingers tug at my cock as she pulled it to the front to rest on my belly. Only for her to slip sideways and yelp. I saw her head angling for the blocky stonework around the edge of the bathing pool and grabbed her—right as she threw out her hand and braced. All three actions, happening at once, right as my erection was between her legs, led to a rather unfortunate circumstance and a strangled scream from Ferne.

Her sudden shift, pushed her down on the head of my cock. Before my grabbing her pinned her in place. Ferne catching the wall, caused her to push back slightly, which rocked her hips, and the combined actions caused my cock to slide half way into her semi-lubricated pussy.

“Hello?” an unfamiliar voice called. “I heard a scream, are you okay?”

Ferne let out a whimper as she tried to sit up. Everything was awkward and I felt my heart pounding in my chest as we tried to navigate things while having quite literal accidental sex.

“Stop,” Ferne hissed as I tried to hold her steady. Instead, she batted my hands away, which caused her to slide down further onto my erection, making us both freeze in place.

“Hello?” the voice called. “Do you need help?”

“I’m fine thanks!” Ferne called out.

“Oh, okay,” the voice called back a moment later.

“Ferne—”

“Shut up,” she grunted.

“Should—”

“I said shut up!” she snapped. “Don’t move, don’t grab, don't… anything.”

I opened my mouth to say okay, but she shot me a look of death. Considering the situation we were in, I just held myself steady and tried to figure out how much of a mess we were in right now.

“Fuck,” Ferne said on a low groan.

And then ground down on me. I felt more of my cock slide up into her. Ferne let out a quiet grunt of pain and stopped, before doing it again.

“Ferne—”

“Shut up Areli,” she hissed as she pushed her hips down to bury me fully inside her. “Just… hold me?”

“Okay,” I whispered and put my arms loosely around her sides.

She let out a disgusted snort and pulled my arms around her shoulder, before leaning into me. She pressed her forehead to mine and sighed.

“What now?”

“Do you want to get off⁠—”

“I meant, the… druid ability stealing thing.”

“I.. that’s not…” I let out a sigh. “First, I don’t steal the abilities. Second… I don’t know, we’re… sorta just sitting here.”

“Isn’t this sex?” she asked. “That’s what it takes isn’t it? You put your penis inside the woman and then a bunch of stuff comes out.”

“That has to be the worst explanation I have ever heard, that wasn’t entirely inaccurate," Samsara’s voice muttered as a very nude dryad stepped into the water beside us. “And you owe Areli an apology for putting him in this position.”

“He’s a man⁠—”

“And he deserved to agree to sex, without you jumping on him like this,” Samsara pointed out.

“You did this on purpose?” I asked.

Ferne sighed. “Maybe.”

“Why?”

“Because you scare the shit out of me, and doing this scares the shit out of me and… and I’m just shit scared, okay?”

“I don’t want you to be scared of me,” I told her. “I’m scared enough of me as it is. I just had a nightmare that terrified me. I… I don’t want that.”

“And here I thought I’d have to intervene,” Samsara said with a shake of her head.

“I still don’t know what I’m doing,” Ferne admitted.

“Well,” Samsara weighed her words. “The first part you got wrong was the lack of foreplay.”

“I was touching myself⁠—”

“Which is a great start,” Samsara agreed. “But not nearly enough to go and quite literally jump on a cock like you have.”

Ferne blushed and looked me in the eye. “Sorry.”

I took a deep breath and let out a long sigh. “I’m sure that there’s plenty of reasons to be mad right now. I’m not. But I think I should be.”

“Do you want to stop?” she asked.

“No,” I shook my head slowly. “But… I do want to kiss you.”

She looked at me, and I stared right back.

“O-okay.”

She leaned in, and I tilted my head back. Our lips met and the kiss was chaste. She closed her eyes and I held her close. I could feel the thumping in her chest as her heart pounded away. It matched mine for the most part. This was her first time, from what I could tell.

“Mm,” she murmured. “I… I think I like that.”

“That’s good,” Samsara whispered with some encouragement. “Kissing is a good first step for foreplay.”

“Then what else?” she asked.

“I could do this?” I offered, running my hands up her sides.

Sure enough, one side of her ribs was warm and soft. Human flesh how I expected. The other, while still soft, had a slight textured firmness to her. She looked part wood, and shared some texture, but it wasn’t at all like touching wood.

“I like that too,” she whispered.

When I reached her breasts, I cupped them and she chewed her lip. With that encouragement, I gave both of her nipples a light squeeze. Which made her gasp and rock her hips, which stirred my cock, still buried inside her. Ferne’s breath hitched and she let out a soft noise, before leaning in for another kiss. This time, she put her arms around my shoulders. She leaned into me as she wrestled my tongue for control.

I had to let her breasts go, slipping my arms around her waist once more. I held her close and met her kisses. She pushed her crotch against me and experimentally gave her hips a gentle rock.

It was small, just a slight motion. But it was enough for Ferne to let out a soft moan of pleasure. The water had removed much of her natural lubrication, so we weren’t going to be doing any heavy thrusting. That didn’t mean this wasn’t an enjoyable experience. Ferne tucked her legs up around my sides, gripping me like I might try and move away. Thankfully, I was fully invested and ran my hands down to cup her tight little ass.

“Areli,” she whispered.

I squeezed those firm globes as she rocked her hips. I pulled firmly alongside her motion, increasing the range of motion, without thrusting aggressively. Ferne let out another moan and kissed me once again. The scent of her skin filled my nostrils as her hair fell over my face. I met her tongue with my own as she continued to rock. With my hands on her ass, I helped steer, keeping her pressed down as I pushed back after every forward motion.

She moaned and whimpered softly and I knew she was enjoying the sensation. If I had the motion right, she was rubbing her clit on my pubic bone and I could feel additional warmth growing around my cock.

“Oh,” she gasped as she pulled away and rocked her head back. “Something… something's happening.”

“That’s good,” Samsara soothed. “Let it happen.”

“It’s hot,” she whined, before tightening her grip around my shoulders. “It’s too much,” she moaned as she pressed her face into my shoulder. “Areli.”

“Do you want to⁠—”

“No,” she whined. “I.. no… Areli!”

“Let it happen,” Samsara said in a soothing tone.

“It’s okay,” I told her.

She nodded, and I felt her vaginal muscles flutter. I held her close, tightening my grip on her ass and listened to her soft whimpers. Those shifted to the sound of my name. I groaned as she begged and when those begs turned to soft gasps and whimpers I held her down and erupted.
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Samsara watched in eager fascination. Certain that Areli wasn’t the same kind of monster that had decimated her people. She didn’t yet want to admit the ulterior motive she had for watching this happen. Ferne was a beautiful woman, but Areli had a certain shape to him she’d never found herself admiring before. He was young, sure. But there was a subtle power to him. A confidence she couldn’t place and that confidence reared its head in these moments.

Samsara licked her lips as she listened to Ferne’s soft whimpering turn into broken cries of pleasure. She almost missed the pulse of red light as Areli’s shengren abilities ignited within him.


Eleven


Ba-dum. Ba-dum. Ba-dum. Ba-dum. Ba-dum.

The steady rhythm pounded away in my head. The soft tapping had increased to a steady pounding that echoed alongside heavy thumps. When I opened my eyes, I found myself staring at Rain as she slowly made her way towards me.

Ba-dum. Ba-dum. Ba-dum. Ba-dum. Ba-dum.

“Areli?”

Her voice hit me like the howl of the wind and I jerked in place as I dropped my recently acquired shengren abilities.

“Woah,” she put her hands up and hurried over. “What happened?”

“Sorry,” I apologized and pulled her close. “Just getting used to this.”

“Are your senses that heightened?” she asked.

I nodded and gave her perfect lips a quick kiss. “Yeah. I could make out your heartbeat as you walked over.”

“That seems rather extreme,” Samsara said, appearing in the doorway.

I was currently heading to one of the rooms in our house that we occupied. One of them, since the main one I shared with Rain and Lity, seemed to have grown. The other rooms included Kessa’s, Ferne’s and the room I was currently towards, Chester’s. The fire had taken anything of worth, but the room still remained. Being one of the central rooms down here, it was oddly quiet. The stone muffled a lot of noise, and after the soot had been scrubbed from the stone, I found myself walking in and sitting down.

Chester’s room felt… right, as I tried to figure out my new abilities. When I first activated them, I was mid-coitus with Ferne. That had overwhelmed me rather quickly and I’d cut the power off as quickly as I could. The few tests I’d done since, had proven to be… painful. Noise, motion. My senses were heightened to a point they were almost painful. Though, with each attempt, I found them more manageable. Like I just needed to adjust. So, with Chester’s room being so quiet, I decided that it was a good spot to practice.

“I’m getting better,” I admitted. “It’s not all bad, and I was fine until Rain spoke.”

“So it’s my fault?” she protested with a smirk.

I rolled my eyes, before remembering she couldn't see me doing so. “I’m not blaming you. It’s certainly not your fault I’m still figuring this out.”

“Is it just your senses?” Rain asked.

“So far,” I said with a shrug. “It could be more, but… I feel everything so intensely, if it’s changing anything else, I haven’t noticed it yet.”

“Then, perhaps I have something that could help?” Samsara offered.

“What did you have in mind?” I asked.

“While I understand your reasoning being down here where it’s quiet, I do believe you need something more,” she said.

Her words caught my interest, and nobody offered up any complaints. I hadn’t had the powers of a shengren for long. They could be a massive hindrance, or they could be a massive boost. I didn’t know which, but I wanted to find out. There was a monster out there, hell bent on killing people. Not just that, but killing them in the worst ways imaginable. For nothing more than the thrill of doing so.

With that in mind, I stood up and cast my eyes around Chester’s room once more. I hated how much we had lost, but there was nothing I could do about it. Right now, I just needed to work on myself. With a nod, I followed behind Samsara as she led the way. It was obvious where we were headed. Out onto the roof, where the farms were and the sky was bright. Rain came along too, with Lity tagging along when she heard where we were going.

“Find a spot where it’s comfortable,” Samsara instructed as we stepped out into the warm sunlight.

I looked around. Lity stepped over and angled her head up towards me. I didn’t need to be told what she wanted before I kissed her. I watched the curvy alm scurry off to prune Samsara’s enormous vines, while Rain silently kept at my side. I watched her go with a smile, before heading over to a quiet spot in the grass.

“Here will do,” I suggested. “What did you have in mind?”

“To simply do as you did before. Just out here, in the wind, and with the call of the birds and insects,” Samsara instructed.

I frowned a little. But then… Nothing out here was as loud as a sudden voice in a confined room. With a shrug of my shoulders, I sat down, crossed my legs and took a deep breath. And then reached for the newest power at my control. I felt it. Like a rush of heat that flooded my body. I became acutely aware of the texture of the grass. The rustle of the hairs on my face and the screeching of distant birds.

I was also aware of the soft ba-dum of Rain’s heart. Along with a strange throbbing sound that seemed to come from Samsara’s body. Not quite a heartbeat, but… if I had to guess, filling a similar purpose.

“Cast your senses,” Samsara whispered. “Don’t concentrate on what is immediately in front of you.”

Rain sat down beside me. I could tell she made an attempt to do it quietly, but the crunch of grass sounded like shattering stone to my ears. I winced at the noise and found myself sharply drawn back to the present, despite Samsara’s instructions.

“You’re not reading a book,” Rain whispered. “There’s no need to focus on what is right here in front of you. Feel how you do, when staring into the distance. How you feel when watching a sunset, or listening to the rumble of a distant storm cloud.”

I smiled at the almost silent whispering tone she used. Barely a breath and yet I could hear her perfectly. Which was the point she was trying to get across, now I thought of it. And she was right. I was nervous about how my senses were reacting, so I was concentrating too much. Even the distant sounds I was hearing, I found myself focusing on. Rather than ignoring all sounds and taking it in like background noise.

I took a deep breath, hearing the way air rushed in and out of my lungs. I became aware of a series of sticky sounds, like my lungs weren’t just bags of air… More like it was filled with tiny pockets, like risen bread dough. I didn’t quite know what to think of that, but I set it from my mind.

Casting my senses out, I tried not to concentrate on any one of them. I tried to feel them all, without paying attention to any one of them above the rest. Birds chirped and their cries echoed through the trees. Bees hummed and I could hear one with a slightly tattered wing that crackled slightly with each beat. I could even hear the metallic click of Lity’s scissors as she pruned the massive vines she could reach.

Right when I was about to cut those senses, I heard something stick out. A subtle rush of air, flying right towards me. It was small, but moving fast and before I knew what was happening, I whipped my hand out and caught it between two fingers. I dropped my power out of shock and opened my eyes as I stared at the small rock. The size of a pea. Not enough to harm me, but it would have stung as it bounced off my head.

Before me, staring with her eyes open and her hand still outstretched, was Samsara. She appeared to be in shock as well, while Rain looked between us both.

“What happened?”

“Samsara threw a rock at me,” I replied softly.

“She did?”

“Only a small one,” Samsara admitted with a grin. “Small enough that even you missed it, since you’re right beside him.”

“Why?” Rain frowned.

“Because he caught it,” Samsara said and grinned.

“I caught it,” I agreed as I looked at the rock.

Unremarkable, brownish-gray and relatively smooth. Just a plain old rock like any other.

“Keep meditating,” Samsara instructed.

“What, really?” I asked.

“Yes. Meditate. I’ll be back.” She grinned as she made a mad dash for the stairs.

Rain looked at me, and I let out a sigh. “I don’t know what she’s doing.”

“Did she really throw a rock at you?” Rain asked.

I held out my hand and she did as well. When I deposited the rock into her palm, her brows drew close.

“This is tiny.”

“I know,” I agreed. “But somehow I caught it, with my eyes closed, when she threw it at me.”

“So your shengren abilities affect more than your hearing and sight?” Rain asked.

I shrugged. “I guess so.”

“I wonder how that’s going to affect things in the bedroom then,” she said her grin was wide and knowing.

I laughed and shook my head. “You’re incorrigible.”

It turned out that Samsara’s plan for training, was a children’s game. She was only gone a few minutes. By then, I was well into my meditation once more. I was both aware of everything and paying attention to nothing. When Samsara returned, it brought another pair of heartbeats. I didn’t open my eyes, but when the wind shifted slightly, I found I recognized them by scent. Ferne and Kessa.

The three of them had a fantastic time. By growing a very thin vine into a twisted knot, Samsara could create a hollow ball. By stuffing a bit of damp moss into it for some heft, it was able to be thrown quite accurately, without being overly dangerous. The three of them, after asking Rain to move away, then made it a game to hurl them at me.

Not all at once. And not all from the same direction. They spread out and alternated who threw them. Sometimes it was a light throw, as softly as possible, enough to let the ball land on my lap or shoulder. Other times, it was thrown hard. When it was Kessa’s turn, she even used her celestial abilities to propel the ball towards me, making it sound like a light toss, before it flew at me at full force.

To everyone's—including my own—amazement, I was able to track them rather well. The balls made a soft whooshing noise as they flew, telling me exactly where they were the moment they were thrown. Some of them I was able to dodge by tilting my head. Others I caught. The only stumbles I seemed to have, was if there was a distraction. The sudden cry of a distant crow snapped my attention, and that earned me a ball to the temple.

When Lity slipped on a smooth piece of vine and yelped, I caught a ball to the nose. And when Rain was hit with a ball, making her yelp, I caught two in the chest before I opened my eyes and caught the third before it struck me in the forehead.

“Well that was enlightening,” Samsara was grinning. “How do you feel?”

I rolled my shoulders and slowly stood up. The sun was low on the sky and I realized we’d been up here a few hours by now. The temperature had dropped considerably too, so it was likely getting towards dinnertime.

“I feel… good.” I frowned. “Which is strange, isn’t it?”

“I don’t think there’s a shengren in this school that could maintain their abilities for this long without facing at least some fatigue,” Samsara pondered out loud.

“I wasn’t really doing much though,” I pointed out.

“The brain uses about a fifth of all energy your body uses, just by itself,” Samsara pointed out. “That you were using it while your shengren abilities were active, would have pushed that number far higher. You should be exhausted.”

I blinked slowly and rolled my shoulders, before standing up. “So my mana pool has expanded again?”

“That appears to be the case,” Samsara said with a nod. “How do you feel?”

“I just said⁠—”

“Not that,” Samsara interrupted. “I don’t mean how tired you are. I want to know how you are. Strange thoughts? Powerful emotions? General feelings?”

I frowned. “Other than a nightmare, I’ve felt… fine.”

“Just fine?”

I shrugged. “As fine as I can be when everyone tends to look at me like I’m about to attack them.”

Samsara grimaced slightly and gave a small nod. “I see, yes. And the nightmare?”

“I’d rather not talk about it,” I grumbled as I glanced at Rain, who hurried to my side for a hug. “Just a bad dream.”

Samsara nodded. “In that case, I’ll let it go. Just know that if you wish to talk, I am here. Always.”

“Thanks.” I nodded. “Now, how late is it?”

“Late enough to go downstairs and eat,” Samsara said with a smile.

The idea of food as a distraction worked for me. It also kept me going. The other students were wary when they saw me. They whispered and I found myself empathizing further with Rain for how she lived all these years. She, with the others, didn't treat me any differently. Even Prim and Leith didn’t speak much about the whole thing. Though they still occasionally sat with us.

Leith made a comment, half joking about needing to be tested again. Prim shot him a look and I didn’t reply to the joke, letting it die. Then there were how I spent my days. With the strange looks, even in our house, I found myself spending more time alone. Whether that was in Chester’s room, up on the roof or wherever I could sit and meditate as I strengthened my shengren abilities.

Samsara had taken to surprising me at these moments. She would wait for me to begin and find ways to harmlessly attack me. A thin vine to whip across my legs or back. A moss filled ball to throw. Sometimes she would use multiple of her bodies to hit me from both sides. Sometimes with individual attacks, other times with one simply acting as a distraction.

Slowly but surely, I felt my senses returning to normalcy. I couldn’t sit in the hall during mealtimes and leave it active without giving myself a headache. But I could sit across from a class and listen to every word without flinching at each raised voice or cough.

I was getting a better grip on how it worked and what my limits were. All while learning new ones. Because it wasn’t just my senses and reactions that had gained a boost.

I was a farmer by trade. I could lift a sack of grain, help hoist a fallen cow. I could even pull a small plow if things had gone terribly, terribly wrong. I wasn’t a trained soldier, but I didn’t lack muscle. It was by complete accident that I discovered what else I was able to achieve.

It was our date night. Lity and I. She had been giving me all kinds of hints for how she wanted the night to end, and I was eager to please. As my usual place had been the roof though, she had decided to meet me there. With all the distractions of having things thrown at me, I wasn’t sitting while I meditated. I stood in the middle of Samsara’s vines, just waiting for the moment one of them would react. Which was when I heard the thumping of bare feet.

When I opened my eyes, it was as a very nude alm flew through the air. Lity had taken a running leap to knock me over. Completely expecting me to fall back against Samsara’s awaiting vines that I’d been watching creep ever closer.

I was just as stunned as she was, when I caught her. Not that she was an overly large woman—but at the ease at which I did so. I’d taken just a single step back, to brace for her forward momentum. But otherwise she sat quite comfortably. My arms under her knees, with her ankles hanging loosely behind me. Both her arms were around my neck where she had grabbed to ensure I wouldn’t hit my head.

“Ummm,” Lity blinked slowly, before gently kicking her feet from side to side. “You were… supposed to fall.”

“I understand,” I stated. “But that didn’t… That didn’t happen.”

I could see the red glow of my eyes reflected back in hers. She didn’t look afraid. Mostly confused, like always though, her brilliant mind was forever ticking over.

“So, I had… hoped that you’d fall and then…”

“Sex before the date?” I suggested.

“It’s been nice waking up in the same bed as you,” she said with a bright smile. “I thought… Maybe tonight we could just have some fun.”

Shengren abilities still activated, I pumped my arms slightly, feeling just how light she felt. Lity let out a soft giggle as I bounced her up and down, bringing her breasts up to my eye level with each pump.

“How are you doing this?” she asked.

“I really have no idea," I admitted.

“Well,” Lity said, giving me a small grin. “How about we play a game then?”

I tilted my head slightly. “What kind of game?”

“We’ve all been testing your senses and reactions,” she pointed out. “We didn’t know about your strength, so I think it would be best to test that.”

“In a game?”

“Mhm,” she nodded. “The aim of the game is to hold me as long as you can.”

“That’s it?” I asked.

“I didn’t tell you the best part,” she whispered conspiratorially. “The whole time you hold me. You can do whatever you want to me.”

“Whatever I want?” I asked.

Lity chewed her lip before nodding. “I’m helpless and trapped in your arms. I’m yours to do with as you please.”

I grinned and looked down at the cleft between her legs. She was at the perfect height and likely knew it.

“Mind undoing my pants for me, I’m afraid I don’t have enough hands.”

Lity let out a soft giggle. “Nope.”

“No?” I looked her in the eye.

“I’m not about to help you. That would ruin the fun.”

“You don’t want sex?” I asked.

She rapidly shook her head. “No, no. I really want to have sex with you. I’ve been thinking about it all day. I just… If we make this a game, I think it’ll be more fun. And it’ll be training… kinda.”

“Training,” I blinked slowly. “Alright. Training.”

“Training,” she nodded. “I’m sure you can think of a way to get your pants off.”

I honestly thought about using a barrier and bursting them. But that would mean having to walk back through the entire school holding up whatever remained of them. I couldn’t project a barrier away from my body with any form of dexterity. No matter what, I’d need my hands. Or help. I started to think outside the box. Lity grinned and wiggled her hips, making it very obvious that she was into this whole thing. She was strange, but I found that endearing.

“I could put you under one arm,” I suggested.

“You could,” she agreed. “Might squeeze me a bit though.”

“This is true,” I agreed. “I could also injure you by accident. Holding you like this is easy, under one arm… I’d have to pin you and I clearly don’t know my own strength right now.”

“Only one way to find out,” she challenged.

I didn’t take the bait though. Not for something like getting my pants open so we could have sex. I needed a way to hold her, so I wouldn’t squeeze or crush her. But in a way to get my arms free. With her knees slung over my elbows and my hands on her ass… Well it wouldn’t be hard to lift her onto my shoulder or something, would it?

Her eyes widened as I began to lift. Her legs squeezed, but she could do little more than drag her heels up my back towards my shoulders. When a sudden inspiration came into view. I had my arms up, horizontal to my shoulders, with Lity’s legs draped over my elbows as she clutched the back of my head. Hovering right in front of me, was her glistening pussy. The scent of her filled my nostrils. Pungent and sweet. Like a juicy peach.

“Change of plans,” I whispered as I pulled her in.

“Areli!” she squealed.

I ignored her cries as I lapped at her nectar. Her legs squeezed uselessly around my shoulders and her hands gripped my hair. I only pulled her harder into my mouth so that I could access her better. With a small bounce to get her legs over my shoulders better, I was able to reach her opening with my tongue. That let me lick all the way through her labia, up over her clit and suck.

Which had Lity snap her legs shut over my ears. She squeezed hard but I didn’t care. Her juices poured down my chin as I continued to feast. I could hear her heart slamming into her ribs. The keen cries of her pleasure and the soft creaking of the tendons in her legs as she tried to crush me.

What was more. If I leaned back slightly, I found that she was able to balance quite well on her own. Closing my lips around her clit, I suckled as I quickly pulled my hands free. We must have looked ridiculous, but I didn’t care. Her pussy tasted divine, even with my enhanced senses. She was all I could taste and that drove me wild as I shoved down my pants.

I felt as she started to cum. Her pussy tensed and I felt the subtle shift as she let out a gasping shriek. Hearing that, I swapped from sucking, to gentle licking to milk her orgasm without overstimulating her. Even then, it was only moments before she was trying to pull my head away. I released her, and took hold of her ass once more.

Lity let out a surprised yelp as I lightly pushed her back, and caught her in my arms once more. She yelped a second time as I let her slip down until she was eye level with me once more. Her eyes were wide and her face flushed. Her chest heaved as she grinned like the cat that got the cream.

“Now what?” she giggled.

I smirked and her confident smirk slipped as I pushed up with my hips. Just a small shift to my posture and she could feel my cock pressing between her legs.

“How?” she gaped as she looked down.

I pushed up, and my cock slipped out, pushing through her labia. Rather than complain I lifted her and set her on the head of my cock for a second attempt. Which ended the same way. She was literally just too slippery, and I was struggling with the angle. All I wanted was to be inside her and this was frustrating me.

“Areli?” Lity whispered my name. “Are you going to fuck me?”

“Trying,” I grunted as I tried and again failed to gain entrance. “You’re slippery as fuck.”

She gave a small wiggle and I stopped, before realizing she had just pushed her ass out. Which let my cock settle in her entrance once more. This time, a little more squarely.

“I thought you weren’t going to help,” I pointed out.

“Oh,” Lity grinned. “Well I can just⁠—”

Before she could shift, I pushed up, feeling my cock slip into her. Her eyes widened, and then she gave me an embarrassed smile.

“Oh,” she whispered. “What happens now?”

I spread my knees a little, and adjusted my grip so she wouldn’t slip. I was still pretty amazed that I wasn’t tired yet. She didn’t feel any heavier. Barely any weight at all in fact. Her eyes crinkled slightly as I pushed my cock up into her. Slowly driving myself to the base.

“Have I ever mentioned how good it feels when you stretch me out like this?” She asked.

“No,” I whispered. “But I bet it feels just as good to be stretched. As it does for me, feeling you stretch.”

She let out a small shudder. Then smiled. “So?”

I lifted her, and then set her back down. The up and down stroke along my cock felt fantastic. For the both of us, considering the small shiver Lity had run down her spine. When I repeated the action, she let out a soft moan of pleasure, before leaning in. Her lips were soft and our kiss was gentle. I did notice she seemed to like the taste of her own pussy and that was confirmed as she pulled back and licked my chin to my lip.

“I taste good,” she whispered as I continued to bounce her on my cock. “I bet I’d taste better with you dripping out of me.”

“Dammit Lity,” I laughed as I increased my pace.

“Maybe you could fill me? Then Rain, and I could taste each other,” Lity suggested with a gasping giggle. “Or,” she said with a soft groan. “I could lay on my back. Rain could feast between my legs, while Ferne kneels over me. I could lick her from below, while you fuck her from behind.”

I felt my power pulse and Lity’s smirk faltered as she felt me flex.
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Rain felt the sudden pull. She didn’t hesitate for a moment. Fearing that Areli was under attack, she burst out of the room where she had been resting.

“You felt it too?” Ferne asked as she hurried over with Kessa at her side.

“What’s wrong?” The celestial asked.

“Areli,” Rain said, looking up. “He’s pulling on our mana.”

“He can really do that?” Kessa asked.

“He did it when we fought that tree thing,” Rain nodded. “He only does it when he’s in trouble.”

That was enough for the three of them. They ran for the stairs, almost pushing a male shengren off at the top. He was smart enough to leap aside as all three ladies exploded out into the inner circle. They raced for the stairs. Rain felt Areli pull on their mana once more and grew more worried. Were they under attack? Had something gone wrong? He was with Lity. Maybe she was hurt? The three of them burst outside and tore up the stairs to the farms above.

Rain could hear screaming. Feminine shrieks, that drew her to an immediate halt.
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“BY THE GODDESS I’M FUCKING CUMMING! ARELIIII!”

I ignored her. Or at least I tried. Her cunt clamped down on my cock, but I didn’t stop thrusting, nor did she want me to. Her dirty talk had gotten to me. All the ways she described wanting me to fuck her, and the others with her participation. She was in the middle of describing Samsara’s vines filling the holes I wasn’t able to occupy, when I snapped.

She was facing away from me. I had my arms under her knees, with my hands bent back to cup her face. She was practically folded in half, with me half squatting to hold her at the correct height and angle. Giving me the perfect thrust into her spasming pussy. I had lost track of how many times she’d screamed my name. All I wanted was to fuck and fill her, then fuck her some more. This mouthy, delicious woman with a far more vivid imagination than anyone could ever have imagined.

“Goddess!” Lity yelped. “They can see!” she cried.

“Later,” I growled as I hammered into her. “I’m close.”

“Do it,” she begged. “Where they can watch!”

She was really getting into this thing. I was snarling as I hammered into her. She was practically limp, unable to do more than beg and cum in turn. I let out a roar as I drove my cock harshly into her and held it there. The fluttering of her pussy squeezed and milked me as I erupted. Each pulse of my seed flooded her body, and I felt it dripping out almost right away. She squeezed me so tightly, I shuddered, even as I tried to remain in control. It was too much though, and for safety’s sake, I lowered us to the ground.

Settling Lity on her hands and knees, I deactivated my shengren abilities. My dear alm flopped over onto her back, keeping my cock firmly in place. Then she craned her head back.

“Does anyone want to sit on my face?”

I looked up, as Rain, Ferne, Kessa and a distant Samsara were all standing there watching.

“You okay Lity?” Kessa called. “You were screaming a lot.”

“Ah…” Lity frowned. “Actually, can you grab my pack? I left it,” she made a vague gesture.

Ferne was the one who went to find it. I was going to back out, but the moment I moved, Lity shot me a look and I froze in place. Ferne was back a moment later, pulling out one of Lity’s health potions, which she took with a smile. Laying on her back, she pried out the cork and swallowed it down immediately.

“Lity,” I said worriedly.

She held up her hand, and continued to swallow down the potion, before setting the empty vial aside. Lity then gave a rather unlady-like burp and blushed with embarrassment as she looked around.

“Okay, I’m ready to go again. Does anyone want to help?”

“Are you crazy?” Ferne snapped.

“We could feel him pulling on our bonds!” Rain snapped.

Lity giggled, while I winced. “Being fucked that hard and fast was amazing,” she crooned. “If you want, I’ve got a potion for each of us.”

“She’s crazy,” Kessa shook her head. “Fucking crazy.”

“Be nice,” Ferne smacked the celestial’s arm.

“Or what?” Kessa snapped.

“‘Cos it’ll be way easier to share a man if we’re nice to each other,” Ferne pointed out.

Kessa stared at the shengren, before turning and marching down the stairs. Ferne let out a groan and hurried after her, leaving Samsara still sitting a little way away. And Rain, staring right at me.

“Rain?” I asked as she slowly made her way over.

“Not tonight,” she told the two of us. “But… soon.”

“Soon?” Lity asked.

Rain gave a small wiggle and I watched as something slipped down her legs. It was only when she bent and unhooked them from her ankles that I realized it was her underwear. Which she dropped onto Lity’s chest.

“They’re wet,” Lity remarked as she picked them up.

“Soon,” Rain repeated as she turned and walked away.

I watched her go, noticing that Samsara had vanished as well. Which left me looking down at Lity again. She had the panties in her mouth, gently sucking on the crotch.

Needless to say. Despite the distraction. I wasn’t done yet.


Twelve


“Samsara,” I said with a nod as I spotted one of her bodies frowning slightly.

“Areli,” she muttered, before shaking her head.

She looked like a woman with something on her mind. Considering the trials of running a staffed school with your own duplicated bodies, that wasn’t out of normality. But something about the way she looked genuinely troubled, made me reevaluate her. I hadn’t even noticed until now. Coming down to meditate in Chester’s room like normal, I was getting rather good at controlling my new abilities, but there were still improvements to be made.

“What is it?” I asked.

Samsara let out a long sigh and shook her head. “There’s nothing I can do.”

I heard the tone. The bitterness, disappointment and barely contained rage. All pushed down to just sound almost… sad. Considering our last little venture outside the school, I could only think of one reason why.

“Can I help?”

“It might be worth checking,” she muttered. “My worry is what will be waiting for us if we do. We got lucky the first time.”

“I guessed right then,” I said. “How close were they before they got caught?”

“A day at a run,” Samsara said. “I was about to ask you to head out and meet them, when they suddenly changed direction.”

“It happens a lot, doesn’t it?” I said, not trying to judge her.

Samsara nodded slowly. “I hate it. Feeling them awaken, reaching out and then… watching them vanish once more.”

“They’re only a day out at a run,” I pointed out. “There’s still time.”

“Time to lay a trap,” she pointed out. “That… corruption you killed, I have no doubt there are more of them. They would make the perfect bait to draw us out. The strongest of us. All in one place. It would be simple.”

I took a deep breath and let it all out. “It’s not worth checking?”

“It would be. But not in time to save the new druid,” she said and shook her head sadly. “I would have to lead you, and your lovers would most likely wish to follow you once more. It won’t happen in time to save the druid.”

“What if I went alone?” I asked.

“I can’t help there either.” Her shoulders slumped a little. “I can give you a direction to follow, but… it would be up to you to follow it.”

“I’d just need to get close, wouldn’t I?”

“But close to what?” she asked with a shake of her head. “There’s no landmarks I can point to. I’ve never travelled these lands. Not properly. Not well enough to be able to direct you without a map.”

I sighed and looked over at Chester’s door. “There’s no little hidden nooks in there he might have stashed something?”

“You are more than welcome to check.” Samsara gave a small shrug. “Chester kept it out where he could see it. That doesn’t mean he didn’t hide anything.”

I nodded and hurried over to his room. I’d saved one druid, I could possibly save one more. If I had a map and Samsara could point in the correct direction, we might be able to find the next source of corruption. I shoved my way into the room. The scorched shelf was still against the wall. The mass of burned and soggy books was long gone. Nothing remained in sight. Not even on the desk. I looked once more at the board where the large map was and shook my head.

The first place I checked was the desk. Pulling it out from the wall I looked behind it. There, I found a scrap of paper. Not getting my hopes up, I reached down and pulled it out. Only to find a list of chores Chester had written down. I shook my head and set the paper on the desk before pushing it back into position.

Over by the shelves seemed a better spot to hide things. I did the same as the desk and pulled them away from the wall. There were several scraps of paper here. These were blank though. When I pushed the bookshelf back into position though, I felt it nudge against something. I looked around, seeing one shelf sticking out by a small degree.

Curiosity and hope blooming, I got on my knees and pulled the shelf out once more. I stuck my arm around into the back. The base wasn’t solid. It had a hollow space below and I found something blocking the shelf. I must have bumped it when I first moved the shelf, and knocked it out of position when I tried to put it back again. I pulled it out and noticed the glint of a lantern entering the room.

“Find something already?” Samara's voice reached my ears.

“A book,” I said, turning around to sit on the floor. It was plain. Small. But worn, like Chester had used it a lot. Without thinking, I opened it and saw neat flowing handwriting across each page. “It’s a diary,” I told the hamadryad as I scanned it. “A few years old, he didn’t write in it daily, but everything is dated.”

I flipped to the back and found a few blank pages. So I flicked towards the front until I found some more notes. The most recent note he’d left was dated the day he died.

“Doton. Just the name and nothing else. Like he knew and wanted us to find out eventually.”

Samsara let out a long sigh. “Chester, you damn fool.”

I flipped back through the pages and shook my head. It seemed they actually spent some time putting pieces together. Figuring out who Doton spent time with, and who seemed the most likely to have been corrupted alongside him. Which made sense. A few of those names were the ones I’d had to pull the corruption from.

“Give it to me,” Samsara said, leaning down.

I slumped against the shelf and offered her the book. Samsara plucked it from my hands and juggled the lantern she carried, letting it dangle from her fingers close to the board.

I don’t know why I did it, my gut didn’t seem to bother me, but… perhaps it didn’t always signal danger. Just for some reason, I had the urge to activate my shengren abilities. My eyes lit up and Samsara looked down at me in confusion. But that’s not what held my attention.

“Don’t move,” I whispered, as I stared at the board.

I could see them. Tiny, crisscrossed lines and only because the light from the lantern hit on just the right angle.

“Areli—”

“The map.” I pointed. “He must have drawn over it so many times, I can see it.”

“Where?” Samsara asked, turning to face it. Which moved the lamp.

“NO!” I snapped. “Lamp, put it back!”

“The lamp?”

She stuck it closer to the board again, and I looked around the room. The only thing that was the right height was the desk. Springing to my feet, I grabbed it and hauled it across the room. It felt light as a feather and Samsara ducked back out of the way as I hauled it right up to the board.

“Lamp,” I demanded.

Samsara handed it to me and I put it on the desk, before shifting it around until I could see the lines. They were faint. Very, very faint. Tiny impressions in the wood from where Chester had dragged the charcoal. I could only just make it out and I couldn’t help but laugh.

“I need something to draw with,” I told the hamadryad.

She nodded and hurried out. Only to return a moment later. “One of my bodies is coming.”

I didn’t question it. Instead, I began to experiment. I lifted the lamp and moved it around. I could see where the lines were thickest by holding the lamp further away from the spot I was looking. I could make out the tiniest of shadows, right on the edge of where I could detect the light. That I’d spotted it at all was a miracle.

And it covered the entire board. A lot of the lines were clearly something else. Notes, old drawings. Something that looked like graffiti of a dick. I doubted that it was Chester, but it was there for me to see regardless. When Samsara’s second body entered the room, I held out my hand and accepted a piece of white chalk.

And so I began to sketch.

It wasn’t perfect. Not by a long shot. Many of the more intricate details were long gone. Either blurred from the sheer number of lines and corrections he’d made. Or by simply having too much texture to make out individual lines. In just a few minutes, I had an outline. By the end of the first hour, I had all the major landmarks and most of the spots he’d marked from his attempts to track the slavers. It wasn’t a perfect replica, but it might just be enough to make educated guesses.

“There,” I said, dragging the desk back out of the way. “That’s as much detail as I can get out of it. There’s a lot of old scratches in the wood, so it’s not perfect.”

“It’s more than we had,” Samsara pointed out. “All the copies of maps we had were in this room. He took them all.”

I nodded and took a deep breath. “Now. Where is the druid.”

“Areli—”

“Samsara.”

The tone in my voice made her stop. She stared at me, and I stared right back.

“You don’t⁠—”

“For the love of…” I growled. “Samsara, I might be the only one capable of doing anything about this! At best I help. At worst, we’re all fucking dead anyway. At least give me a direction and if we can figure this out we’ll go from there.”

She frowned at me, before letting out a long sigh.

“This is the forest where Sachar was taken, and where we found Eli,” Samsara explained. “And here—” she gestured to a point further east of the lake where the school was. “—Is where this new druid was captured.”

“And where are they now?” I asked.

Samsara held still for a moment and had a glazed look over her eyes. Like she wasn’t seeing what was in front of her for a moment. Then she nodded, and pointed to a spot a little further east and north of where the original spot was.

“So they’re heading here then?” I guessed, tapping on what looked to be a valley cutting up the middle of the kingdom.

“That would be my guess,” Samsara confirmed. “But I don’t believe the source of corruption is there.”

“No,” I agreed. “But that valley would be a convenient path to the north. I couldn’t quite make out the exact position. But when I saw this map last, there was a line that Chester drew that showed here the limit the druids escaped from.”

“Yes, that was about here,” she waved her hand near where a marked forest intersected the valley.

On the other side of that forest was a marking Chester had put down for a city. “Samsara, how many druids were taken to that city?”

“Over the years? Not many.”

“What about more recently?” I asked. “I mean, since things got worse.”

“Many,” she said in a far softer tone. “That is a trading city. Goods come through from the southern farms and are sent further north in large caravans.”

“Like my home,” I said with a nod of understanding. “Alright⁠—”

“Hold on,” she held up her hand. “What are you planning?”

I took a deep breath and let out a sigh. “I’m going to head to the valley. Cut them off before they reach the city. Rescue the druid, and bring them back.”

“And who is going with you?”

I looked Samsara in the eye. “Nobody.”

“Areli—”

“Nobody Samsara. Look, you’ve seen what I can do. The only one who might be able to keep up with me is Ferne and she’d be burning mana the whole way.”

“And you won’t?”

“Of course I will,” I laughed. “But with my expanded reservoir and them staying here where it’s safe, I’ll have better access to it.”

“This is a terrible plan,” Samsara pointed out.

I nodded in agreement. “I know,” I said. “But its act, or let another druid die, while I could have acted. Even if I’m too late, I have to try.”

“And if you die?”

I swallowed and shook my head. “I think I’d rather be dead—than what is going to happen to that druid.”

“You’re the only one who can stand against that monster Areli,” she whispered. “If you die⁠—”

“Then I won’t be strong enough to fight it anyway,” I pointed out. “I’m being reckless. I know. But I need to do this.”

She stared at me for a long moment, before turning without a word. I watched her storm from the room and let out a long sigh. Then I went to collect a bag to hold a few things I’d need for the trip. The way back would take much longer than the way there, and I’d have an extra mouth to feed on the return.
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I caught a few strange looks as I hurried out. Bag slung over my shoulder, it must have looked suspicious. I know I’d probably stop and ask someone what they were doing were I in their position. Especially now, with all the corrupted students. Then again, it was likely just that, which was the reason they let me go. They knew something was happening and I was responsible for far too many deaths already.

I slipped through the inner circle. I heard Rain’s voice as she and Lity talked while bathing. Part of me regretted sneaking out like this. But I also knew that if I didn’t, they’d insist on coming with me. I didn’t have time for that. I needed to push and they would know soon enough that I was too far gone for them to catch up.

I slipped outside and hurried to the edge of the lake. Samsara hadn’t prepared me a raft, so I was going to have to use the lilies. I’d take it slow. I didn’t want to harm her leaves. Only, the moment I went to jump to the closest one, a figure landed in front of me.

“Kessa,” I grimaced.

“Shut up,” she snapped.

I rolled my eyes. “Look, I don’t have time⁠—”

“I said shut up!” she snarled. “Fuck, I hate this so fucking much.”

“Me leavi⁠—”

“SHUT THE FUCK UP ARELI!”

I looked around quickly. Wondering if there was anyone around. Not even Samsara was watching. Then again, she was always sorta watching from her vines in whatever sense she had as a plant.

“Okay,” she said trying to sound calm.

“Okay, what?” I hedged softly.

“Over here,” she said, pointing towards one of the wooden railings used to tie off the rafts that Samsara moved around.

“What?”

“Come on!” she growled and shoved me.

“Look, I need to go⁠—”

“I know,” she snapped. “For fuck’s sake Areli, I fucking know. I am so unbelievably pissed right now, but I get it.”

“I’m not sure you do,” I suggested, only to earn myself another glare.

Which held even as she leaned back against the railing and began wiggling her hips like I’d seen Rain do.

“Ah… what⁠—”

“You know what,” Kessa growled.

“Kessa,” I paused as she dropped what were clearly her panties on the floor and kicked them aside. “I’m not so sure about this.”

“Neither am I. One moment I was trying to meditate. The next Samsara is telling me that if I don’t make my move now, I might not get the chance.”

“What exactly did she tell you?” I asked.

“That you were off to rescue a druid and it was probably going to be a trap. And then told me where to wait for you to come out.”

“I’m not having sex with you to boost my power,” I pointed out.

“I’m not offering to fuck you for power,” she snarled. “I’m offering to fuck you because you make me so gods damned horny. I’ve had to borrow a pillow to stuff between my legs so I don’t have to rest my face on a wet one.”

“Are you sure that now is a good time⁠—”

“Areli. You’re a fucking idiot. And I get that you’re trying to be the bigger man for some stupid fucking reason, so I’m going to lay it out for you. Either we are going to fuck. Or we are going to fight, and I’ve already taken my panties off.”

“And if I turn around and head back inside?”

“That wasn’t one of your options, dumbass,” she said as she narrowed her eyes.

“You’re serious?” I asked. “Out here?”

“I’d have preferred a bed. Maybe a foot rub,” she scowled. “Stupid Rain and Lity had to crawl into my bed that night.”

I ignored how she spoke about the others. She was abrasive like that, but I could tell she didn’t have any malice when she said it.

“Fine,” I said, before stepping up.

Kessa’s scowl vanished as her eyes widened. For a moment there, I saw actual fear. I had to wonder if under all the anger, she might be far softer than anyone had realized. So, I slowed my reaction. I moved in close and stood with my nose almost touching hers. She had brown eyes. That matched her dark hair. Far darker than Lity, with none of the freckles. Though she did have some faint scars, like she’d cut her face up running through bushes or something.

It was likely.

“Well?” she demanded softly. “Fuck me.”

“I’m sorry,” I told her, as I decided to guess at her true motives. “Next time we do this, will be far nicer. We’ll have dinner together. Spend some time out on the roof, or even down here on the docks. We’ll hold hands, talk and then bathe, before I take you back to your room. And there, I’ll take as long as you wish, massaging and helping you relax, before making love to you as gently as you want me to.”

“Fuck you,” she said and scowled.

It wasn’t a no. So I kissed her.

Her mouth was slow. Like she’d never been kissed before. I had to wonder if that was the case. She seemed pretty angry. Perhaps there was more to the harsh exterior than anyone had realized. Perhaps that was the point. Rain’s cold exterior was due to bullying. She brushed off companionship in all forms. Kessa might have taken a more proactive stance instead, for similar reasons.

So I was gentle. I pressed close. Letting her feel me leaning into her, but without grabbing her. She could slip away, push me or refuse my advance at any point. And all she did was kiss me back. She was awkward and clearly nervous, but… eager.

“Mm,” she pulled back. “No.”

“Okay,” I replied.

“No, fuck! Not that,” she hissed as she grabbed me. “I just… Samsara told me what happened. We don’t have time for this. Just.. get your dick out.”

I nodded and reached for the front of my pants. She eyed me cautiously. Kessa looked about ready to run, but she held perfectly still as I fished my cock out of the front of my pants.

“Isn’t it supposed to be hard?” she asked. “Why aren’t you hard?”

I let out a sigh. “We’ve only just begun alright. I’m pretty tense right now. I came out here looking to run into danger, not have sex.”

“Would my tits help?”

I looked her in the eye. “What?”

Kessa rolled her eyes and grabbed the front of her outfit. Before I could tell her to wait a moment, she ripped her arms apart, tearing the fabric from her body.

“There,” she said, giving herself a little shake. “Tits.”

Tits were good. I was not going to lie. This situation was bizarre though. Ferne had been an interesting woman to bed. Kessa was on a whole other level though.

“You’re beautiful,” I told her.

Kessa froze and her face turned scarlet. “Sh-shut up.”

“May I touch them?” I asked.

She narrowed her eyes, before nodding slowly. I was gentle as I ran my hands up her sides. Her breasts were warm and quite lovely. Large areola on perky mounds. She blinked slowly as I palmed them and then leaned into it a little. I thought she was enjoying the contact, but a moment later, warm hands wrapped around my cock.

“Only fair,” she murmured.

I nodded and leaned in to kiss her. With one hand on her chest, the other I wrapped around her hips and held her close. Her hands around my cock squeezed softly, before gently stroking me as I firmed up in recognition.

“This has to be quick,” I repeated as I broke the kiss.

“Ah, yeah,” Kessa nodded. “I ummm…”

She was wearing one of the school robes. It came down below her knees. Her eyes widened as I bent down and grabbed the hem. By the time I was sliding my hands up her legs, she was breathing hard.

“Do you still want this?” I asked as I pushed the fabric over the railing so it didn’t fall down once more.

“I’ve wanted it since you pulled that thing out of me,” she whispered. “I just didn’t want it like this.”

“Raise your leg,” I instructed.

She did, and I grabbed her under the thigh. That let me step in close and Kessa leaned back on the railing. She looked terrified, but clung to me all the same, with one hand wrapped loosely around my cock.

“Put me between your legs,” I told her.

She nodded and slipped the head of my cock lower. I pulled back, giving her more room, before thrusting forward as my cock slipped through an extraordinary amount of lubrication.

“You’re—”

“Shut up,” she whispered. “I told you about the pillow.”

“Thought it was more metaphorical,” I told her.

“Is it a problem?”

“Not for me,” I said, pulling back and bending my knees.

The head of my cock slipped into her entrance. Kessa, still with her hand between us, grasped me and stared into my eyes. I reached up, cupping the back of her head and kissed her. She breathed a gentle sigh against me, before I slowly pushed forward. Her breath hitched and she yanked her hand away like I’d scolded her. My cock slid slowly but surely up inside her as she trembled and whimpered in my arms.

I didn’t have a deep stroke. There wasn’t enough room and the angle was wrong. So, I pulled back, and slowly pushed forward once more.

“W-what do I do?” she asked.

“What do you need?” I asked her as I slowly fucked her.

“I… I—I need…” She closed her eyes. “Hold me?”

I thought of how I’d been with Lity and let a trickle of my shengren abilities slip out. Scooping up her other leg, I gently set her on the railing she had been leaning on. Which spread her legs and let me move a little closer. Kessa trembled and clung to me like a drowning woman in the ocean.

I held her close, giving her the comfort I could, while I tried to finish this. It wasn’t that it was unpleasant. More that she deserved better and neither of us wanted this as our first time.

“W-wait,” she pushed me back.

I slipped free, and she dropped onto the dock. Then she turned around. “Like this. It won’t be as messy.”

“Messy?”

“Shut up,” she snapped as she hoisted her robe up and stuck her ass out towards me. “And keep going.”

I nodded and moved in behind her. She was… really wet. Way more than I thought would be normal for a human woman. It was literally running down her legs and she growled as I wasted time staring at her. Easing her annoyance, I pushed my cock up and into her once more. This time, getting a much deeper stroke.

“Oh shit,” she gasped. “Oh shit, that’s not…”

“What’s not⁠—”

“Shut up and fuck me,” she growled.

I gave a small shrug and sped up my pace. Kessa’s shoulders drooped and her legs wobbled when I did so. I wasn’t rough, or even particularly fast. From Kessa’s tone, she wouldn’t have appreciated that if I did. She wasn’t Lity, or even Rain for that matter. Both of them liked things being a little more forceful. Lity particularly.

But nothing compared to the vice-like squeeze of Kessa’s pussy. She let out a pained grunt and her legs almost went out from under her. In response, I grabbed her by the hips to keep her balanced, right before warm fluid soaked the front of my pants.

“Hurry dammit!” she snarled.

An order like that, I wasn’t about to ignore. Hands on her hips, and cock buried in the vice-like pussy of a woman in the middle of an orgasm, I picked up the speed. Her sharp gasp came with yet more fluid leaking around the two of us. Part of me wanted to tease her, but I didn’t think she would appreciate it. Instead, I pulled her back towards me. I held her close, and thrust into her from behind.

I could hear every little whimper escaping her mouth before I flooded her pussy with my seed. I felt bad when I stepped away. I didn’t want to leave her like this, especially when she turned and I could see the tears running down her face.

“Kessa, I’m⁠—”

“Shut up Areli,” she whispered. “Just… come back. Okay? Just come back.”

I could see in the reflection of her eyes, the faint glow of my own right before I kissed her.


Thirteen


“You mean Igalith?” the bartender asked.

“Trading city? I’m not sure of the name, I’m from… quite far away,” I gave the bartender a self-deprecating smile.

“Igalith would be the largest place I’d call a trading city.” He shrugged. “You’re on the right track, though you’re packed light. Weather’s been getting cold lately and you’re looking at a three day walk.”

“I have transport sorted,” I assured the man. “Just looking for directions to make sure I’m on the right track.”

The old man nodded. “In that case yes. Take the north road and follow it. You’ll eventually hit a fork in the road, go left. The right path takes you to an old mine that’s no longer in use.”

I heard those words and tilted my head. “How close is the mine to Igalith?”

“You could reach it by nightfall,” the old man shrugged. “Used to be where the menfolk here earned their keep. Now we mostly just farm.”

Possible. Unlikely, but certainly possible. I wasn’t aiming for the valley. Not directly at least. I knew on a map where it came out. Unfortunately, that map didn’t have roads or other major landmarks. I’d taken to pulling it out whenever I bumped into people, or in this case, when I found a small village. One just large enough to have a tavern.

“Lad,” the bartender sighed. “I should warn you. There’s been a few incidents lately.”

I looked up and saw the conflicted expression on his face. “Bandits or slavers?”

He sighed. “Is there much of a difference these days?”

That was news. The slavers were a strange bunch. More rumor than fact. At least, back before I was a druid. Slavery was nasty business. It wasn’t common though. There was also a clear distinction between what was banditry and what was the slavers. The slavers tended to leave people alone if you looked important. So a travelling merchant, or a family. They were opportunistic. Sole travelers, people who looked out of place were the most commonly taken.

Of course, that was mostly cover for the real goal; taking the druids of this world. I could only assume they took regular people to fund their operations. Maybe even to act as a smokescreen. Give them a legitimate cause. Bandits on the other hand were opportunists. The good ones would leave people alive. The nasty… well there were always bodies. It was rare for them to take people like the slavers did. Not beyond an immediate need, at least.

They’d also target anyone they could. Merchants included. Which if they did it too often, that would get soldiers sent after them. Maybe even the slavers themselves.

If things had changed in recent months and the slavers were acting like bandits. That was news to me, and I could only assume that meant things were ramping up to get worse.

I put a coin on the bar and the old man accepted with a grim nod. I hefted the pack on my shoulders and turned my back. I could feel his eyes boring into my back as I left. An unanswered question. I said I had transport, but he already knew the barn out back was empty. He didn’t call the guard, nor did he follow. He just stared as I made my way out into the noon light.

“Three days walk,” I murmured. “Alright.”

It certainly started as a walk. I strode along the road, ignoring the few people who watched me leave. A handful from the tavern itself. A few more coming in and out of the village on their own business. I ignored them other than to move around them. I had what I needed and I didn’t have time to waste.

If this worked, I would already be ahead of them. The slavers with the druid. I just didn’t know by how far. On top of that, I still needed to find where they were actually going. It would make sense if it were near the city. A trade hub would be a good way to move things, or people. Unless the corrupted dryad was eating the druids as well as holding them captive, that is. I didn’t think so, but it was possible, I suppose.

Either way. My plan was simple. Reach the city, then turn south and find the northern entrance to the valley. It would lead me right to them. Or hopefully bring me to where they went. I just had to get there first. And it was a hell of a way to travel now that I had the hang of it. Almost.

I followed the road, just as the bartender instructed. He seemed the honest sort, so I wasn’t going to ignore him. More than a few people I’d spoken to had given me strange directions. It’s why I asked all that I could. If one person said to take the left road, and a dozen said right—well I couldn’t help but wonder if there was a reason for that instruction. Not that I was going out of my way to find out.

I set off at a jog. The gravelly road crunched under my boots. I wore a long cloak, with a hood, that I pulled up over my head. That was to obscure my face as I pushed on my power reserves. A bit of the shengren unleashed to sharpen my senses. It still pained me, but I was getting used to it. Then my bastion abilities. The barrier covered me enough to spread across my legs and torso. I kept it firmly under my clothing, and pressed to my skin. The chances of someone spotting the blue glow were low.

Now I could move much, much faster. Relying both on my physical stamina, and my mana to move as quickly as possible. I just had to put some distance between myself and the village first. My original idea had been to go cross country. Like we did finding Eli. But the map I had wasn’t good enough to do so, and I worried that I’d lose my way. I didn’t have a compass and I didn’t know how to navigate by the stars. I only had the barest idea of how to determine east and west.

So the roads were my best option. Running quickly, but not like someone was chasing me. Far easier to explain that I was in a rush, and not running for my life if I ran into someone while appearing to be sprinting for my life. At least until I was far enough away that it wouldn’t matter. The road led due north and the road wound through some trees. I took that opportunity to slip off the main road.

And once I knew I was out of sight, things really picked up. With the barrier around my legs I pushed off the ground hard. Leaping from foot to foot, I set off at a sprint, far faster than any human had a right to move. Faster even than perhaps a horse. At least I hoped so. I’d seen the shengrens leap at around the same speed I was moving, only they did it in bounds. Not in the prolonged sprint that I could maintain for a few hours. I could go longer, but that would draw on my lovers and I didn’t want to make them worry.

At least, not more than they likely were already. Kessa was the last to see me, and only because Samsara had put her in my path before I left. I’d slipped out without saying goodbye to Rain, Lity and Ferne. No doubt they’d be rather upset with me when I got back. It couldn’t be helped though. They couldn’t keep up with me and I needed to do this.

If I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t do anything. Better to know now what my limits were, than find them at a worse moment. A moment where I could lose one of the women who meant so much to me.

Trees whizzed past, birds took to the sky with shrieks and cries. I blew through the underbrush like a streak of light. I chose my steps looking well ahead and relying on my senses. When a branch or bush was in my way, that’s when I had the chance to use my newest ability. Kessa had gifted me a form of telepathy. I hadn’t realized what it was, until it happened for the first time. Like a reflex. I was hurtling through a forest when I spotted a low branch. I was going to hit it and there was little I could do, until it struck an invisible barrier and bent out of the way.

Part of me was relieved to have one of the more physical abilities. I didn’t like to think about what I could do, should I gain the ability to affect someone’s mind. Someone like Doton. Were he more powerful than he was, he might have been able to enslave people. Make them his thralls. It horrified me to think about. Especially when I thought about my opponent. That thing, that spoke as if it knew me.

No. I was nothing like it. We might share some strengths, but I wielded mine differently. Even now, I refused to take the power offered to me by my lovers. Not unless it was necessary. I rested every few hours to recoup instead. I was in a hurry, but I wasn’t about to potentially harm myself or others in order to get there faster than I already was.

I ran for a while, pausing only to take a breather. I was making good time. Up ahead, I could make out the fork that the bartender had described. I really wasn’t sold on the idea that the old mine might be where they were taking the druids. I couldn't feel anything nearby either. With a glance at the right path, I took the left as recommended and slipped off the road once more.

Which is when I heard it. The scream of a horse. I stopped in the trees and frowned as I tried to figure out where it came from. I was distracted by the rushing wind as I ran and didn’t notice a particular direction that it came from.

“Shit,” I sighed, before continuing.

I ran along, slightly slower than before. Just in case I heard something. Only for my nose to pick up the next clue of what happened. I could smell blood. The shengren abilities heightened all my senses and something told me this blood wasn’t human. The strong coppery scent filled my lungs and I slowed further. I heard a feminine squeal.

I gritted my teeth and bolted out onto the road. I couldn't see where they were. But I could distantly hear a struggle. The further I ran, the louder it got. There were voices now. Men laughing. Another man begging. More screaming and then the crying of children. I came around a bend and saw a wagon with a slain horse. Off to the side of the road was an old man holding a pair of young children who were sobbing and clearly terrified.

Further in, I could see a scrum of men. They laughed and jeered, before I spotted her. Just a human woman. The children’s mother. Mostly nude, bleeding and trying to cover herself as they shoved her around. One man would grab and hold her, another would grope or kiss her. Then they’d shove her to another one, like a twisted game of round robin.

I felt my anger bubble, and the blackness crept into my vision. I narrowed my eyes on the men as I closed in. My footsteps sounded like thunder in my ears, heightened by powers I didn’t fully understand. I blew through the center of them like a hurricane. The first man fell as I kicked him over. The second caught my fist in the center of his face.

I barely felt his skull shatter as his nose imploded and his brain squirted out of his ears. Whipping around, I kicked a man behind me, folding him in half as his body flew back into the treeline. Everyone was screaming now. The woman forgotten. Two men closed, one with a knife, the other with his fists up. The knife came first. He swung at me and… it felt slow. Slow enough, I pulled back, and watched the tip pass by.

He must have been experienced with it though. He didn’t stop. Instead, he lunged forward, plunging the knife towards my gut. This time, I caught his wrist and spun him around. The knife found its place in his friend’s gut, the one with his arms up. The victim choked out a cry, before I squeezed the wrist I held and shattered the bones as the man cried out in pain.

There were three of them left. Two had drawn their swords, the other looked like he was about to piss himself in fear. The woman lay on the ground staring at me in a mix of shock and sheer terror. I turned my eyes to her and her trembling increased.

“Follow the road, and do not stop. You will arrive by nightfall,” I told her.

She looked at me, then at the old man and children behind her. She didn’t speak, but she crept out of the fight and scrambled to her feet.

“Charley,” the old man wheezed, as the children softly cried for their mama.

“Let’s go,” she pleaded as she tried to pull the rags of her outfit back across her chest. “Thank you stranger.”

I ignored her as I stared at the three standing men. The one with the gut wound was gasping, while the broken wrist was hissing as he sat on the ground beside me, knife forgotten.

“Slavers, or bandits?” I asked.

The men exchanged a look, before the one on the left lowered his sword. “Who wants to know?”

My fist struck the man with the broken wrist. His head snapped back so hard his neck broke. His corpse hit the ground hard and we stood in the silence, listening to the final breath of air wheezing out from between his frozen lips.

“B-bandits,” the terrified man in the middle answered.

I stared at him and the others stared right back. They were terrified. The slavers tended not to act with fear. Perhaps it was what made them the slavers they were. Likely corrupted themselves, they didn’t know to show fear.

“Makes this simple then,” I said menacingly.

I struck the bleeding man with the back of my hand. His jaw tore free as he slammed face first into the ground. The first speaker lunged with his blade, stabbing towards my chest. I caught it in my hand, sheathed in a blue barrier. The three men gaped in horror as they witnessed the power of a druid. Right before I used it to end their lives.

As I brushed their blood from my hands, I looked back down the road and saw them. The family, hurrying back towards the village. The woman looked back, looking scared, but determined as she kept hold of her children.

Not the target I was looking for. But it was something and it helped. I left the wagon where it was. The horse was long since dead. Stabbed in the side of the chest. It was a death blow and the source of the initial scream that I’d heard. I hesitated on taking a slice from the animal’s rump to eat. Only deciding against it when I thought about how I’d actually make the cut. They might have had something on the wagon, but I didn’t want to go digging. If they came back, they might be able to salvage something.

With a final look back at the family, I continued on my path to the north and left them behind once more. Only now, I kept to the trees, knowing I’d draw some suspicion from the blood that coated my outfit.

It was quieter for the rest of the day. I spotted another traveler. This one alone. I hesitated about revealing myself and warning them about the dead bandits. Then decided against it. Better I leave as small a trace of myself as I could. The more people who would recognize me, the harder this would be if I had to come back this way.

Leaving the man to his future shock, I continued onward. At least, until I sensed the sound of the city. The hammering of a blacksmith was what caught my attention. The slow, steady ring of a hammer on hot metal. It echoed through the trees, well ahead of any other sound. I’d travelled in a matter of hours, what should have taken me three days at walking pace. That was impressive, even if I had a horse.

This close to the city, though, gave me confidence that the corruption wasn’t in the city. When I continued close enough to see the walls, I grew certain of the fact. Which meant turning south. The forest here was thick. Though it felt natural. No sense of foreboding like at the last site. Which could mean a few things. Perhaps even that this one was far newer. It made sense. That this corruptor had taken his time to spread this far south.

If it were up to me. It would go no further. I wasn’t terribly confident with my cardinal directions. Especially not this late in the afternoon. Still, I was looking for a valley. It wouldn’t be that hard to miss. With my back to the city, I made my way deeper into the forest, keeping an ear out for signs of danger. At least, until my eyes began to strain and I found myself drawing more mana to keep my vision clear. The darker it got, the harder this was, so I found a quiet spot to rest.
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It was dark when I felt it. Like a dull throb in the distance. Enough to wake me. I had propped myself up by a tree, wrapped in my cloak my eyes snapped open and I activated my shengren abilities to check my surroundings. I only needed a moment, satisfied I was alone. But the feeling I had was still there. And I knew now, for certain, that it was a trap.

It called to me. Not like when I found Eli. That was a byproduct of the corruption itself. This was like a beacon. Drawing me in, like they knew I was here. Of course they knew I was here. I thought about what I should do. Not that it mattered. I wasn’t about to get any more sleep and closing my eyes would only give them more time to prepare. We both knew what I was going to do.

I looked up through the canopy of the tree I was seated under. The sky was dark and I could make out the stars. There was a cold breeze wafting through and birds chirped distantly. So it was very early morning.

“Almost hate you more for this,” I grumbled as I got to my feet, and started marching south.

I kept my shengren abilities active. I didn’t want anyone getting the drop on me. Not this time. Bad enough I was walking into this willingly. I didn’t move at the pace I was either. Instead, I took my time. Following what was clearly a trail and keeping watch of my surroundings.

It was an hour before I noticed them. Probably a shengren. A corrupted. Right on the edge of my senses, following me like some kind of predator. If not for my heightened senses, I’d never have noticed them. Which told me that my foe didn’t know that I had improved myself. That, or he didn’t care. In either case, I did my best not to react. Giving myself away now would only make things worse.

I kept up my pace, weaving through the forest, towards the source of the corruption. The city was long behind me and only getting further away. I noticed the horizon, I’d catch glimpses of through the trees, seemed to rise up around me. The temperature continued to drop, even as the sky lightened in response. The corruption was in the valley, and so was I.

One corrupted shengren became two. Then three. I didn’t notice any stumbling or crashing, which told me the slavers themselves were not present. They were likely waiting for me. Ranged weapons if I had to guess. I pushed my barrier up under my clothing, layering it over my chest and lower neck. Even with the hood, I wouldn’t risk covering my face just yet. That would give me away.

As the walls of the valley rose up, the middle dropped down. The map hadn’t shown it, but there was a ravine opening up. Deeper into the ground. It looked old, like the earth had split and various grasses and mosses had woven their way in. There were no trees though, leaving me to hold onto rocks for balance as I descended.

“Shit,” I said with a sigh, realizing just how bad this was.

I heard the rustle of cloth. The soft pat of boots on grass. I could sense the corruption ahead of me. It was deeper still. An underground cave system, though not buried quite as deep. This ravine was old, but the corruption within was fresh.

I kept moving, all the while, I kept my eyes up. Looking at the walls, the rocks, the roots of the trees descending down. The deeper I got, the more I could feel the wrongness in the air. This was most certainly the place. I could run yet. Climb the walls, scramble up the sides. I could flee and yet… I didn’t want to. Or… it wasn’t about wanting. I needed to do this. So when I reached it, I stared into the abyss and watched it stare back.

She was in terrible pain. Her eyes clenched shut and her face twisted into a pained grimace. She had dark skin. Far darker skin than I had seen before. Tall as well. Her dress was worn, but well made, showing that while she didn’t come from wealth, she earned her keep well.

Up above, on the ridges of the ravine, a dozen men stood with shengren at their sides. Each of them carried a crossbow. All aimed at me. The shengren gritted their teeth in silent snarls. This was a trap designed to catch, or kill me.

“I wasn’t sure you’d actually come,” the woman hissed through clenched teeth. “That you’d be so… stupid.”

I tilted my head and watched as a pair of eyes opened within the corrupted mass, spread along the back wall.

“You set this up, all for me?” I asked.

“Don’t flatter yourself,” my nemesis hissed through the woman’s clenched teeth. “Luring you here was convenient. My growth was necessary without you.”

“So you’re like… a weed?” I asked.

“I’m far more than some simple plant,” the woman snickered. “Isn’t that right?” The woman’s eyes bulged and she let out a choked whimper. “Please?” Before her jaw clenched once more as he let out a cackle. “This one is tasty. It is a shame I cannot send her back to the school when this is over. She would make a fine tool.”

“Well, that’s where we’re going to have to disagree," I said, giving my shoulders a roll. “Because I have every intention of taking her back to the school.”

“Oh, I know,” she giggled softly. “What you haven’t yet realized though, is that this isn’t a trap for you.”

I froze and stared at the grinning, horrible caricature of a demon in a woman’s body. Because at that very moment, I felt a pull on my mana. Followed by another. I must have given myself away. The twang of a crossbow echoed above me. Followed by a dozen more. I jinked to the side, avoiding most of the bolts that slammed into the rocky ground, while a pair struck me in the back and shoulder. Those broke on my hidden barrier as I pushed power down my arms and flooded my body with rage.

The corrupted woman cackled madly as I turned to face the shooters as the shengren descended. I wished I could have helped them, but there simply wasn’t the time. I could feel my lovers pulling on my power. Whatever they were doing, they needed me to get back as soon as possible. So I needed to end this quickly.

There was no mercy when I launched myself forward. My eyes blazed red as I chose my targets quickly. Bolstering myself with the powers of a celestial, I sent up a plume of dust to get in their eyes. The first I reached didn’t have time to react as my fist shattered their face. They fell back, knocking into the shengren coming in behind. One from further back leaped from the top and I sent a pulse of energy into them, knocking them sideways into the wall. It wasn’t enough to kill them, but the heavy thump, before tumbling down left them stunned.

There were still plenty more. They came in pairs and trios. One from each side, while one leaped over the top. They moved like rabid beasts while the slavers at the top reloaded their crossbows.


Fourteen


Samsara had spent many, many years thinking. Many more than anyone, even herself, likely realized. It had taken decades to recover from the flood. To anchor herself in place. To grow into what she would become. To finally accept that she was going to survive the loss of her sisters. The death of her grove.

It took many decades more to spread her roots. To stretch the vastness of the lake. To feel its true size and to learn how truly isolated she was. That’s not where she stopped though. She kept growing those roots. Reaching out into the forest beyond. Asking the same question, over and over again.

Is there anyone left?

And for decades, she received nothing in return but silence.

So she grew. Her roots thickened. Her leaves broadened and her flowers brightened. Until one day she felt something. A glimmer of recognition. A passing thread of consciousness thrown out into the world. A distant forest, echoing with a singular shout.

A shout, into the roots of the underworld, much like Samsara’s own. And when she found it. It screamed. The echoing death cries of a sister. As long and forgotten as she herself yet remained. The forest had tried to spread her message. Repeating it endlessly for so long none of the trees could remember. Just the pain that echoed through their roots, not given freely to Samsara to hold.

After learning over the years not to be afraid, Samsara found herself back in that place. Back in the desperation to survive. The hurt. The anger. The feeling of helplessness. The flood was not a tragedy. It was not a mistake, an act of some vengeful god or the fumbling of an idiot. It was war. Her people had been attacked. Slaughtered to the last. Carved from their valley in a wave of death that made the survivors easier to single out.

And so Samsara began to grow once more. Thicker. Stronger. Taller. Wider. And with growth came awareness. Awareness that beneath her toughened exterior, she was still vulnerable. So to rectify that, she gathered stone. Piling it up around her. Holding it in place for a time. Weaving her roots between them to hold. Only to discover a flaw, as a lightning strike caused these same roots to burn away, leaving a gaping hole in her defenses. Decades of work ruined with a single random act of nature itself.

If she could not hold the stones, then they needed to hold themselves. Yet for her to grow, she needed room. By pushing roots into the cracks of boulders, Samsara was able to apply slow pressure. The cracks would widen and the boulders would split. Repeating this process over and over again. She gathered the blocks that became the foundations her school rested upon. Trial and error. Trial and error, she stacked those blocks on the bottom of the lake. Where the blocks sank, she added more. Where they tipped, she dug and placed gravel to fill gaps.

Her first standing set of walls collapsed before she could figure out a way to build a roof. Still, she never gave up. Rebuilding took years. Stronger. Thicker walls. Wider foundations to support them. Steadier vines to hold and balance them.

By counting the winters, Samsara could only estimate it took her a century to build the walls of the inner circle. By using her roots as supports, she found ways to layer the stone overhead, forming a crude but useful roof. A roof that proved itself with another strike of lightning. The stones scorched, the moss burned away, but the structure was whole and her vines untouched.

And while Samsara built her fortress, the world moved on. The dryad groves spoken about in hushed tones by the medicine men and wise women of the world drifted away. Her kind were spoken about only as myths, while the few survivors eked out a living as they spread to the far corners of the world. Hunted, one and all by a being they never saw coming. A monster that sought to consume them and grow stronger with each kill.

A pattern she only learned about when her slowly spreading roots reached yet another forest. Another warning. Another scream. Another dead sister. More pain echoed for centuries by the roots of the forest that could do nothing to protect her. The death of one sister was a horrible thing to learn. But finding another?

It was then that Samsara realized that not only had her sisters survived the flood, but that they had been hunted for all the time she spent hiding. Her grief shifted to shame. And that shame transitioned into the deepest of rages. In those rages, Samsara pulled her focus inward, and opened her eyes for the first time.

Instinctively she knew this would not work. The body she formed was limp. Barely mobile and incapable of surviving on its own for more than a few hours. It was progress though. Little by little, day by day, year by year. Her constructs came out cleaner and more well suited for life separate from the main body.

And like some stroke of luck, she found them. A village. Hundreds of miles away. A touch of familiarity. Someone who resonated with the grove. A beacon to give her hope that maybe she could find them. Find them and bring them home. The first body to leave was barely a child in terms of what she could produce now. Yet that child walked for days and days, growing ever closer to the one who called to her.

And there, she discovered what she believed to be the one killing her sisters. She had been so eager to meet this one. Only for them to suddenly vanish. Replaced by men with blades. Who at first seemed to be led by something foul. Something wrong. Something that by all rights, should have been one of her kin.

Samsara had discovered the corrupted, and in a fit of rage and simple bad luck, the one she thought a sister had been killed. There had been a struggle. A father, a son and a neighbor had barred the men from taking his youngest daughter. Only for that daughter to throw herself in front of her younger brother when the three men were cut down for their hubris.

Samsara watched them turn on the corrupted. The creature, by rights, with more power than these men combined. Beaten and whipped like a dog for the death of the girl. Samsara’s grief felt as raw now as it did when she first learned how alone she was in this world.

She focused on strength. On power. Survival at all costs. She built bodies capable of shrugging off the worst injuries. Bodies that could walk through fire. And she unleashed them on the world. All the while, her roots continued to grow. To spread through the lands of men. Seeking more of her kind. And finding them. Where they appeared, her bodies would congregate.

And for the first time, in all her years. She allowed herself to love. But that love could only go so far. The offspring of her grove. Her sisters. They were not satisfied with growing old in a small stone room. They wanted to explore. To find families of their own. Ultimately, they wanted to leave.

Samsara tried. So desperately she tried. Building homes. Offering services. Giving them purpose. She constructed them a town to stay, and yet some of them refused even that. It was too little, too late. And the very people she had sought out to protect, found themselves cramped and stifled in a place that left them feeling trapped.

She could have stopped them. Sometimes she thought back and wondered how things would have been different had she tried. But every time she considered it, she thought about the slavers. How they took her family from her. How they broke them, forced them to behave how they wanted. And all the while she spoke of those dangers. The druids chose to meet them, rather than hide from them.

She tried to help them at first. Sending bodies out to protect them as they lived their lives. Watching over families for decades. But as their numbers increased and the enemy patrolled more regularly, Samsara found her resources stretched thin.

The families died. Her bodies were broken. Her loved ones were stripped of their reason and Samsara could not contain her grief. Instead, she distanced herself from those who remained. That too did not work. Without her constant presence, others began to leave as well. Leaving without preparation. Without the full knowledge of what lay in wait for them. And once again Samsara felt the shame and rage that came with her existence.

So she tried again. This time, she did not reach out as an explorer. Nor a protector. But as a teacher. To instill the strength and will into each druid, the power they needed to survive. This too required refinement. Where some excelled at being pushed, others would flounder without a helping hand. Some still would not rise to their own defense, but would throw themselves into danger for those of others. Thus, the houses were born.

All the while, her roots continued to grow. To expand. To push through the earth in search of her sisters.

“And you are certain that he is not one of them?”

Samsara’s body shifted. Not enough for the average person to have noticed. A subtle breeze would have rustled the leaves heavier than she did just then.

“No mother,” Samsara replied, pumping her words deep underground to the far side of the country. “I am convinced he is in fact one and the same as they who hunt us.”

“Samsara—”

“But he is also more,” she interrupted. “I have tested him, spiritually. Emotionally and even checked the taint of his seed. He is not of my grove, but he is kin nonetheless.”

“Daughter, you know how dangerous that makes him.”

Samsara smiled as she recalled the way Areli defied everyone around her. His headstrong attitude to what was right and wrong. The way he came to the defense of those weaker than himself.

“Is a sword less dangerous if held in the hands of a friend, than a foe?” she asked.

“You seek to use him as a weapon?”

“No,” Samsara breathed softly as she felt a disturbance run through her roots. “He wields that sword himself, and calls me his friend.”

“You’re smitten.”

This time, when the vines wrapped around the school began to tremble, several students noticed and began to ask if she was okay. It took her a moment to sort her individual bodies into the compartments in her vast mindscape. She answered each student honestly. She was fine. But that they had to head to the dining hall.

“Mother,” Samsara whispered as the disturbances continued to draw closer. “I fear not what Areli might do to me. But what he might do to this world, should I fail.”

Because within her walls, were women of power. The very women who could make, or break a man like Areli. Women who stood as the bulwark between the darkness contained within his very being, and the powers of a druid.

Samsara did not know what would happen should one of his loves die.

And she did not want to find out.
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If they were coordinated, I’d be dead already. Instead, they came at me like rabid animals. Two would jostle for position even as they closed. One wrong move gave me the distraction I needed to dodge, before countering with a strike of my own. Like now, as a pair of shengrens closed in, side by side. The one on the left shoulder checked the one on the right, knocking them off balance. Which caused them to trip and their flailing kicked out, knocking the victor to one side.

In their confusion, I stepped around the one still standing and threw a kick into the fallen. The impact sent them rolling as I spun to address the shengren still standing. Only for the whistle of a crossbow bolt to echo in my ears. I spotted the glint of the metal tip and the flutter of the feathered fletching. With my arms covered in my blue barrier, I swept my hand up, knocking the shaft out of the air, only for the shengren before me to snap out a solid kick.

The impact hit hard, but my barrier held firm. I staggered back to keep my balance as the shengren rushed in. Behind me, the dark skinned woman cackled in glee, while my lovers continued to pull on my mana reserves. It came in pulses, like they were moving and fighting. Pulling only when needed. I had no doubt they could feel me pulling as well and knew that my situation was just as dire.

With my back to the woman. I didn’t see the attack coming until the glow reflected back in the eyes of my closest opponent. The bright orange spark of flames hurtling towards me. The woman behind me was an elementari. I threw myself forward and spun around to see what she was doing. The attack was… poor. I was close though and the flames would have burned me horribly had I not noticed.

Instead, the shengren that had kicked me was grimacing in pain as they beat the flames off their arm.

“Such variety,” the woman chuckled as she looked at her hand, before engulfing it in flames. Only to freeze in horror as he ceded control back to the woman, who screeched in pain as her hand burned.

The woman was being tortured to death before me. Then there was the slavers up on the edges of the ravine above me. And my lovers back home draining my power. I felt a burst of rage building up inside me. This wasn’t the time to lose control. Losing control would pull too much, and yet… if I had any chance, that might just be what it took.
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“No!” Samsara snapped. “You four are to head down⁠—”

“Bullshit!” Kessa snapped. “The fuck do you think you’re talking to?”

Samsara pulled up short as they turned on her as a unified front. Rain was in the lead. With Lity at her side. Ferne stood at the ready beside Kessa.

“Samsara,” Rain said in a clear voice. “I respect that you wish to protect us⁠—”

“You?” Samsara barked out a laugh. “I’m not trying to protect you.”

Lity frowned. “Then… what?”

“Areli,” Rain said with a soft sigh.

“Areli,” Samsara nodded to confirm. “How do you think he’s going to react if he finds out you were out on the walls right now?”

“The fuck?” Kessa snapped.

“Samsara, what’s really going on?” Ferne asked.

“You’re afraid of him,” Rain whispered.

Samsara swallowed and nodded. “I’m terrified of what would happen should he return and find one of you hurt.”

“Is that more likely to happen if we go out on the wall?” Lity asked. “Or if we hide down below and leave our defenses weaker?”

“I have enough bodies⁠—”

“Do you?” Kessa asked. “Like seriously, do you have enough to defend this place?”

“I only need to stop them crossing the lake,” Samsara tried to defend herself. “I don’t need bodies for that. I can just use my vines.”

“You’ve been using your vines for years, Samsara,” Lity whispered.

“You might be able to keep them out for a while,” Rain said, squaring her shoulders. “But what then?”

And as if to emphasize her words a distant crash echoed through the hall, followed by dozens of screams. As a unified group, they charged towards the commotion and headed out onto one of the many outdoor walkways. There, they spotted it. Part of Root House. The roof had fallen in, and there, on the bank of the lake—a familiar figure with white eyes, hovered beside a large pile of small boulders.

“That… that’s Drace,” Samsara stood frozen as the celestial lifted a second boulder.

“We have to stop him!” Ferne snapped. “Rain, need a barrier!”

“Tell me where!” Rain snapped.

“I’ll hold her, you point her,” Kessa snapped as she activated her own abilities and lifted Rain a few inches off the ground.

“Miss Samsara,” Lity said, catching the hamadryad’s attention. “We have the boulders. It’s up to you to stop them from crossing.”

She then skipped off to help where she could, leaving Samsara feeling slightly bewildered at her students giving her orders. But as Rain’s shimmering blue barrier sprung up and blocked the flying boulder with a terrible crash, she had to admit they may just be right.
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I felt the pull of power again. This one came later than the others. And my head was thumping as I tried to reason why. All the while the shengren kept coming. I didn’t have a good way to deal with them. If I stopped to put one down, the slavers would shoot, or another shengren would jump on me. I was pretty well protected, but not invincible. The few punches and kicks that had knocked me about proved it. I was also slowly being drained of mana from two sources which made it worse.

Though I did notice something. The shengrens I was fighting. They were using mana too. While they were corrupted and twisted by the monster that controlled them, they didn’t seem to be empowered like it was. They still came like rabid wolves, but they panted and heaved for breath. A few of them even seemed to react slower, and while I was tired, I still had plenty of mana to go.

I ducked a punch and drove my fist into the shengren’s chest with a powerful uppercut. They pitched back and I spun to catch the kick of the one coming in behind me. Blocking it with an outstretched palm, I gripped hard and swung the shengren around as a third lunged. They were unprepared for an attack such as being struck by the swinging torso of another shengren.

With my makeshift club, I knocked them both over, and immediately went on the defensive as crossbow bolts pelted the ground around me. They were the main issue. The shengren came in waves. Distracting me while the slavers reloaded. There were enough of both that it was designed to wear me down, though I suspected they thought I’d be down by now. Or they’d have brought more of them.

It was time for me to stop playing by their rules. I pushed my barrier back down around my legs and kicked off hard. My body shot across the uneven rocky ground. I moved like an arrow and the slavers began shouting orders. The remaining shengren moved to intercept me, but I leaped and went over the pair who came first. The third leaped, but I’d angled myself towards the wall of the ravine. I kicked off a second time and sailed higher into the air, before throwing my arms back. I gripped the walls, air and everything around me with telekinetic tendrils of my celestial abilities and threw everything behind me.

I didn’t know if it would work, but my momentum doubled and I flew towards the slavers on the edge of the ravine like one of their own bolts. One of them had managed to reload, but rushed his shot as he tried to shoot me. I slammed into my target who tried to bat me away, to no effect as I tackled him to the ground. My barrier formed around my arms and I brought my hands down on his skull. Unlike the shengren, bolstered by their abilities, this mortal man’s skull shattered like an egg, spilling his brain across the ground.

Kicking off hard I launched myself at the next slaver. He stepped back and yelped as he fell right into the ravine, leaving the one behind him gaping in shock as I threw him in after. The ravine wasn’t terribly deep. If they landed well, they might live, but they wouldn’t be in a condition to fight.

The fourth slaver raised his crossbow and fired, but the bolt cracked into my barrier-clad chest. Right before my hand closed around his throat. I picked him up as he kicked helplessly and threw him back at the others standing behind him, since they’d been all standing by the edge. They fell like stacks of timber. Another pair fell into the ravine, while several more cried out in pain, and one even fired into the back of another.

They were down and in a bad way. Which was just as well for me since the shengrens had reached me in a blind rush. The first shengren launched at me like a hunting cat leaping at a flying bird. I stepped in, mindful of his reactions and drove my fist into the side of his head. His momentum twisted as his body tumbled into the ravine with the others, leaving me room to deal with the one behind him. He skidded to a halt, only to leap and fly over me. Where the shengren coming up behind me slammed into my guts, pitching us both off the edge of the ravine once more.

Gravity spun as the shengren clawed at me. I shifted the barrier around to protect my head, before curling my arms and legs up as best I could. We slammed into the ground on our sides. With the shengren landing first, with me slightly above him. My head slammed into the ground and I saw stars, but didn’t lose consciousness.

My body ached, but I didn’t have time to stop. Pushing myself up, I groaned as I felt something in my elbow pop. My pain diminished slightly and the pair of shengren sliding down the walls towards me were breathing like they were on their last legs.

“It won’t matter,” the elementari called. “You might win this, but it took you days to get here. Your pets will be in my grasp well before then.”

The closer of the two elementari leaped. I tracked them flying towards me. Their legs came up like they were going to stomp me, and I let them come. Twisting at the last moment, I caught their kick and swung them into the ground with a bone shattering pop. They writhed in pain, their legs shattered as blood squirted from severed arteries. The second continued sliding down, giving me a moment of peace to put the shengren out of their misery. Which left me the last shengren as they ran towards me. An old man, with a gaunt face and withered exterior. He drooled as his eyes glowed red. His chest heaved as he lunged.

And I caught him. His fingers dug into my face, but I let the barrier flow around to protect me as I grabbed him by the head and felt for the darkness within.

“What?” The elementari snapped. “What are you doing?!”

This man was barely alive any more. Most of him had been taken over. His body drained of resources. Barely functional. But aware, just as I feared. They weren’t entirely gone. Just locked away. It horrified me to learn this and I pulled all the harder as a consequence.

“STOP!”

I took hold of those black worms, and this time it acted like a pulsing mass instead of small tendrils. They seeped through the man’s skin. He howled in agony as it leaked from his eyes. When it poured from his nose and mouth, he began to gag. All the while, the thing behind me wearing the elementari woman curse and howled in rage as I pulled its influence from the man.

“YOU HAVE SEEN NOTHING!” she screeched. “THE SUFFERING THOSE FUCKING WHORES WILL FEEL IN MY IMBRACE WILL BE ENDLESS!”

I pulled the darkness free, and the man collapsed to his knees in front of me. His eyes widened as he canceled his shengren abilities.

And for the first time, when I looked upon the one responsible for all this: I saw fear. The elementari’s eyes were wide with fear. They still had the emptiness that showed it wasn’t her fear I was seeing—but the monster hiding within.

“Your turn,” I spat.

“Fine,” she snapped. “You’ll never make it in time to save the others.”

The elementari gasped and her eyes widened in shock as she looked at me. “Wait⁠—”

“No,” I said as I pushed past the pulsing black.

Her eyes widened as I reached out, but rather than grab her like I did the shengren, this time I gently cupped her cheek and began seeking out the tendrils. She let out a whimper and I felt bad for her, but this needed to be done as I wormed my way in.

“What are you doing to me?” she asked.

“Making sure he doesn’t come back,” I whispered as I took hold of the black tendrils.

They hadn’t wormed their way in deep. He was trying, but hadn’t gotten very far. I felt another drain on my mana and I hissed as I recalled his words.

“Sorry,” I apologized in advance. Right before I ripped the tendrils from her body and pulled her free once more. The elementari slumped against me with a gasp and I held her steady as she regained her composure.

“Th-thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” I said as I turned and saw the old man.

He was seated. Propped up on one of the many small rocks. His eyes were hooded as he slumped forward. I didn’t need my heightened senses to tell me he had left this world. At least he did so while not under control of that thing.


Fifteen


Mirahm sat with her husband and children. The village had been wonderful to them when they arrived. Though nobody seemed to take them seriously when they explained what happened. News of the bandits in the area had been common enough. Expected even. The tavern owner hoped the young man that came through had managed to slip by without attracting their attention.

The idea that the same young man was responsible for a timely rescue though? He didn’t believe so. He’d seen many travelers over the years. The scared, the angry, the ones with demons in them. He treated them all the same and rarely had a problem. That boy. He was nothing to worry about. Just a boy. A traveler. On his way to what hopefully was a better future. Not galivanting around singlehandedly slaughtering the roving bandits.

No. The young family had their trials. That much he believed, and no more. The children were terrified. The father was furious and the wife looked like she’d seen a ghost. Hell, a ghost might be a better explanation of what happened. A boy, barely into manhood charging in faster than the eye could see. Only to beat armed slavers to death and send the family running back to town for safety?

“Hardly,” the tavern owner shook his head.

Just then, the door burst open, and the familiar sight of the boy charged in. Half walking, half hanging over his shoulder was an exhausted woman with the darkest skin he’d ever seen. She looked like she was going to collapse. What was more, the boy—as it was definitely the boy—he was covered. Completely covered in blood. But not his hands. None of it was on his hands, though his outfit was soaked through. He left red stained footprints on the floor as he half carried, half dragged the woman inside.
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The door swung open and I dragged her inside. She was weak after what I’d done to her. She had enough fight to argue a little, but I didn’t have time to waste and leaving her was the last thing on my mind. I had learned two things since I’d ripped the worms out of her head. Her name was Melodee. And she hated me with a fierce passion. Not because I saved her, but because she wanted me to take her home, and I outright refused.

Not because I didn’t want to take her home. But because I needed to return to the school. Things were getting worse. All of my lovers were pulling mana. I could feel it. The draw, like a constant siphon, punctuated with heavy blasts now and then. I could only guess they were fighting something like a siege from my father’s stories. With my unwilling passenger, I was moving too slowly. Which left me no other option but to return to the last place that might offer a shred of help.

Melodee huffed as I sat her down in a chair. She slumped and let out a groan, before shooting me yet another glare.

“You and Kessa would get along great,” I muttered as I stood and looked around.

The young family were here. Huddled over a table. The wife held a spoon halfway to her mouth as she stared at me in shock. Her husband looked worried, while his kids just looked scared. I gave them a quick nod, before heading over to the familiar face of the tavern keeper.

“Take what you want,” he whispered.

“Huh?” I frowned. “I don’t want anything. I’m not here to rob you.”

“But,” he looked me up and down.

I looked down and grimaced. The barrier I could cast protected me from getting messy. But I’d formed it beneath my clothing. So they were soaked.

“Yeah, okay,” I shook my head and snapped my fingers. “Please pay attention, I’m running out of time and patience.”

“Anything sir,” the tavern keeper nodded.

I rolled my eyes. “That woman I brought in. Her name is Melodee.”

“Melodee,” he nodded and leaned over to look at her. “Seems she doesn’t like you very much.”

“I refused to take her home,” I grunted. “Which brings me to my next point. The slavers will come for her.”

“What?” The tavern owner froze.

“Yeah, I know,” I admitted. “Not great and if I could take her anywhere else I would have. The other news is most of the slavers aren’t here. They’re a few days walk from here trying to murder a bunch of children."

“How—”

“Not important,” I snapped. “Eyes on me, because I only have time to say this once and I need you to know how fucking serious I am.”

“Yes sir.”

I nodded. “She,” I said, pointing back at Melodee. “She stays here, until I come back for her.”

“I’m not⁠—”

“If you leave here without me you’re going to end up back with that thing again, is that what you want?!” I snapped at her. “Shut up, stay put and when I get back, I’ll take you home. Got it?”

Melodee glared at me, but crossed her arms and slumped back in her chair once more.

“Give her a night,” I told the tavern keeper. “She’s tired and has been through a lot. I’m coming back. I just need to put her somewhere for a few days while I sort out this other nonsense.” I let out a sigh as I felt Rain pull once more. “Look, it’s already bad and I need to hurry. A few days, a couple weeks at most. I’ll be back for her. Put her to work. I’m sure you’ve a stable somewhere that needs mucking.”

“Hey!”

“Just keep her here, and keep her out of trouble.”

The tavern owner stared at me for a few moments, before nodding. “I’m sure I can find something for her to do.”

“Good man.” I nodded. “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” I said, turning to look at the irate woman, who, quite simply, would not be able to keep up with me.

“Wait,” she said, reaching out as I headed for the door. “Promise me.”

“When I get back. I’ll help you get home,” I promised her.

“And… if you don’t come back?”

I took a deep breath and let it out again. “If I don’t come back. I’m dead, and the thing that took you will take you again. Whether you make it home or not.”

I stepped past and pushed out into the darkness. It was only early evening. I heard the quiet scuffle of boots as someone followed me out. I’d wasted too much time already. I didn’t blame Melodee for slowing me down, but I had something else on my mind right now.

I pulled on the mana I had available to me. The deep pool was emptying. It refilled between surges pulled from Rain, but not enough to replenish what I was losing as time went on. Whatever was happening, it was big and we were not winning. I heard somebody beside the door behind me as I pushed off the ground. The black energy flowed over my skin, mixing with the blue of my barrier as my enhanced senses helped me lean on the right angle to not trip and fall on my face.

Melodee’s face twisted with horror, seeing the black mass surround me as I shot away like an arrow at launch. Her heart pounded in her chest for several beats before she was too far away for me to hear.

Truthfully, I didn’t know if she would be there when I came back. But if I found out she’d left on someone’s terms other than her own—there was going to be trouble.
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Samsara groaned as her limbs ached. Not just from the movement, but from the damage they had received. A pair of shengren moved in. One of them landed on one of the giant lily pads that still remained. Another plunged into the water and began swimming at a frantic pace. With a grimace, she rose her vines once more. The first was easy.

She was careful to keep the bulk of it deep in the water. Exposing her vines to the air made her a target. Arrows, spells, blades. Her vines had been cut, stabbed, burned and hacked in all manner of ways. The shengren in the water was just their latest attempt. She had already killed dozens and they didn’t stop. They wouldn’t. Snaking her vines through the water, she slipped the tip around the shengren’s leg.

Samsara ignored how she recognized them. This was one of the shengren’s who left two years ago. He’d left with a smile and a promise to visit. He’d chafed at remaining in the walls. Oh how he loved to swim. Now he was a vicious, mindless monster, who pulled out a pair of sharp blades. She dragged him deeper to the bottom of the lake. He fought ferociously, stabbing and slashing at her limbs, destroying her even as she began to coil around his body. The knives continued stabbing until she wrapped the vines around his torso and squeezed hard enough to feel the slickness of blood mixing with the water.

Now she had to deal with the other one. Atop the lily pad, this corrupted druid was far more nimble. She was also bait and Samsara knew it. Everyone knew it. Even now, a handful of corrupted elementari were waiting for her to emerge from the water. She’d be vulnerable for only a moment, and in that moment they would hammer her with whatever magic they could. If they killed the shengren, then so be it. They’d recover and send another.

The students in the school weren’t entirely idle. Some of the older students, mostly from Seed, had descended on the kitchens. They were cooking, cleaning and caring for the school, while Samsara withdrew her weaker bodies in preparation for growing stronger ones.

The rest of the students weren’t idle either. Some helped the children. Either by performing entertainment, or even by taking on a teacher role. Some of them were drilling, teaching the children to fight, while others gathered resources. A few were travelling the school making repairs where they could. Drace wasn’t the only one throwing rocks.

And then there were Areli’s lovers. Rain, Kessa, Lity and Ferne. Each of them, very bright, very obvious. Trying to make themselves targets as best they could. Almost like a game. It had been vicious at first. They emerged and Rain had formed her barrier. Hovering just above her toes, thanks to Kessa. Ferne with her greater physical stamina wielded the blind bastion like a shield of her own. Spinning and striking, while Rain simply held the shield up in front of herself.

They deflected flying boulders, fireballs, sharpened icicles and even the weapons of the mortals themselves. There weren’t any trained soldiers here. At least none wearing the king's colors. That didn’t mean they were unarmed though. Swords and shields were held by the men Samsara knew were slavers. Then there were the siege engines. No massive trebuchets, but that was only a matter of time. Instead there were a range of smaller ones. Catapults, tensioned with thick, wound rope, used to throw fist sized rocks at the school. Ballistae, launching three foot long spears over the water.

Rain did her best and had attracted much of the attention for some time. Only for the attackers to realize how restricted they were. It was merely one small part of the school Rain could defend at a time. The rest remained less protected, requiring more students to defend those sections, and the enemy had wizened up. Now they used peppering shots in search for other weaknesses.

Samsara’s heart ached as she set into her memory, the three of her students she had lost so far. One taken by a spear launched from the banks. Only for Drace himself to hurl a massive stone at the Alm who came to rescue him. That stone collapsed part of a wall and injured a dozen more, killing a boy in the process.

With that thought in mind, Samsara whipped the vine out of the water as quickly as she could. The shengren ducked, but she had been prepared, wrapping the vine down over the lily pad. It wasn’t quick enough though, and a half dozen spell struck her vine burning and stabbing her before she yanked the second shengren below the surface.

The other attacks were less effective though. Her physical body was wrapped around the school buildings itself. At the range they had, her vines did not make easy targets. The worst was the ballistae spears. They plunged into her vines, roots and flowers. The spears themselves did little harm, but they restricted her movement and made it painful when she did so anyway.

If only Areli was here. She couldn’t feel him. Couldn’t track him. She knew he would be coming though. He wouldn’t leave his lovers. Just thinking about that made her frustrated. Samsara didn’t know what made them so special. She could make a body more perfect than they were. A body to satisfy a man like none other. She could make that body to his preferences, as tall, short, thick or thin as he liked. Make her sensitive and fertile. Ripe for his…

“Why am I thinking like this?” Samsara shook herself, making the entire school tremble.

Lity placed her hands on the trembling vine in worry. The crunch of a boulder smacking into Rain’s shield made her flinch. The stone chips sometimes scattered and if she was standing in the wrong spot sometimes they struck her. She’d had to take one of her own potions after being knocked over by a particularly large chunk that caused her to twist her ankle. Rather than hobble around on a sprain, Lity drank her own potion and paid more attention to what was going on around her.

Which is how she recognized the tremble in Samsara’s vines. She knew this would be hard. The druids were like her children in some ways. Not only was she being confronted with so many of them corrupted beyond her reach, she was also being forced to kill them to save others.

“It’s going to be okay,” Lity promised the hamadryad. “He’s coming. I know he is.”

“He better be fucking coming,” Kessa snarled as she fought through the headache that had formed.

Lity could see the pain she was in, but Kessa had rebuffed offers for a potion when she’d asked. Kessa hadn’t taken into account how stressful it would be to hover a person for so long.

Ferne wasn’t doing much better. Grabbing Rain and pulling her around to face each new attack was hard work. Lity and Kessa helped call directions, but it was up to her to move Rain appropriately. They’d had several close calls. Leaving their backs to the ballistae was a bad idea and the enemy took advantage if they noticed a lapse in concentration.

Rain though, had it hardest. She was sweating, even without moving. Her arms hung limply as her head slumped forward to lean on the barrier. Her only thoughts were on Areli as she drew yet more power from him. She didn’t know how much longer she could keep this up. Each rock hit harder than the last. She knew that wasn’t accurate, but even with an endless supply of mana, she was the conduit and it was a struggle to keep the barrier up for so long.

“Areli, please?” Rain whimpered before a stone shattered against her barrier once more. “I can’t… I can’t.”

“What was that?” Ferne asked, hearing Rain’s soft whimpers.

Rain shook her head and gritted her teeth as Ferne spun her around, only to feel two thumps as spears shattered before striking their target.
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I didn’t know if I was running or jumping. Each step I took sent me dozens of feet forward. I had to slow down over the hills after I nearly crashed. I slowed once more when I hit the trees. What should have taken me days, had taken me only a couple of hours. I was close. I could hear the crunch of stone on stone and the howling of corrupted shengrens.

I almost missed them entirely. I launched myself off the ground, sailed past a tree and realized I was flying over the top of them all. Below me a catapult twanged and launched a small rock over the lake towards the school. I threw out a barrier-clad hand and fell atop the branches of a nearby tree. The branches snapped and I fell, tumbling to the ground in a heap.

Around me were several men. Most of them human and looking very confused. Then a shengren recognized what I was and screamed.

They lunged and landed atop me. I used their momentum to roll and pinned them below me. But only long enough to slam my fist into their face, crushing their skull until their brain flowed out their eye sockets. On my knees, I kicked hard and ripped through a man’s side, sending a shower of viscera over his friends as I tore my way to the closest catapult.

The slavers, at least the human ones, were no match for me. Corrupted or just evil, it didn’t matter. They were here, attacking a school with siege weapons. I didn’t have the time or the ability to take prisoners. If they stood before me, they died. If they ran, I’d just have to hunt them down later. The team operating the catapult didn’t see me coming. One of them used a lever to crank back a long arm. I grabbed that lever and pulled sideways. Rather than snap, the catapult pitched over onto its side, crushing a man holding a large stone in preparation to load. It also landed on the firing mechanism, causing the partially wound arm to whip forward, striking two men who had been standing nearby.

I picked up the stone, dropped by the loader and hurled it into the largest mass of men near me, before a stone came flying back. I saw it out of the corner of my eye and ducked. The slaver coming up behind me with a sword wasn’t so lucky, catching the boulder, which in turn, crushed him into the ground as it tumbled through their ranks.

That’s when I saw him.

“Drace,” I hissed.

He hovered there. Just on the edge of the lake. A smirk on his face. One I couldn’t tell if it were genuine, or the monster that had corrupted him. Nor did it matter. I felt an impact on my shoulder and turned to see the slaver reeling back, clutching his arm from the shock of the impact as he dropped his sword. I’d never used a sword before, but anything would make a good hitting stick if I swung it hard enough.

I bent, scooping his weapon up, before charging through the crowd. A shengren burst out and I swung the blade. It struck him in the chest and carved right through him, before snapping as it struck his spine. The shengren was dead, but so was my sword. So I hurled that at Drace, who dropped to avoid the projectile. Unarmed once more I looked for an alternative and found one. A mace, clutched in the hands of a nearby slaver. He swung it at me the moment I came near, but I was ready and caught it with ease.

Their reactions were too slow. It was like dealing with children. Murderous, monstrous children. I yanked it from his hands and kicked him in the stomach. The blow folded him in half and knocked him backward into his comrades, which gave me a clear view of Drace coming back into view. This time, not with a boulder, but with dozens of smaller stones. He threw his arms forward and they shot towards me.

I held my arms up, protecting my face as those rocks pounded his own men alongside myself. The rocks shattered, chipped shards were sent flying, doing no damage to me. However my clothes were a different matter. There were large chunks of cloth torn away and it showed the swirling blue and black of my barrier and power clinging to my skin below.

“HOW?!” Drace snarled. “How are you even here?”

I didn’t respond as I came within range. I whipped the mace around, aiming for his head. He was fast though, and threw his arms up. My borrowed mace struck his elbow, shattering his arm and tearing flesh from bone. It also knocked him out of the way of the instantly fatal blow, letting him pull back over the lake and out of range.

As I braced to leap, his face twisted and the monster within faded, replaced with his human persona. He let out a choked scream and clutched his destroyed arm with his good one. But that’s not why I hesitated.

In all the chaos of my arrival, a vine rose from the lake. Drace was switching his attention back and forth from me, to his arm. He didn’t notice the vine until it slammed down on him from behind. Drace pitched forward and I leaped to the side as the vine swatted down across the bank, striking several slavers who didn’t dodge in time.

I pulled to one side and watched as Samsara peeled her vine away. Drace was twitching, but I didn’t give him an opportunity to do anything else. One swift blow to the back of the head and it was all over. For better or worse.

Now I just needed to finish the rest of them. The humans were easy. Falling like chaff beneath a blade, I kept a grip on the mace until the handle bent and warped. When a shengren appeared on all fours, I hurled my twisted weapon at them, striking them in the chest, which gave me the opportunity to find a new weapon. A sword. It lasted only slightly longer than the first, letting me cut down two more, along with what I thought was another elementari who sent a shower of flames at me the moment I sliced them down. Between my barrier and the blood soaked into my clothing, I was unscathed as I stepped out of the smoke with yet another broken weapon.

The tide had turned though. The slavers were backing away. Those with enough self-control were trying to leave. Those too far gone looked to be calculating whether a tactical retreat was the best option.

Borrowed weapon or bare handed, I kicked, punched, hacked and slashed, until nothing stood in front of me. They broke and fled in all directions. Some cursed and spat, others shook as if fighting against some invisible compulsion. Several more sprinted in my direction. Lost to the rage of the thing that held them under compulsion. I beat, punched, threw and crushed them all until finally, the only sound reaching my ears was the screams of distant fighting.

Samsara’s body writhed and swatted at the roof of the school. I had a moment of horror, thinking that someone or something had managed to get through. Only to recognize the shimmering blue dome in the middle of the carnage.

Seeing Rain and the others coming under attack, by Samsara of all people, I was already angry. This was a complete betrayal. I trusted her, and she was trying to kill my loves, even as I defended her.

The ground cracked as I kicked off. The wind howled in my ears and I leaped atop the wall leading to the inner circle. Stones shattered, a dozen of Samsara’s bodies lay within. Several of them screamed in shock, before turning to me with lascivious smiles.

“Areli, you’ve come back to me!” dozens of voices cried with joy.

I threw myself forward. The nude forms she had created varied. Tall with large breasts. Short with round bodies and plush appearances. Thin, muscular, teardrop tits. It was like she had spent hours forming as many bodies to please the male eye as possible. They threw themselves forward, pawing and grabbing at me.

I threw them off, destroying a pair as I closed in on the main body. She seemed to realize what was happening as I wound back my fist. The barrier wrapped around my hand protected my knuckles as I punched through her skin, right into the core of her main body. The entire plant shuddered and I watched as dozens of her nude bodies screamed.

But that’s not all I felt. I sensed the corruption. It was spreading fast, and twisting ever deeper, though they hadn’t gotten deep enough to immobilize her mindscape. The worms were here too. They’d attempted to enslave Samsara. Suddenly the rage for the attack on my lovers vanished, as my rage boiled at the attack on Samsara.

I pushed. Not physically, but with the whole of my mind and soul. Samsara screamed. Her bodies screamed, her vines twitched and writhed in agony. I scoured her body, taking hold of the worms where I found them.

And tore them free.

It felt like hours, but might only have been moments, before I slumped to the ground. Panting and heaving, I felt a cool hand on my shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” Samsara whispered. “I’m so sorry.”


Also by Montgomery Quinn
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Jeyna probably shouldn’t have survived that fight. The Sea Orc was a powerful enemy. One that wasn’t where he should have been. Despite the odds, and with the help of two beautiful women, he survived and claimed territory for his own.

It didn’t end there though. The war still raged. Humanity threw itself on the dwarves, and they in turn threw themselves on humanity. Border towns, farming villages and the dragons who watched over them are in turmoil.

It just so happens that a cozy, out of the way territory now lies on the border of three nations. Better yet, Jeyna isn’t in a position to refuse. When refugees show up, it’s up to Jeyna, his two lovers and a dryad with mixed signals to figure out how to house and feed them all. Made all the more complicated, by Jeyna’s complicated feelings towards other men entering his home.

With a storm on the horizon, a warfront approaching, and dragons scouting for a strange whelp. It’s only a matter of time before violence finds its way to Jeyna’s new home.

Now all he has to do is figure out how to grow his hoard. Right after he figures out what that hoard is. It may just be closer than he ever would have realized.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0GMR7D7TJ
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It wasn't Caeda's fault for being this way. Gam Gam the warlock managed to foist the cost for her powers on her own grandchild. A luck stat, literally in the negative was almost a death sentence to a member of a dungeon party. Only a higher than average survival score tipped that scale long enough to keep her alive.

Which is more than can be said for Caeda's party members. Fleeing for her life, from an enraged, oath breaking paladin, Caeda finds herself off the beaten path in an unexplored part of the dungeon. Things only get worse, after putting on a cursed item of clothing, she can't take off.

But when she finds her way out. Deals with the dungeon boss, and wins the respect of a new team. Maybe Caeda's luck has finally turned.

Maybe.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0GF82BSM9/
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Nobody saw this coming. Not me. Not the elders. Certainly not my dear Hanwarra.

Never before have the Dorf people lost an entire clan. A betrayal so deep, those who are left will never forgive, nor forget. It's time for the Dorfs to go to war. Yet somehow it has fallen to me, to lead them. Worst of all, Garnet was prepared. I may be his catalyst, but his plans were already in motion.

The wheels of war turn slowly. The enemy is prepared. So it's up to me and my wives to figure out a way to make this work.

All under the nose of those we thought buried.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0G63TPB3R/
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The world as they knew it is gone. Shattered in a single night of bloodshed. Monsters, madness and man’s own folly, led to the demise of millions.

Not all was lost.

Through grit, the smarts of the girl-next-door and sheer dumb luck. Joel, Jess and his neighbors survived that first night. Awakening in the morning with an introduction to Morpheus. The vague intelligence appearing as a textbox and a set of obnoxious questlines.

And for whatever reason. It’s taken a liking to Joel and his ragtag group. Gifted a class, stat sheets and upgradable skills and gear, Joel banded with his neighbors to eke out a safe zone to live in. Which only invited further danger.

Luneira, the Night Hag was the first major hurdle. A silent and deadly wraith alongside a horde of monsters being the second.

It seems that every time Joel overcomes a struggle. A new arises. And with more powerful allies, comes enemies to match. Human and otherwise.

Morpheus is a modern day fantasy, with base building elements, stat sheets and a progression system.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0G1JP346P/


Book Formatting


Book formatting at a reasonable price.

The person who formatted this book and all of the Montgomery Quinn books!

“I make your words look pretty.”

https://www.nmalone.net/bookformatting
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